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ABSTRACT 

-- 

Making “Chinese Art”: Knowledge and Authority in the Transpacific Progressive Era 

Kin-Yee Ian Shin 

This dissertation presents a cultural history of U.S.-China relations between 1876 and 1930 that 

analyzes the politics attending the formation of the category we call “Chinese art” in the United 

States today. Interest in the material and visual culture of China has influenced the development 

of American national identity and shaped perceptions of America’s place in the world since the 

colonial era. Turn-of-the-century anxieties about U.S.-China relations and geopolitics in the 

Pacific Ocean sparked new approaches to the collecting and study of Chinese art in the U.S. 

Proponents including Charles Freer, Langdon Warner, Frederick McCormick, and others 

championed the production of knowledge about Chinese art in the U.S. as a deterrent for a 

looming “civilizational clash.” Central to this flurry of activity were questions of epistemology 

and authority: among these approaches, whose conceptions and interpretations would prevail, 

and on what grounds?  

American collectors, dealers, and curators grappled with these questions by engaging not 

only with each other—oftentimes contentiously—but also with their counterparts in Europe, 

China, and Japan. Together they developed and debated transnational forms of expertise within 

museums, world’s fairs, commercial galleries, print publications, and educational institutes. The 

collaboration and competition between them based on evolving definitions of rigor and 

objectivity produced two significant results. First, the creation of knowledge about Chinese art 

advanced informal imperialism over China through a more disciplined apprehension of its 

culture. Second, it facilitated the U.S. overtaking Europe as the new center for the collecting and 



study of Chinese art in the West. This project thus explains not only the evolution of a field of 

knowledge, but also the transformation of the United States into an international power at the 

intersection of geopolitics and culture in the first decades of the early twentieth century.  

Five chapters focus on the period during 1900 and 1920 when interest in and institution 

building around Chinese art flourished in the United States. Chapter one offers a prelude to 

changes to come in the early 1900s by documenting the participation of late nineteenth-century 

American collectors, whose tastes concentrated on Chinese ceramics, in transatlantic circuits of 

collecting and scholarship that were then dominated by Europeans. Chapter two recounts the 

creation of the American Asiatic Institute and the life of its founder, Frederick McCormick, to 

highlight the geopolitical context that motivated Chinese art collecting in the U.S. during the 

1910s. Chapter three examines the intersection between commerce and knowledge by showing 

how art dealers conveyed not only art objects, but also skills and information across the Pacific. 

Looking past the marquee names of famed dealers like Duveen Brothers and C.T. Loo reveals 

the exchanges and mutual dependency between Western and Chinese suppliers, clerks, and 

translators who were key to the formation of Chinese art collections and scholarship in the U.S. 

Chapter four traces the tension between cosmopolitanism and nationalism that, over the course of 

a decade, catapulted private and public collections in the U.S. over those in Europe in a kind of 

Chinese art “arms race.” As chapter five shows, however, American authority over Chinese art 

was far from secure. In particular, conflicts over the selection and display of Chinese paintings at 

the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco underscore the contingent 

limitations of this authority. The epilogue presents the 1920s and 1930s as a turning point in the 

professionalization of Chinese art that foreclosed earlier ideas and practices as insufficiently 

rigorous—and, in the process, surrendered an older vision for art to reform international relations. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Before “the ‘Reasoning and Scientific Era’”: Chinese Art, Knowledge Production, and 

U.S.-China Relations Before 1900 

-- 

In late March 1915, after a month of harried negotiations over stone sculptures and scroll 

paintings with Chinese dealers who were visiting New York, Charles Lang Freer sat down at the 

U.S. Grant Hotel in San Diego and penned a letter to his friend and fellow art collector Agnes 

Meyer. The leading authority of his generation on Chinese art, Freer embarked on a collecting 

career after amassing a fortune in the railroad industry in Michigan. A decade earlier, Freer had 

announced that he would donate his groundbreaking collection of East Asian art and paintings by 

modern American artists—chief among them James McNeill Whistler—to the Smithsonian 

Institution, creating the eponymous gallery of art on the National Mall. Praise for the collection 

was effusive. The Evening Star in Washington boasted that the assemblage “has been got 

together with the highest expert advice, and probably could never and will never be duplicated. 

[…] So rare and so valuable is it, in fact, that from all over Europe, from China and Japan, 

connoisseurs have traveled to Detroit to examine it, feeling the labor and cost well expended.”1 

When the Smithsonian finally accepted the gift in 1906, President Theodore Roosevelt wrote to 

Chief Justice Melville W. Fuller that it was “one of the most valuable collections which any 

private citizen has ever given to any people.”2  

                                                
1 “Mr. Freer’s Offer to the National Museum,” Sunday Star, May 28, 1905, Charles Lang Freer Papers, 

press cuttings book III, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

2 Quoted in Thomas Lawton and Linda Merrill, Freer: A Legacy of Art (Washington, D.C: Freer Gallery of 
Art, Smithsonian Institution in association with H.N. Abrams, 1993), 189. On the creation of the Freer Gallery of 
Art, see Ibid., 183–189. 
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Given these accolades, Meyer might have been surprised when she opened Charles 

Freer’s letter to find a raft of self-doubt. Freer predicted that posterity might disparage his 

donation as a “blind man diving in the depths of Chinese art, taking out fakes and trash and 

hugging them as genuine, without advice, without personal knowledge, and then working them 

off on an innocent government!” Still, he welcomed their criticisms:  

A yell will go up. Good! I hope it will reach me in some spirit way. Then will come what 
you call the “reasoning and scientific era” to awaken study, to learn the hows and whys 
of art production in China—the ideals, the materials, the means, the copies, and why. 
Intelligent people will strive for the knowable—the foolish adventuresome collector will 
be forgiven even if his flowers prove to be thorns—educational thorns that helped 
others.3  
 

With this letter, Freer neatly summarized the thorny issues facing Chinese art collectors and 

experts in the United States in the early twentieth century. What was knowable? How should 

collectors indulge their passions in an atmosphere of conjecture and “unscientific” study? In this 

pre-academic era, the trouble was not a dearth of information circulating about Chinese art, but 

in fact an overabundance of it and the lack of a consensus approach for those like Freer to make 

sense of the objects in their collections.  

Rather than being paralyzed by these competing claims of knowledge, however, Charles 

Freer gamely pushed on in his collecting activities. Indeed, the reason Freer was in California—

aside from the salutary effects of the state’s sunny weather on his neurasthenia—were his plans 

to attend the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco in May, where he 

viewed the official exhibit of Chinese paintings inside the Palace of Fine Arts and purchased 

several others from the Shanghai collector Pang Yuanji. At the PPIE, he would also have known 

about and perhaps advanced arrangements for the First Pacific Conference on July 19, conceived 

                                                
3 “Charles Lang Freer to Agnes Meyer,” March 30, 1915, Box 15, “Charles Lang Freer Jan-Mar 1915” 

folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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by an organization called the Asiatic Institute to “deal with the history of Pacific affairs that 

claim present attention…and in the main following the line along which understandings and co-

operation between the countries of the two civilizations in the Pacific may be arrived at.”4 After 

all, Freer was a charter member of the institute’s executive committee, and had helped fund and 

advise its researches on Chinese ceramics as part of a larger program “to secure a wider 

appreciation of Pacific affairs, and to be a repository and arsenal of information of all that 

concerns the two civilizations, as well as to realize the stable relationship and understanding that 

must ultimately exist between them.”5 A letter from an American collector; an exhibition of 

paintings from China; a conference to promote cross-cultural understanding: together, these 

events intersecting in the spring and summer of 1915 encapsulate the uncertain boundaries of 

Chinese art knowledge in the United States in the early twentieth century, the multi-vocal and 

transnational milieu in which they were contested, and the world-historical stakes that many 

imputed to the debate.  

This dissertation tells the story of the creation of Chinese art as a field of knowledge in 

the United States during the first two decades of the twentieth century, and of its uses for the 

advancement of informal U.S. imperialism in China and for the repositioning of America in the 

world. I argue that changes in how Americans collected and studied Chinese art during its pre-

academic era can be traced to geopolitical concerns regarding both the Pacific and Atlantic 

worlds, which in turn shaped the contours of the knowledge that emerged from these cultural 

practices. My project takes as its central premise the idea that, as Craig Clunas has written, “‘art’ 

                                                
4 “Asiatic Institute First Pacific Conference,” July 1915, H. Morse Stephens Papers, BANC MSS C-B 926, 

carton 1, “Panama-Pacific Historical Congress, 1915” folder, The Bancroft Library, University of California, 
Berkeley. 

5 “Asiatic Institute Book” (Asiatic Institute, 1915), Yale-China Association Records (RU 232), box 18, 
folder 24, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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is not a category in the sense of a preexistent container filled with different contents as history 

progresses. Rather, it is a way of categorizing, a manner of making knowledge, that has been 

applied to a wider and wider set of manifestations of material culture…”6 I define knowledge as 

a coherent set of ideas and observations about a given subject, in this case the visual and material 

productions of China. An often-contested process of validation distinguishes knowledge from 

information; for this reason, questions of power and authority are central to my dissertation. My 

project is therefore not a work of Chinese art history, but rather a study of the politics and 

geopolitics involved in claiming intellectual ownership over and interpreting a foreign culture. 

Many groups were invested in the creation of knowledge about Chinese art in the United 

States during the first decades of the twentieth century, but they were not equal in their influence 

and success. To the extent that we may speak of an “American” concept and practice of Chinese 

art for this period, that distinction belongs to Charles Freer and his circle. This network of 

collectors, curators, dealers, and experts embraced an expansive range of art objects, including 

paintings, bronzes, ceramics, jades, and sculptures; the inclusion of paintings, though only those 

from earlier periods, was a notable departure from European convention, which tended to focus 

attention on other mediums. Additionally, they accepted the importance of acquiring Chinese 

language skills—sometimes by learning it firsthand, but more often through intermediaries and 

translators—for the interpretation of inscriptions, seals, and colophons.7 Other collectors and 

scholars contested these dominant viewpoints: for example, some dissenters referenced 

alternative sources to argue that the pictorial art produced during China’s later dynasties was 
                                                

6 Craig Clunas, “Oriental Antiquities/Far Eastern Art,” Positions 2, no. 2 (1994): 324. 

7 Clunas notes that, unlike the U.S., leading British curators like Laurence Binyon, R.L. Hobson, and did 
not know Chinese and believed that key to understanding Chinese art was “a universalist ideal of the aesthetically 
sensitive individual.” Clunas argues that this difference “cannot but have influenced the development of collections 
in Britain away from the study of painting (where linguistic resources have been seen as relatively more important) 
toward those areas in which it was felt (wrongly) that lack of a knowledge of the Chinese language was no 
impediment.” See Ibid., 352. 



 

 5 

indeed worthy of collecting, while others disputed whether and how members of the group 

mastered the Chinese language. In the United States, as elsewhere, knowledge about Chinese art 

transformed as a result of vigorous debate. 

Epistemological questions about objectivity, rigor, and authority lay at the heart of this 

debate over Chinese art that engaged U.S. collectors, dealers, museum curators, and experts in 

the first two decades of the twentieth century. What were appropriate methods of learning? What 

constituted legitimate evidence? Even as the field moved slowly away from pure connoisseurship 

and lived experience as the bases for claims of expertise, and toward credentialed academic 

study based on knowledge of the Chinese language, there were no straightforward answers to 

these questions. Thus, it was possible that an American who had only visited China in the last 

decade of his life and who did not speak a word of Chinese could overrule the opinions of 

another man who, by contrast, lived there for almost six decades and who was one of the few 

Westerners to master the country’s language in both its written and spoken forms.8 Authority in 

the Chinese art circles of early twentieth-century America was convoluted and overdetermined 

not only by the possession of knowledge, but also by other factors such as social status, wealth, 

gender, and ethno-racial background.  

Examining the making of “Chinese art” in the United States as opposed to other 

categories of knowledge about China and Chinese life sheds new light on the evolving role of the 

U.S. in the world during the early twentieth century. First, the creation, accumulation, and 

interpretation of knowledge about Chinese art advanced U.S. informal imperialism vis-à-vis 
                                                

8 In public, the former (Charles Freer) was relatively cordial in to the latter (John C. Ferguson). In private, 
however, Freer excoriated Ferguson as crafty and misguided in his preferences for later Chinese painting. See 
“Charles Lang Freer to Agnes Meyer,” November 25, 1914, Box 15, “Charles Lang Freer 1914” folder, Agnes 
Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. Their most public 
disagreements took place over the purchases that Ferguson made for the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which I will 
discuss further in chapter four. See Lara Jaishree Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for 
Chinese Art and Culture (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2013), 85–86. 
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China and over the Pacific region. The case of American accumulation of knowledge about 

Chinese art is less clear-cut compared to other imperial knowledge projects, especially those in 

natural scientific fields that often facilitated and justified economic hegemony over distant 

regions. One reason for this difference, common to histories of inter-cultural contact, is the 

agency of native actors—in this case Chinese collectors and dealers who were by turns 

collaborative and resistant depending on their own objectives. Another reason, more specific to 

art as a particular type of human activity, may be that dealing with culture—which, as Edward 

Said has written, “is a concept that includes a refining and elevating element, each society’s 

reservoir of the best that has been known and thought”—made it more difficult for Americans to 

completely disparage or dismiss the humanity of Chinese people.9 Certainly many Americans 

such as Langdon Warner legitimized their collecting through the rationale that China had 

declined irreversibly from its apex in ancient times, and that the country’s art and antiquities 

therefore required protection and preservation in the West. But there were also others, like 

Frederick McCormick and John C. Ferguson, who collected out of genuine respect for China past 

and present. Seen in this light, many of the characters in my study were remarkably ahead of 

their time for the degree of cultural relativism they espoused through an appreciation of China’s 

artistic heritage. 

Nevertheless, the collective enterprise that engaged art collectors, dealers, museum 

curators, and scholars over Chinese art promoted a distinctive vision for geopolitical 

arrangements in the Pacific Ocean and a specific hierarchy for relations between the United 

States and China. As I will show, the desire to better understand China through its art grew out of 

the belief that looming civilizational conflict threatened the balance of power in the Pacific 

                                                
9 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York: Knopf, 1993), xiii. 
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Ocean that the United States was invested in preserving. That status quo was a Western-centric 

one in which the U.S. and European nations were dominant and had been since the Age of 

Exploration. Importantly, too, American collectors held a fixed idea of who would collect and 

study, and who would be collected and studied, if indeed these activities were to stave off an 

apocalyptic turn in world affairs. Put another way, paintings by John Singleton Copley or 

sculptures by Daniel Chester French never made their way to Chinese collectors during this 

period. To be sure, the many Americans involved in this of activity did not always explicitly 

state these beliefs for their decisions and actions, but their participation in a larger system of 

knowledge production still implicated them in shoring up a relationship through which the 

United States possessed China.  

At the same time, this project is not simply a history of U.S. engagement with China 

through its art. Given that Chinese art knowledge in the Western world coming out of the late 

nineteenth century was dominated by Europe, my dissertation necessarily addresses the evolving 

relationship between American and European collectors and experts. Their interactions were 

complex: a sense of cosmopolitanism motivated transnational collaborations in the earlier period 

of my study, but the specter of nationalism always loomed in the background as Chinese art 

stood as a proxy for competing claims between Western nation-states over the territory and other 

resources of China. By the late 1910s, in large part due to the human and material destruction 

caused by World War I, the United States—particularly the northeastern corridor formed by 

Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C.—had overtaken Europe as the leading 

repositories of Chinese art in the West, and was well on its way to supplanting European 

leadership in the realm of scholarship as well. In this regard, too, American collectors believed 

that they would treat Chinese art and antiquities more respectfully and equitably—in a word, 
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more benevolently—than their European counterparts had done by looting from the country. 

Chinese art collecting and scholarship in the United States during this period thus manifested an 

ideology of American exceptionalism that looked both east and west. 

Finally, the motivations for and manner in which Chinese art knowledge was produced 

during this period lead us to rethink the geographic orientation of the Progressive Era as 

westward facing in two significant ways.10 First, the discourses of specialization, expertise, and 

objectivity that collectors, dealers, curators, and scholars invoked in transforming the collecting 

and study of Chinese art in the United States adds an intellectual dimension to the impulse for 

the scientific study of other areas, especially social questions with implications for public policy. 

Second, I show that ideas of reform extended to the conduct of U.S. foreign relations in the 

Pacific, as Americans envisioned that more and deeper knowledge about Chinese culture, 

especially Chinese art, could rectify certain inaccuracies and inefficiencies. My dissertation 

pushes historians to further explore the unfolding of the Progressive Era not only along 

transatlantic lines, but transpacific ones as well. 

This brief chapter introduces the project, and provides both the historiographical context 

and the prehistory before 1900 for Chinese art collecting and scholarship in the United States. 

First, I position this dissertation at the intersection of the history of U.S. foreign relations and the 

history of collecting, showing that, while new research has flourished within the past decade, 
                                                

10 My formulation of a “transpacific Progressive Era” invokes Daniel Rodgers’ Atlantic Crossings. While 
the linkages between social reform movements in Europe and the U.S. are well established, fewer works have 
treated the same transnational phenomena reaching across the Pacific Ocean during this period of U.S history. 
Ballard Campbell’s historiographic essay traces the outlines of the internationalized study of the Gilded Age and 
Progressive Era. See Ballard Campbell, “Comparative Perspectives on the Gilded Age and Progressive Era,” The 
Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 1, no. 2 (2002): 154–78. For transpacific scholarship on the 
Progressive Era, see: Jessica Ching-Sze Wang, John Dewey in China: To Teach and To Learn (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2007); Karen Garner, Precious Fire: Maud Russell and the Chinese Revolution 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003); Jerry Israel, Progressivism and the Open Door: America and 
China, 1905-1921 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1971); Barry C. Keenan, The Dewey Experiment in 
China: Educational Reform and Political Power in the Early Republic (Cambridge: Harvard University Council on 
East Asian Studies and Harvard University Press, 1977). 
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these two bodies of scholarship continue to look past each other. Next, I describe the prelude of 

cultural exchanges between the United States and China in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, paying particular attention to how a mix information about China and Chinese 

culture—some of it accurate; most of it not—circulated unfettered during this period. 

Specifically in the realm of Chinese art, I detail the long tradition of collecting and scholarship in 

Europe and its part in launching two American collections in the 1870s and 1890s. I end by 

summarizing the four chapters and epilogue that follow. 

-- 

Scholars have long held that the West defined itself in opposition to an exoticized 

Oriental other, and that these representations constituted a kind of informal imperialism.11 

Originally applied to the study of Europe’s relationship with the Middle East, Orientalism as an 

analytic has also found purchase in U.S. history and American Studies in such works as John 

Kuo Wei Tchen’s New York Before Chinatown (2001).12 Concurrently, scholars pushed to 

articulate the imperialist impulse beyond its conventional grounding in political and economic 

explanations to the terrain of culture. As Amy Kaplan writes, “To understand the multiple ways 

in which empire becomes a way of life means to focus on those areas of culture traditionally 

ignored as long as imperialism was treated as a matter of foreign policy conducted by diplomatic 

                                                
11 Said, Culture and Imperialism; Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 

12 Works exploring Orientalism in the context of the United States include: John Kuo Wei Tchen, New York 
Before Chinatown: Orientalism and the Shaping of American Culture, 1776-1882 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1999); Zhaoming Qian, Orientalism and Modernism: The Legacy of China in Pound and Williams 
(Durham: Duke University Press, n.d.); Mari Yoshihara, Embracing the East: White Women and American 
Orientalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003); Christina Klein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the 
Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Karen J. Leong, The China 
Mystique: Pearl S. Buck, Anna May Wong, Mayling Soong, and the Transformation of American Orientalism 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); Richard V. Francaviglia, Go East, Young Man: Imagining the 
American West as the Orient (Logan: Utah State University Press, 2011). 
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elites or as a matter of economic necessity driven by market forces.”13 Given these two 

historiographical shifts, it makes sense that the historical study of U.S.-China relations has 

expanded from earlier researches on formal diplomatic relations between the two countries, to a 

greater focus on the power of cross-cultural contact and exchange.14 This emphasis on non-state 

actors, what Charles W. Hayford calls the “Open Door Raj” in reference to the first half of the 

twentieth century, has fallen predominantly on the American missionary enterprise in China, 

though scholars have also examined the role of journalists, businessmen, university students, 

medical professionals, and others.15 By contrast, art collecting has only been a passing concern in 

the story that historians tell about U.S.-China relations at the turn of the twentieth century.16 

Warren Cohen’s East Asian Art and American Culture (1993) is the notable exception to 

this trend, and it remains the authoritative treatment of the topic. Cohen traces out the basic 
                                                

13 Amy Kaplan, “’Left Alone with America’: The Absence of Empire in the Study of American Culture,” in 
Amy Kaplan and Donald E. Pease, eds., Cultures of United States Imperialism (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1993), 14. 

14 For a recent historiographical review of twentieth-century U.S.-China cultural relations, see Charles W. 
Hayford, “The Open Door Raj: Chinese-American Cultural Relations, 1900–1945,” in Warren I. Cohen, ed., Pacific 
Passage: The Study of American-East Asian Relations on the Eve of the Twenty-First Century (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), 139–162.  

15 An extensive literature on the American missionary enterprise in China exists, but in my own work I 
have found the following most helpful: Patricia Neils, ed., United States Attitudes and Policies Toward China: The 
Impact of American Missionaries (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 1990); Jane Hunter, The Gospel of Gentility: American 
Women Missionaries in Turn-of-the-Century China (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984); James Reed, The 
Missionary Mind and American East Asia Policy, 1911-1915 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Arthur 
M. Schlesinger, Jr., “The Missionary Enterprise and Theories of Imperialism,” in The Missionary Enterprise in 
China and America, by John K. Fairbank (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974), 336–73; Paul A. Varg, 
Missionaries, Chinese, and Diplomats: The American Protestant Missionary Movement in China, 1890-1952 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958). Michael Hunt pioneered the study of U.S.-Chinese relations through a 
combination of diplomatic history and cultural analysis. See Michael H. Hunt, The Making of A Special Relationship: 
The United States and China to 1914 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983). Other works on non-
missionary cultural brokers between the U.S. and China include: Weili Ye, Seeking Modernity in China’s Name: 
Chinese Students in the United States, 1900-1927 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001); Peter Conn, Pearl 
Buck: A Cultural Biography (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Jonathan Goldstein, Jerry Israel, and 
Hilary Conroy, eds., America Views China: American Images of China Then and Now (Bethlehem: Lehigh 
University Press, 1991); Mary Brown Bullock, An American Transplant: The Rockefeller Foundation and The 
Peking Union Medical College (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980). 

16 For a recent example, see Gordon H. Chang, Fateful Ties: A History of America’s Preoccupation with 
China (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 119–121. 
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chronology of American interest in Chinese art by documenting its origins from 1784 to the late 

nineteenth century; a “golden age” between 1893 and 1919 (marked on one end by the World’s 

Columbian Exposition in Chicago, and on the other by the death of Charles Freer); a period of 

professionalization during the 1920s; and subsequent opportunities and challenges during the 

Great Depression and World War II. He posits that Chinese and Japanese art were critical 

instruments of diplomacy and that their presentation opened new avenues of understanding 

between those countries and the United States. Where I differ from Cohen is in his attribution of 

these developments to instincts and tastes, rather than to historically derived systems of 

knowledge. For example, Cohen writes of Freer: “[In] the end, like all great connoisseurs, he 

depended on his eye to tell him what was incomparably beautiful.”17 Similarly, Freer’s 

biographer Thomas Lawton writes: “At the outset, during the 1890s, Freer had only a general 

awareness of the complexities of Asian art; few antiquities of outstanding quality were available 

for comparison, and even fewer experts in the West were discerning in matters of 

connoisseurship. […] But Freer’s natural intelligence…enabled him to move through the hazards 

of Asian connoisseurship with surprising success.”18 These characterizations rest on the 

assumption that Chinese art collecting during the first two decades of the twentieth century 

lacked the institutions, resources, and experts to make it a full-fledged intellectual endeavor. My 

dissertation seeks a more granular understanding of this je ne sais quoi quality of 

connoisseurship that Cohen and Lawton described by reframing it as a process of knowledge 

making across multiple sets of borders. 

                                                
17 Cohen, East Asian Art and American Culture, 60. 

18 Thomas Lawton and Linda Merrill, Freer: A Legacy of Art (Washington, D.C: Freer Gallery of Art, 
Smithsonian Institution in association with H.N. Abrams, 1993), 99. 
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The depictions that Warren Cohen and Thomas Lawton give of Charles Freer are 

representative of another tendency among older works to valorize the collector as a figure. Many 

portray the formation of personal and public collections as selfless acts of goodwill on behalf of 

the city or the nation without considering the international context and consequences of how they 

were procured. Louis Auchincloss depicts J.P. Morgan’s collecting as a desire to “bring the glory 

of European art and ancient civilization to his native land” because the United States had been 

“barren of culture” during Morgan’s youth.19 William Johnston’s portrayal of William and Henry 

Walters as “reticent collectors” likewise depicts the father-son duo from Baltimore as virtuous 

philanthropists (and Confederate sympathizers) who, like their visionary and moneyed 

contemporaries Henry Clay Frick and J.P. Morgan, wanted to endow their hometown with 

inspiring institutions of culture.20 Focusing on these individuals leads to an overly narrow 

understanding of how others, especially collectors and dealers from China, contributed to the 

shaping of knowledge about Chinese art in the United States. Thomas Lawton gazes in such an 

admiring way at Charles Freer while downplaying Freer’s counterparts in Asia. When Freer is 

“demanding” and “a formidable adversary,” for instance, it is because he is concluding a “sound 

financial settlement,” whereas his Asian colleagues are portrayed as bring “less scrupulous” and 

having “behaved improperly” when they presumably were pursuing the same “sound financial 

settlement.”21 My dissertation differs from these hagiographic interpretations by taking a more 

critical view of American collectors, curators, and experts and by giving equal weight to the 

                                                
19 Louis Auchincloss, J.P. Morgan: The Financier as Collector (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1990), 55. 

20 William R. Johnston, William and Henry Walters, the Reticent Collectors (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1990). On the collecting activities of William and Henry Walters, see also C. Griffith Mann, 
“Exporting China: The Collecting Taste of William and Henry Walters,” in Collecting China: The World, China, 
and a History of Collecting, ed. Vimalin Rujivacharakul (Lanham: University of Delaware Press and Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2011), 99–106. 

21 Lawton and Merrill, Freer, 99, 128. A  
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intentions, ideas, and strategies of their Asian counterparts. Doing so provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of the international origins of discourse on Chinese art that 

developed during this period. 

A generation after East Asian Art and American Culture appeared, academic monographs 

and trade books on Chinese art collecting have proliferated, thanks in large part to interest 

generated by the roaring Chinese art market.22 In addition, a number of edited volumes hint at the 

recent growth of the field; of particular interest are projects in progress by Chinese art historians 

like Zaixin Hong and Katharine Burnett that will incorporate Chinese-language sources into our 

understanding of art collecting in the United States and Europe in the early twentieth century.23 

There are two notable trends within the literature that has been published in the last five years. 

First, while presenting a slate of exciting new research, these works almost uniformly divorce the 

aesthetic from the political and disregard the geopolitical contexts of the early twentieth century. 

Thus, for example, one recent history (written by an emeritus professor of psychology) claims: 
                                                

22 Recent books, journal articles, and unpublished dissertations on Chinese art collecting in the United 
States include: Michael St. Clair, The Great Chinese Art Transfer: How So Much of China’s Art Came to America 
(Lanham: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press; Rowman & Littlefield, 2016); Karl E. Meyer and Shareen Blair 
Brysac, The China Collectors: America’s Century-Long Hunt for Asian Art Treasures (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 2015); Daisy Yiyou Wang, “Charles Lang Freer and the Collecting of Chinese Buddhist Art in Early-
Twentieth-Century America,” Journal of the History of Collections, July 28, 2015, 1–16; Lenore Metrick-Chen, 
Collecting Objects/Excluding People: Chinese Subjects and American Visual Culture, 1830-1900 (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2012); Hui-Wen Lu, “Imaging Oriental Art in Late Nineteenth-Century America: 
The Walters Collection Catalogue,” in Bridges to Heaven: Essays on East Asian Art in Honor of Professor Wen C. 
Fong, ed. Jerome Silbergeld et al. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 713–41; Katharine P. Burnett, 
“Inventing a New ‘Old Tradition’: Chinese Painting at the Panama Pacific International Exposition,” in History of 
Art and History of Ideas, ed. Jingzhong Fan, Yiqiang Cao, and She Liu, vol. 9 (Nanjing: Nanjing Normal University 
Press, 2010), 17–57; Ingrid Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major 
Collection of Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” Ars Orientalis 40 (2011): 6–38; Constance J.S. Chen, 
“Merchants of Asianness: Japanese Art Dealers in the United States in the Early Twentieth Century,” Journal of 
American Studies 44, no. 1 (February 2010): 19–46; Constance J.S. Chen, “‘The Esoteric Buddhist’: William Sturgis 
Bigelow and the Culture of Dissent,” Amerasia Journal 34, no. 1 (2008): 31–51; Constance J.S. Chen, “From 
Passion to Discipline: East Asian Art and the Culture of Modernity in the United States, 1876-1945” (Ph.D. diss., 
University of California, Los Angeles, 2000). 

23 These two edited volumes are: Jason Steuber and Guolong Lai, eds., Collectors, Collections, and 
Collecting the Arts of China: Histories and Challenges (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014); Vimalin 
Rujivacharakul, ed., Collecting China: The World, China, and a History of Collecting (Newark and Lanham: 
University of Delaware Press and Rowman & Littlefield, 2011). 
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“The story is a fascinating one, filled with colorful characters, lasting for many decades, and 

crowded with the most beautiful of objects. […] A common thread, for the most part, is that 

addictive pleasure of gathering a collection of beautiful things.”24 This approach leads to the 

unfortunate and inaccurate impression that collectors, dealers, and curators worked without 

considering how their collections both reflected and shaped the world events unfolding around 

them.  

Second, in attempting to provide greater detail to the story that Warren Cohen outlined 25 

years ago, much of the new scholarship has tended toward a biographical format—albeit 

covering a more diverse set of actors. In her book on John C. Ferguson’s career as a missionary, 

government official, and art collector, Lara Jaishree Netting discusses the Canadian’s attempts to 

revise Western views of Chinese art through his research and publications.25 Daisy Yiyou 

Wang’s dissertation and journal articles about the dealer C.T. Loo whose career spanned across 

Asia, Europe, and North America shows how this crafty salesman emphasized different elements 

of his biography and created theories of art history in order to close deals.26 Lindsay Shen’s 

biography of Florence Ayscough details how an expatriate housewife became one of the first and 

most respected promoters of Chinese culture—including painting, poetry, and garden design—in 

the United States.27 These studies enable us to explore the complex transnational lives and 

identities that collectors and dealers forged as they traversed the world in search of Chinese art 

                                                
24 St. Clair, The Great Chinese Art Transfer, 3. 

25 Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for Chinese Art and Culture. 

26 Daisy Yiyou Wang, “The Loouvre from China: A Critical Study of C. T. Loo and the Framing of 
Chinese Art in the United States, 1915-1950” (Ph.D. diss., Ohio University, 2007). 

27 Lindsay Shen, Knowledge Is Pleasure: A Life of Florence Ayscough. (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2012). 
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and antiquities. Unfortunately, they present a fragmented and piecemeal history of Chinese art 

that lacks a larger analytical frame since Cohen first published his survey twenty years ago.  

To broaden the scope of its inquiry, this recent scholarship might follow the example set 

by historians of museums and collecting, as well as those who study the history of international 

expositions and world’s fairs. These two bodies of scholarship have long recognized the 

importance of such institutions and events in promulgating state-sponsored narratives and in 

fostering national feeling at the expense of a foreign other.28 Yet American interest in Chinese art 

in the early twentieth century spanned multiple sites. For this reason, we cannot study only 

museums or international expositions, or only educational institutes and print publications. 

Collectors, dealers, curators, and scholars were simultaneously involved in multiple projects to 

apprehend a foreign culture in as many ways as possible—what Ricardo Salvatore calls an 

                                                
28 Benedict Anderson posits that the museum, along with the census and the map, functioned as a central 

instrument for knitting together “imagined communities.” Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections 
on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Rev. ed. (London and New York: Verso, 2006), 167–190. On private and 
public collections in the United States, see: Timothy W. Luke, Museum Politics: Power Plays at the Exhibition 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Steven Conn, Museums and American Intellectual Life, 1876-
1926 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Alan Wallach, Exhibiting Contradiction: Essays on the Art 
Museum in the United States (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1998); Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rituals: 
Inside Public Art Museums (London and New York: Routledge, 1995); Joel J. Orosz, Curators and Culture: The 
Museum Movement in America, 1740-1870 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1990). Other works outside 
the U.S. context (primarily Europe) also demonstrate the nationalizing potential of museums: Ting Chang, Travel, 
Collecting, and Museums of Asian Art in Nineteenth-Century Paris (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013); Ying-Ling 
Michelle Huang, “British Interest in Chinese Painting, 1881-1910: The Anderson and Wegener Collections of 
Chinese Painting in the British Museum,” Journal of the History of Collections 22, no. 2 (June 2010): 279–87; 
Stacey Pierson, Collectors, Collections and Museums: The Field of Chinese Ceramics in Britain, 1560-1960 (New 
York: Peter Lang, 2007); Nick Pearce, “Collecting, Connoisseurship and Commerce: An Examination of the Life 
and Career of Stephen Wootton Bushell (1844–1908),” Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society 70 (2005): 17–
25; Jaynie Anderson, “The Political Power of Connoisseurship in Nineteenth-Century Europe: Wilhelm von Bode 
versus Giovanni Morelli,” Jahrbuch Der Berliner Museen 38 (1996): 107–19; Flora E.S. Kaplan, ed., Museums and 
the Making of “Ourselves”: The Role of Objects in National Identity (London: Leicester University Press, 1994). On 
international expositions and world’s fairs, see especially Robert W. Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of 
Empire at the American International Expositions, 1876-1916 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987); 
Timothy Mitchell, “Orientalism and the Exhibitionary Order,” in The Visual Culture Reader, ed. Nicholas Mirzoeff, 
Second ed. (New York: Routledge, 2002), 495–505; Abigail M. Markwyn, Empress San Francisco: The Pacific Rim, 
the Great West, and California at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2014), chap. 4. 
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“enterprise of knowledge” in his study of U.S.-Latin American relations.29 By framing the 

development of Chinese art in the United States through a contested process of knowledge 

production across many spaces on both sides of the Pacific, my dissertation places the history of 

collecting in productive conversation with the history of U.S. foreign relations and imperialism. 

-- 

Chinese art collecting and scholarship in the United States in the early twentieth century 

can be seen as part of a longer tradition of cultural contact between the U.S. and China reaching 

back to the eighteenth century. Chinese material and visual culture have long captivated 

Americans and helped them to make sense of the nation’s place in the world. Even before British 

colonists in North America achieved independence, they were aware of the East Indies and 

prepared to secure its riches for themselves through trade. Chinese porcelain and chinoiserie 

were among the most important objects that facilitated the process of “imagining America” that 

Caroline Frank has described.30 After the Revolutionary War, Americans of the early republic 

saw the establishment of direct trade with China as a critical component of their new nationhood, 

even though, as Kariann Yokota has shown, their efforts were often met with skepticism, if not 

outright rejection.31 Through these efforts, the importation of Chinese goods in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries engendered many positive associations with Chinese 

                                                
29 Ricardo D. Salvatore, “The Enterprise of Knowledge: Representation Machines of Informal Empire,” in 

Close Encounters of Empire: Writing the Cultural History of U.S.-Latin American Relations, ed. Gilbert M. Joseph, 
Catherine C. LeGrand, and Ricardo D. Salvatore (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998). Histories of other imperial 
knowledge projects have been helpful to the conceptualization of my project. See for example: Ricardo D. Salvatore, 
Disciplinary Conquest: U.S. Scholars in South America, 1900–1945 (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2016); 
Fa-ti Fan, British Naturalists in Qing China: Science, Empire, and Cultural Encounter (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2004). 

30 Caroline Frank, Objectifying China, Imagining America: Chinese Commodities in Early America 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 

31 Kariann Akemi Yokota, Unbecoming British: How Revolutionary America Became a Postcolonial 
Nation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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people and culture through what Jack Tchen has termed “patrician Orientalism.”32 On the whole, 

early American encounters with Chinese culture can be characterized as generally positive, if a 

bit naïve. 

American attitudes toward Chinese culture were more uneven during the nineteenth 

century, especially as labor migrations from China during the mid-1800s stoked fears of 

economic competition and social contamination. As John Rogers Haddad and Jack Tchen have 

documented, a variety of impresarios shared their representations of China with the American 

public. Some, like Nathan Dunn’s Chinese Museum in Philadelphia and George R. West’s 

panorama of China, demonstrated a remarkable degree of sympathy, if not respect, for Chinese 

culture.33 Others concocted exploitative schemes, like the commercial exhibitions of Chinese 

people sponsored by P.T. Barnum, and Nathaniel and Frederick Carne. Finally, some expressed 

outright derision for the Chinese. These fluctuating patterns of cultural encounters between the 

United States and China in the early and mid-nineteenth centuries demonstrate that there was no 

predetermined path to the implementation of racist federal exclusion laws in 1882. More 

significant for the purposes of this project, they show that there were few mechanisms to regulate 

the knowledge circulating around the U.S. about China; it was the product of a motley crew that 

ranged from longtime “China hands” to outright quacks. But, by the end of the nineteenth 

century, a narrative of decline and decay had taken hold in American perceptions of China.  

Two groups of Americans with long experience in China were chiefly responsible for 

producing these images of China and for promoting their attendant discourses. The New York 

Times underscored their importance over the course of the nineteenth century when it asserted in 

                                                
32 Tchen, New York Before Chinatown, 1999. 

33 John Rogers Haddad, The Romance of China: Excursions to China in U.S. Culture, 1776-1876 (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 86–128; 189–226. 
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1905, “If the betterment of the Chinese is to be brought about it will be due to the merchant and 

the missionary.”34 Depending on the circumstances, Americans could and did move across these 

occupational lines. It was particularly common for Americans to land in China as missionaries 

before taking up other activities; indeed, many of the earliest and most knowledgeable collectors 

of Chinese art were missionaries. Missionaries and merchants were thus the predecessors of the 

collectors, art dealers, museum curators, and scholars who came to the fore as intermediaries and 

interpreters in the early twentieth century. As I will show in chapter two, however, Americans 

who sought to reform and improve relations between China and the U.S. at the turn of the 

twentieth century came to see missionaries and merchants as contributing to its problems rather 

than its solution. 

In the nineteenth century, Christian missionaries were by far the most numerous and the 

most influential in shaping American public opinion about China. American missionaries 

established their posts beginning in the 1830s with the belief that they were advancing a divine 

plan for the inevitable Christianization of China. Historians recognize that proselytizing practice 

did not flow simply in one direction from the Americans to the Chinese; rather, hybridization and 

resistance complicated the process as missionaries adapted their practice to suit local needs and 

customs, and native preachers reshaped ideas and rituals for their own purposes. While 

missionary activity waxed and waned over the decades, by the second decade of the twentieth 

century American churches supported 13 Christian colleges with 3,500 students; 200 middle 

schools with 26,000 students; 250,000 students in elementary schools; and approximately 100 

                                                
34 “Old China: Arthur Judson Brown’s Book About the New Forces Now Developing There.,” New York 

Times, January 7, 1905. 
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hospitals and youth centers.35 Through this time, missionaries maintained a lively 

correspondence with their sponsoring congregations, supplementing their letters and journal 

articles with “lantern-slide” presentations while on furlough to stimulate interest and solicit 

funding. As Lawrence Kessler concludes, “through them, thousands of ordinary Americans 

gained their first and probably most lasting impressions of this far away civilization.”36 

Like missionaries, merchants undertook long residencies in China that enabled them not 

only to contribute to the growing mercantile prowess of the United States, but also to play the 

role of cultural intermediaries between China and the American public.37 In the early American 

port city of Salem, Massachusetts, returning ship captains brought back from their trading 

voyages to China curios that were “wrapped in an enticing aura of enlightenment, empire, and 

exotica.”38 Their gifts included tea sets, a painted fan, and even a life-sized model of a Chinese 

merchant. The aforementioned Nathan Dunn whose Chinese Museum in Philadelphia offered 

sympathetic representations of Chinese life was also a merchant; one who, uncharacteristic for 

                                                
35 Patricia Neils, “Introduction,” in Neils, ed., United States Attitudes and Policies Toward China: The 

Impact of American Missionaries, 68. 

36 Lawrence Kessler, “Foreign Missions and Home Support,” ibid., 82. 

37 Median annual U.S. exports to the Chinese mainland increased from $5.5 million between1880–1890; to 
$7 million between 1890–1899; to $20.5 million between 1900–1909; to $24.5 million between 1910–1919. See 
“Series U 317–334. Value of Exports (Including Reexports) of U.S. Merchandise, by Country of Destination: 1790–
1970)” in U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970, Bicentennial 
Edition, Part 2 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 903–904. On the early China trade and 
its impact on the United States, see Jonathan Goldstein, Philadelphia and the China Trade, 1682-1846: Commercial, 
Cultural, and Attitudinal Effects (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1978); John Kuo-Wei Tchen, 
New York Before Chinatown: Orientalism and the Shaping of American Culture, 1776-1882 (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2001); Frank, Objectifying China, Imagining America; Kariann Akemi Yokota, 
Unbecoming British: How Revolutionary America Became a Postcolonial Nation (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2011); Eric Jay Dolin, When America First Met China: An Exotic History of Tea, Drugs, and Money in the 
Age of Sail (New York: Liveright, 2012); Kendall Johnson, Narratives of Free Trade: The Commercial Cultures of 
Early U.S.-China Relations (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2012). On the East India Marine Society, 
Nathan Dunn, and other early American interpreters of Chinese life, see Robert G. Lee, Orientals: Asian Americans 
in Popular Culture (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999); Haddad, The Romance of China. 

38 James M. Lindgren, “‘That Every Mariner May Possess the History of the World’: A Cabinet for the East 
India Marine Society of Salem,” The New England Quarterly 68, no. 2 (June 1995): 205. 
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his time, denounced the lucrative opium traffic that “righted” the trade imbalance between China 

and Western countries. As part of his project to raise American awareness of the richness of 

Chinese civilization, Dunn incorporated various art objects in his exhibit, including a mix of 

paintings done in both Western and traditional Chinese styles.39 While Dunn insisted that his 

exhibits ‘show the perfection which has been attained in these branches of their art by Chinese 

painters,” most of his contemporaries were likelier to agree with the Boston merchant Samuel 

Shaw, who declared that “the Chinese, though they can imitate most of the fine arts, do not 

possess any large portion of original genius.”40 

Another way in which the narrative of China’s decline and decay manifested itself in late-

nineteenth century American life was through international expositions and world’s fairs. At the 

1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, China and Japan debuted to great fanfare.41 With the 

1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, however, public opinion swung decisively in Japan’s favor. 

(The Chinese government declined to participate in the Chicago fair to protest discriminatory 

immigration laws.) Americans began to view Chinese products as inferior and the society that 

produced them as comparatively backward. Visitors from all levels of society who encountered 

East Asian cultures at these events embraced them in various ways as belief systems and 

practices that could alleviate their anxieties about the processes of industrialization, urbanization, 

and immigration taking place around them.42 Some members of the Brahmin elite in Boston took 

                                                
39 Based on a close reading of a review of the Dunn museum that appeared in Gentleman’s Magazine in 

1839, Thomas Schlotterback contends that “the majority of the paintings were not in Western style, but reflected 
some degree of connection with the conservative Chinese tradition.” Thomas Schlotterback, “The Basis for Chinese 
Influence in American Art, 1784-1850” (Ph.D. diss., University of Iowa, 1972), 212. 

40 Quoted in Lenore Metrick-Chen, Collecting Objects/Excluding People: Chinese Subjects and American 
Visual Culture, 1830-1900 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013), 31; 28. 

41 Haddad, The Romance of China, chap. 9; Rydell, All the World’s a Fair, chap. 1. 

42 Chen, “‘The Esoteric Buddhist’: William Sturgis Bigelow and the Culture of Dissent”; Christopher 
Benfey, The Great Wave: Gilded Age Misfits, Japanese Eccentrics, and the Opening of Old Japan (New York: 
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up Buddhism and dressed in monk’s robes, for example, while among middle-class households 

the Aesthetic Movement spread through the use of East Asian motifs in the decoration of 

domestic interiors.43 The dominant style of this decorative movement drew mainly from 

Japanese sources, though it also displayed Chinese and Islamic influences. The resulting 

eclecticism again reflected American projections and embellishments, rather than a thorough 

understanding of Asian aesthetics. 

As Americans dawdled in learning about the Chinese art they encountered, the primacy 

of collecting and scholarship in Europe went unchallenged on the world stage through the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century. European knowledge about Chinese art forms such as porcelain 

and painting was uneven and incomplete, but this did not prevent collectors and curators from 

imposing their own views and categories on the objects they collected through trade, travel, and 

military conquest. Museums, print publications, and international expositions generated a vibrant 

discourse among so-called “experts” who lacked the art historical training developed in later 

decades and who in its stead claimed authority on the basis of self-study or their residence in 

China. Two pioneering collections of Chinese art in the United States in the late 1800s—the 

William T. Walters collection in Baltimore, and the James A. Garland collection in New York—

show that European collecting and scholarship set the standard by which Americans measured 

their cultural encounters with China.  

European knowledge of Chinese artistic production was strongest in porcelain, owing to a 

long history of trade between those two parts of the world. Porcelain first appeared in Europe at 

the close of the fifteenth century and reached the apex of its cultural and economic power in the 
                                                                                                                                                       
Random House, 2004); Chen, “From Passion to Discipline: East Asian Art and the Culture of Modernity in the 
United States, 1876-1945”; T. J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of 
American Culture, 1880-1920 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981). 

43 In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1986). 
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mid-1750s, when approximately thirty ships laden with Chinese porcelain left Canton each 

trading season.44 La maladie de porcelaine struck European royalty from Portugal to Russia, 

who constructed entire palaces to house their precious chinaware. Not content to be importers, 

they also pressed for porcelain production: the Royal Saxon Porcelain Manufactory near Dresden 

was the first to fabricate a credible replica, and by 1760 some thirty others like it across the 

continent spurred innovations in material and form. These endeavors were guided by 

publications on Chinese style and production, including Johannes Nieuhof’s An Embassy from 

the East-India Company of the United Provinces to the Grand Tartar Cham, Emperor of China 

(1673); John Stalker and George Parker’s A Treatise of Japaning and Varnishing (1688); and the 

letters of the Jesuit priest François-Xavier d’Entrecolles describing the imperial kilns at 

Jingdezhen (1712 and 1722). Some of these sources, especially d’Entrecolles’ letters, remained 

authoritative into the late nineteenth century. 

If eighteenth-century fascination with Chinese porcelain heralded “a period of China 

worship” in Europe or an early “Western love affair with Chinese art,” late nineteenth-century 

collectors venerated the ceramics for a different reason, because they spoke to an earlier era of 

leisure. As Oliver Impey argues in his study of the English collector William Lever, this fashion 

constituted the first of three phrases of European interest in porcelain: before 1910, Chinese 

porcelain in Europe was desirable as décor that “suited the romantic notion of a vaguely 

eighteenth-century style on which Lever and so many of his contemporaries based the 

arrangements of their various collections.”45 European taste favored only a narrow sliver of the 

                                                
44 Robert Finlay, The Pilgrim Art: Cultures of Porcelain in World History (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2010), 277. On European aesthetic fascination with China in ceramic and other forms, see also 
Pierson, Collectors, Collections and Museums; David Porter, Ideographia: The Chinese Cipher in Early Modern 
Europe (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), chap. 3. 

45 Oliver Impey, “Lever as a Collector of Chinese Porcelain,” Journal of the History of Collections 4, no. 2 
(January 1992): 227. During the second phase, concurrent with the 1910s, prices for Chinese porcelain rose as 
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totality of Chinese ceramic production—mainly Qing dynasty wares, especially the blue-and-

white and enameled porcelains of the Kangxi period—and followed an artificial nomenclature 

devised in 1862 by French scholars Albert Jacquemart and Edmond-Frederic Le Blant that 

classified pieces according to the principal color of their decoration. Public collections reflected 

this sensibility: when the South Kensington Museum opened in 1857, six years after the Great 

Exhibition in London, it kept a collection of Asian objects as part of the mission to inspire 

reform in British design and manufacturing. Museum director Richard Redgrave spoke for the 

popular view that these pieces constituted decorative rather than fine arts when he lauded them 

for their “correct principles of ornament.”46 

In some respects, Chinese pictorial works shared the path that porcelains had traveled in 

the history European collecting. The example of the William Anderson collection at the British 

Museum is instructive. Purchased in 1881 from a Scottish surgeon who served with the British 

Legation in Japan from 1873 to 1880, the collection included largely Qing and Ming dynasty 

pictures that took birds and flowers, immortal figures, and animals as their principal subjects; 

landscapes, on the other hand, were scant.47 As the first kind of its kind in the British Museum, 

the Anderson collection indicated that “British knowledge of Chinese painting was no longer 

confined to depictions of indigenous flora and fauna, but gradually was guided to explore the 

distinctive mounting formats and artistic expression in different styles and brushworks, as well as 

                                                                                                                                                       
collectors turned from decorative to aesthetic appreciation. The third and final phase, beginning in the early 1920s, 
saw additional advances in the sophistication of European connoisseurship as both earlier Chinese ceramics and 
Chinese connoisseurship trickled into the West. 

46 Louise Purbrick, “The South Kensington Museum: The Building of the House of Henry Cole,” in Marcia 
Pointon, ed., Art Apart: Art Institutions and Ideology Across England and North America (Manchester and New 
York: Manchester University Press, 1994), 79–80. 

47 In fact, the 114 Chinese paintings comprised only a small portion of the William Anderson collection. 
Anderson intended them to illustrate the similarities between Chinese and Japanese art, which was his main interest. 
These paintings are listed in Anderson’s Descriptive and Historical Catalogue of a Collection of Japanese and 
Chinese Paintings in the British Museum (London: Longmans & Co., 1886). 
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the significance of the subjects.”48 Nevertheless, Anderson repeatedly erred in the dating and 

attributions of his pictures, and he tended to criticize them using Western standards of 

perspective and realism. Like their knowledge of porcelain, Europeans’ understanding of 

Chinese painting was still incomplete and inaccurate. 

In other ways, however, the stories of Chinese painting and porcelain diverged. Unlike 

porcelain, Chinese painting came much later into European collections. As several scholars have 

noted, Chinese painting was virtually absent in Europe prior to the 1880s.49 In Great Britain, the 

British Museum offered its first exhibition of Japanese and Chinese paintings in 1888, drawing 

mainly from the Anderson collection. More significantly, Chinese pictorial works were treated as 

qualitatively different than porcelains and considered fine art rather than decorative art. Curators 

at the British Museum separated the two categories despite their common country of origin: 

Chinese paintings were collected and curated on par with their European counterparts in the 

Department of Prints and Drawings, while porcelains were grouped with other ethnographic 

material in the Department of British and Medieval Antiquities.50 As Craig Clunas argues: “A 

Chinese picture could be bad art, failed art, but it could not cease to be art at this point.”51 

American collectors were deeply influenced by these categories and ideas, but over time they 

                                                
48 Huang, “British Interest in Chinese Painting, 1881-1910,” 281. 

49 According to Ying-Ling Michelle Huang, “Prior to the 1880s, Japanese and Chinese paintings were 
almost unknown to the British public.” Craig Clunas concurs: “Almost no Chinese painting for the domestic, as 
opposed to export, market left for Europe or America before the end of the nineteenth century.” Stacey Pierson 
argues that “this is partly because paintings were not functional items, and functionality was a primary influence on 
the consumption of Chinese material culture in Britain.” Stacey Pierson, “From Market and Exhibition to University: 
Sir Percival David and The Institutionalization of Chinese Art History in England,” in Rujivacharakul, Collecting 
China, 130; Huang, “British Interest in Chinese Painting, 1881-1910,” 279; Clunas, “Oriental Antiquities/Far 
Eastern Art,” 323. 

50 The separation between Chinese porcelains and paintings ended in 1933, when the two were reunited 
within the Department of Oriental Antiquities and Ethnography. Clunas, “Oriental Antiquities/Far Eastern Art,” 
328–329. 

51 Ibid., 329. 
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also devised their own based on new relationships, pioneering discoveries, and changing market 

conditions. 

Europeans invested significant resources in the nineteenth century to gather, display, and 

analyze their Chinese art. I have already discussed the ways in which comprehensive museums 

like the South Kensington Museum and the British Museum incorporated Chinese art into their 

classificatory schemes of world culture. Ting Chang documents the formation of more 

specialized museums of Asian art in France in the late nineteenth century, the most important of 

these being the Musée Guimet in Lyon in 1879 and the Musée Cernuschi in Paris in 1898.52 Like 

William Anderson, many of these museum founders collected objects in their travels to East Asia. 

Not all European institutions came upon their Chinese collections in such a peaceful fashion, 

however. As Greg Thomas has shown, the loot carried away by French and British troops after 

the destruction of the Old Summer Palace at the end of the Second Opium reflected European 

aesthetic values.53 Soldiers left behind precious works of painting and calligraphy and instead 

carried away what they considered to be monetarily valuable, including jewel-encrusted 

decorative objects of gold and silver, furs, and imperial robes. While the British share of this 

imperialist bounty was absorbed into royal collections and away from the public eye upon its 

return, the French flaunted their spoils at Tuileries Palace before Empress Eugénie created the 

semi-public musée Chinois in 1863 to house them at the Château de Fontainebleau.54 Though 

diverse in aim, together these museums attest to the vigor of European institution building 

around Chinese art through 1900. 

                                                
52 Chang, Travel, Collecting, and Museums of Asian Art in Nineteenth-Century Paris. 

53 Greg Thomas, “The Looting of Yuanming and the Translation of Chinese Art in Europe,” Nineteenth-
Century Art Worldwide: A Journal of Nineteenth-Century Visual Culture 7, no. 2 (Autumn 2008). 

54 On the musée Chinois, see Alison McQueen, Empress Eugénie and the Arts: Politics and Visual Culture 
in the Nineteenth Century, 228–235. 
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Additionally, Europeans created academic positions and research publications to produce 

and circulate knowledge about the Chinese objects they collected. Importantly, few of the 

individuals who occupied these posts received formal training in Chinese art. Indeed, as the 

forerunner of Chinese art history in the twentieth century, much of this scholarly endeavor 

dovetailed with Sinology and, to a lesser extent, oriental studies.55 For example, Stanislas Julien, 

a professor of Chinese at the Collége de France whose Histoire et Fabrication de la Porcelaine 

Chinoise (1856) guided many early American collectors, distinguished himself mainly as a 

translator of philosophical and religious texts. Other “experts” carried no scholarly credentials at 

all: Stephen Wootton Bushell won popularity in both Europe and the United States as a writer of 

Chinese art catalogs on the basis of his access to Chinese collectors and their homes as a Western 

physician in Beijing between 1868 and 1899.56 Bushell and his peers published in outlets such as 

the Journal of the North China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, founded in 1858; T’oung 

Pao, a French-Dutch collaboration formed in 1890; and Ars Asiatica, first issued in 1914 to 

review an exhibition of Chinese paintings at the Musée Cernuschi. American collectors later 

contributed to these titles and also modeled their own publications after them. 

                                                
55 Robert Eno’s breezy account of Western sinology and sinological journals provides a helpful survey of 

scholarly developments in Europe, America, and Australia from the eighteenth century to the twentieth. See Robert 
Eno, “9. Western Sinology and Field Journals,” Course Materials, C511: Basic Reference Works in Chinese Studies, 
May 2012, http://www.indiana.edu/~p374/c511/C511_9-Journals.pdf. For more formal accounts, see also Ming 
Wilson and John Cayley, eds., Europe Studies China: Papers from an International Conference on the History of 
European Sinology (London: Han-Shan Tang Books and Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation for Scholarly Exchange, 
1995); David Honey, Incense at the Altar: Pioneering Sinologists and the Development of Classical Chinese 
Philology (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 2001). 

56 Judith Tybil Green argues that Bushell claimed authority not based on any particular knowledge or skills 
he possessed as a connoisseur, but rather on his ability to synthesize, organize, and analyze the Chinese sources he 
encountered. On Stephen Bushell, see Pearce, “Collecting, Connoisseurship and Commerce: An Examination of the 
Life and Career of Stephen Wootton Bushell (1844–1908),” 17–25; Judith Tybil Green, “Britain’s Chinese 
Collections, 1842–1943: Private Collecting and the Invention of Chinese Art” (D.Phil. thesis, University of Sussex, 
2002), 97–120. 
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Late nineteenth-century collectors in the United States relied on European institutions, 

journals, and experts to bolster their own knowledge and to boost the reputations of their 

collections. Catalogs for two prominent collections belonging to William T. Walters, a 

Baltimorean businessman, and James A. Garland, a New York banker, keenly illustrate this 

relationship of dependence.57 Chinese and Japanese art first piqued the interest of William T. 

Walters and his son Henry during their visits to international expositions in London (1862), Paris 

(1867), and Vienna (1873). After twenty years of collecting, Walters published The Oriental 

Collection of W.T. Walters in 1884. Organized into three main sections—Chinese, Japanese, and, 

curiously, “ancient and European”—the 127-page volume discussed the history, production, and 

symbolism of the objects in the collection. Of the 1,800 pieces of porcelain and pottery listed in 

the book, the vast majority (1,400) was of Chinese origin. Unlike the South Kensington and 

British Museums, however, Walters made a case for the artistic merits of his ceramics. “Our 

interest and effort have been more in the direction of securing characteristic examples of the 

beautiful, either in form, color or material, than of the merely curious,” he wrote.58 William T. 

Walters was one of the earliest collectors to embrace Chinese art in the United States.  

The Oriental Collection of W.T. Walters demonstrates how collectors of Walters’ 

generation relied extensively on their European counterparts. While Walters acknowledged his 

intellectual debt to “the intelligent gentlemen of China and Japan whom it has been our pleasure 

and edification to meet in our own country as well as in Europe,” he gave the largest share of the 

credit for guiding the development of his collection to Augustus Wollaston Franks, keeper of the 

                                                
57 On the life and collecting tastes of William T. Walters and Henry Walters, see Mann, “Exporting China: 

The Collecting Taste of William and Henry Walters”; Janet A. Headley, “Public Art and the Private Collector: 
William T. Walters and the Peabody Institute Art Gallery,” Archives of American Art Journal 32, no. 1 (1992): 2–10; 
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58 William T. Walters, Oriental Collection of W.T. Walters (Baltimore: Privately printed, 1884), v. 
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Department of British and Medieval Antiquities at the British Museum. Surveying the existing 

literature on Chinese porcelains, Walters listed only French authors like Stanislas Julien, Albert 

Jacquemart, and Edmond-Frederic Le Blant.59 He borrowed liberally from them, reproducing 

entire translated passages from published works by Julien, Pére d’Entrecolles, and Spire Blondel 

to compose several chapters of Oriental Collection.60 Additionally, Walters named the German 

city of Dresden and its museum with 9,000 Chinese pieces as the only place where “the entire 

ground [is] so fully and intelligently covered” for a student of the history of ceramics.61 Walters 

recognized that significant gaps remained in the study of Asian art, but turned exclusively toward 

Europe to address these shortcomings:  

Notwithstanding…the numerous works that have been published, it is probable that we 
have as yet but an imperfect knowledge of the age, history and meaning of much that 
appears in the collections of Oriental porcelain; and until some European, residing in 
China, well versed in the subject, and well acquainted with the Chinese language, has 
obtained access to the stores of native collectors, we shall be to a certain extent working 
in the dark.62  
 

A more extensive catalogue of Walter’s collection appeared in 1899 under the name of Stephen 

Bushell, the English physician, to whom Walters had been introduced by A.W. Franks.63 In the 

1800s, Walters looked abroad to England, France, and Germany to advance his collection. 

Published a decade later, the catalogue for the James A. Garland collection of porcelains 

reveals some advances in knowledge about Chinese art in the United States, but like the Walters 
                                                

59 Ibid., 3. 

60 Dorothy Miner, a curator of medieval manuscripts and also archivist at the Walters Art Museum, writes 
that Oriental Collection was “in essence a pastiche of the writings of other authors, often lifted quite literally and not 
always—and even not often—within quotation marks.” Dorothy Miner, “The Publishing Ventures of a Victorian 
Connoisseur: A Sidelight on William T. Walters,” The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 57 (January 
1963): 285. 

61 Walters, Oriental Collection of W.T. Walters, x. 

62 Ibid., 4. 

63 On the 1899 catalog, entitled Oriental Ceramic Art, see Lu, “Imaging Oriental Art in Late Nineteenth-
Century America: The Walters Collection Catalogue.” 
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catalogue it remained largely derivative of European works. In 1894 Garland engaged Henry 

Duveen of the famed art dealer Duveen Brothers to acquire pieces without regard for cost. The 

resulting assemblage, which was loaned to the Metropolitan Museum of Art from 1895 onward, 

was “said to be the most complete of its kind in this country” at the time of Garland’s death in 

1902.64 The accompanying Hand-book of a Collection of Chinese Porcelains Loaned by James A. 

Garland, compiled by John Getz in 1895, demonstrated more originality of scholarship than the 

Walters catalogue but drew from essentially the same sources.65 To older works by Stanislas 

Julien, A.W. Franks, Albert Jacquemart, and Pére d’Entrecolles, Getz added that “probably the 

latest important work is La Céramique chinoise, by M. Ernest Grandidier, Paris, 1894, whose 

collection is of world-wide reputation, and was recently given to the Louvre in Paris.”66 Rather 

than simply transposing portions of these works as Walters had done, Getz synthesized them for 

his introduction and sections on the history, etymology, composition, and manufacture of 

porcelain. His commentary on the vases, jars, beakers, plates, and figurines arrayed in 23 cases 

was largely descriptive, however, and broke no new ground in research on ceramics. As Getz 

promised, the Garland catalogue was “necessarily limited in scope” and “not intended for the 

solution of vexed questions.”67 

                                                
64 The Garland porcelains enjoyed greater fame after the death of their owner than they had during his life. 

After Garland’s passing, Duveen Brothers repurchased the collection it helped put together and sold the collection to 
J. Pierpont Morgan, whose name rather than Garland’s was thereafter associated with the collection. “Garland 
Estate’s Value,” New York Times, October 6, 1902. 

65 John Getz began his career as an associate of Herter Brothers, an important cabinetmaker and decorating 
firm, and joined the New York office of the Parisian art dealer Siegfried Bing in 1887. He may have become 
acquainted with James A. Garland while serving as chairman of the Sub-Committee on Oriental Art for an 1893 loan 
exhibition at the American Fine Arts Society, for which Garland was a contributor. Getz went on to author at least 8 
other catalogs for Chinese between 1900 and 1920, including collections in Ohio, Massachusetts, New York, and 
Louisiana. Gabriel P. Weisberg, “S. Bing in America,” in The Documented Image: Visions in Art History, by 
Laurinda S. Dixon and Gabriel P. Weisberg (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1987), 55–56. 
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67 Ibid., 3. 
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The United States was not completely without its own experts. The path for the U.S. to 

become the international center of knowledge production about Chinese art lay through Japan, 

and the man who led the U.S. down this path, Ernest Fenollosa, was fittingly a son of Salem. 

Appointed a philosophy instructor at the University of Tokyo after graduating from Harvard in 

1878, Fenollosa developed a fondness for Japanese art when he saw Westernization threatening 

the country’s traditional culture.68 Fenollosa’s affinity for Japanese art in turn led him to an 

appreciation for China, but it also framed his conception of Chinese art in a way that privileged 

his experience and knowledge of Japan. In his masterwork Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art, 

published posthumously in 1912, Fenollosa decried the existing literature on Chinese art as “a 

study of literary sources than of art itself” and called for a more formalist approach that would 

“classify creative works by their aesthetic qualities.”69 View through this lens, Fenollosa was 

especially dismissive of modern Chinese art from the Ming and Qing Dynasties, in particular 

painting. He wrote: “But if we adopt any high universal test of aesthetic attainment, great 

spacing, great characterization, and the structural use of great colour; we shall find modern 

Chinese painting to have fallen almost to the childish point of awkward weakness and ineffective 

symbolism.”70 The sources for Fenollosa’s interpretations of Chinese art drew heavily from 

Japanese connoisseurs, whom the American praised for “having done a large amount of critical 

work, and made strong efforts to assist in the preservation of Chinese art.”71 Thus, as many 
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1 (New York: Frederick A. Stokes Company, 1912), xxiv. 
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scholars have observed, Fenollosa essentially “saw East Asian art through Japanese eyes”—an 

approach that, as I will show, proved controversial given the geopolitical tensions of Fenollosa’s 

age.72  

Fenollosa’s most important student was Charles Freer.73 After a successful business 

career in the railroad car manufacturing industry, Freer took up art collecting like many of his 

Gilded Age contemporaries. A series of encounters broadened Freer’s collecting interests 

successively from European and American prints and paintings in the 1880s and 1890s; to 

Japanese art in the 1890s and 1900s; and, in the final decade of his life, to Chinese art from 1909 

until his death in 1919. These transitions attest to Freer’s intellectual curiosity, a quality that led 

him to seek out new information when it came to China—“the great ‘Wonderland’ and a country, 

as yet, so little known to me,” as he described to Ernest Fenollosa’s widow.74 Freer praised his 

trainer to a fellow collector when he watched Fenollosa discuss Chinese and Japanese art with 

Gaston Migeon, curator at the Louvre Museum in Paris, during Migeon’s visit to the U.S. in 

1906. “It was very interesting to listen to the discussions on Art between Fenollosa and Migeon, 

and, without saying harsh things about Migeon I must tell you how far Fenollosa’s knowledge of 
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Chinese and Japanese Art is ahead of Migeon’s,” Freer wrote. “The fact is Europeans are really 

far behind the Americans in their understanding of the fine Arts of China and Japan.”75 Freer’s 

accolades notwithstanding, Ernest Fenollosa was still the exception—albeit an outstanding one—

rather than the norm for Americans seeking knowledge about Chinese art at the dawn of the 

twentieth century.  

-- 

The four chapters of this dissertation present a synchronic examination of what Warren 

Cohen has called the “golden age of East Asian art collecting” in the United States. The first two 

chapters look thematically at the geopolitical and commercial forces that shaped Chinese art in 

the United States, while the final two chapters are concerned with various sites of knowledge 

production: private and public collections, educational institutes, print publications, and 

international expositions. In choosing to title this project “Making ‘Chinese Art,’” it is not my 

intention to offer an account of what constituted Chinese art in any single decade of the early 

twentieth century. As I have gathered archival research for this project, I have only begun to 

appreciate the intricacies and nuances of Chinese art history, and I defer to Chinese art historians 

who can draw those conclusions more knowledgeably than I can. Rather, the following four 

chapters together emphasize the making of knowledge about Chinese art as a continual process 

that raised and reworked questions about how and why Americans would exercise authority over 

each other, over Europe, and over China. Indeed, it is in part my argument that during this period 

“Chinese art” was as much process as product—and perhaps remains so today. In this way, I 
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hope that my research will be fruitful for historians interested in exploring the making of other 

types of knowledge from other cultures and during other periods.  

Chapter 2 examines the geopolitical context for the interest in Chinese art collecting and 

scholarship in the United States after 1900. Scholars have largely excised political motivations 

from their study of art collectors, regarding the sphere of politics and culture as somehow 

separate. Reconnecting these two arenas enables me to demonstrate that many Americans viewed 

Chinese art as an antidote to conflicts that saw brewing between “Eastern” and “Western” 

civilizations in the Pacific Ocean. These conflicts were partly the result of the “awakening” of 

China, but also in part an outgrowth of what many perceived to be the inaccuracies and 

inefficiencies of U.S. intermediaries in China reaching back to the early and mid-nineteenth 

century—especially Protestant missionaries. Advocates for Chinese art thus acted as geopolitical 

reformers; they sought more accurate, unbiased, and rigorous information about Chinese art as a 

way to bridge a widening divide. 

Chapter 3 examines the intellectual contributions of Chinese art dealers. Historians have 

inherited the attitudes of their historical subjects in their treatment of art dealers; as a result, 

dealers most often appear as unscrupulous characters that were secondary to aesthetically 

perceptive and financially disinterested collectors. I push for a reevaluation of these figures as 

not only commercial but also cultural brokers who were vital to the production of knowledge 

about Chinese art in the U.S. The first part of the chapter examines Euro-American dealers of 

porcelain who regarded profit and knowledge as compatible prerogatives. I dig deeper into the 

lives and careers of the agents and catalogue writers who supported their businesses to show that 

their expertise was built upon intercontinental travel, partnerships with Chinese middlemen, and 

a largely descriptive rather than analytical approach to Chinese ceramics. The second part of the 
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chapter examines dealers and translators from China, using those who worked with Charles Freer 

to represent the larger power dynamic between collectors and their helpers. Arraying them on a 

spectrum based on the work they performed from the clerical to the connoisseur shows that the 

authority of Western collectors was never absolute, but rather contingent upon their reliance on 

Chinese expertise, especially access to Chinese-language sources unavailable elsewhere. 

Chapters 4 and 5 turn to the possibilities and limits of Chinese art knowledge as it 

developed in settings where Chinese art was mostly common seen and debated—public 

museums and private collections, print publications, educational institutes, and international 

expositions. Chapter 4 examines how private and public collections in the U.S. overtook those in 

Europe by simultaneously following and transcending national logics. In their letters discussing 

works of art for sale, American collectors frequently fretted over competition from their 

European counterparts. At the same time, they depended on European collectors and experts, 

especially at the outset, to provide desperately needed expertise that was unavailable in the U.S. 

Drawing on the papers of Charles Freer as well as the records of institutions he advised, I 

examine several episodes during the 1910s that marked the creation and elaboration of a robust 

intellectual enterprise for Chinese art through this tension between cosmopolitanism and 

nationalism. I show that the outbreak of World War I resolved ultimately disrupted many of the 

institutions and networks that Europeans had built up, leading Americans to see an opportunity 

for their country to replace the continent as the international center for Chinese art.  

While chapter four elucidates the vibrancy of Chinese art as a knowledge enterprise in the 

United States vis-à-vis Europe, international expositions, the subject of chapter five, reveal its 

internal conflicts. Its setting is the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San 

Francisco where, for the first time, Chinese rather than Western authorities oversaw the selection 
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and presentation of the country’s goods and cultural artifacts. Several Chinese collectors 

collaborated with Western backers—including Charles Freer—to send artworks to the PPIE. 

However, the paintings that were ultimately selected for the Palace of Fine Arts from the 

collection of a Shanghai merchant named Liu Songfu were neither the country’s best known nor 

of the highest quality. By unraveling the social networks behind the factions that jostled to be 

shown at the exposition, I argue that the decision to exhibit Liu’s paintings can be understood not 

only in terms of its political expediency and its marketability as some scholars have suggested, 

but also in terms of contests over the collection’s sources of intellectual authority. 

In the Epilogue, I consider how knowledge about Chinese art came to reside within 

university art history departments during the 1920s and discuss the intellectual and social effects 

of this shift. Beginning with the first-ever college course on Asian art in the United States 

offered at Harvard University in 1912 and growing over the following two decades, the 

academization of Chinese art trained a new generation of curators and experts such as Laurence 

Sickman and Sherman Lee. Incorporating Chinese art into the art historical discipline can be 

seen as part of the larger movement towards what one scholar has called the “enclosure of 

American learning” en route to the emergence of area studies at mid-century.76 The triumph of 

this particular form of knowledge was not total, however, and many Americans without formal 

training continued to make notable contributions to the field. Thus the story comes to an ironic 

end: while the university in many ways fulfilled aspirations that Americans in the early 1900s 

held about a more rigorous understanding of Chinese culture to create a peaceful future in the 

Pacific Ocean, the realization of that dream also sidelined them and their pioneering passions for 

Chinese art.
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CHAPTER TWO 

“A repository and arsenal of information”: The American Asiatic Institute and Reforming 

U.S.-China Relations at the Turn of the Twentieth Century 

-- 

“The awakening of China is one of the great events of our age,” Theodore Roosevelt wrote in 

1908.1 With characteristic bombast, the president called on the West “to implant its ideals in the 

Orient, in such fashion as to minimize the chance of a dreadful future clash between radically 

different and hostile civilizations.” The curator and scholar Ernest Fenollosa saw something 

different, a coming together rather than a cleaving apart. Writing about the collection of Charles 

Freer, his patron and student, Fenollosa argued that it “strikingly illustrates the most conspicuous 

fact in the history of art, that the two great streams of European and Asiatic practice, held apart 

for so many thousand years, have, at the close of the nineteenth century, been brought together in 

a fertile and final union.”2 Was “a dreadful future clash” in fact looming between East and West? 

Could art help to bring about a “fertile and final union” instead? 

Drawing primarily from the papers of journalists, Robber Baron industrialists, diplomats, 

and archaeologists, this chapter explores the rise of one group, the American Asiatic Institute, in 

the 1910s to illustrate a moment at the turn of the twentieth century when many prominent 

Americans began to think seriously of the United States as a Pacific rather than Atlantic nation, 

and how they made sense of this shift and negotiated it through the study of culture. Although 

the Asiatic Institute proved to be a short-lived venture, it nevertheless attracted the attention and 

participation of former president William Howard Taft, Secretary of State William Jennings 

                                                
1 Theodore Roosevelt, “The Awakening of China,” Outlook, November 28, 1908. 

2 Ernest F. Fenollosa, “The Collection of Mr. Charles L. Freer,” Pacific Era 1, no. 2 (November 1907): 59. 
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Bryan, business magnate-turned-art collector Charles Freer, former New York City mayor Seth 

Low, and other prominent Americans. The Asiatic Institute paved the way for later organizations 

such as the Institute for Pacific Relations (founded in 1925) and the China Institute (founded in 

1926) to raise American awareness of East Asian and Pacific affairs and to make the United 

States a leader in the region. 

The response by members of the Asiatic Institute to this geopolitical development was 

specific to the period of American history—the Progressive Era—in which they lived. Like other 

Progressives of their day, Asiatic Institute founder Frederick McCormick and his peers sought 

reform: in this case, they aimed to clear relations between China and the United States of biases, 

inaccuracies, and inefficiencies, which, they believed, had been perpetuated by missionaries, 

foreign advisors, and others with only a novice understanding of China. To bring about this 

change, they organized a voluntary association not only to influence state action but also to go 

beyond it if necessary. The Asiatic Institute chose expertise in Chinese culture—especially the 

country’s art and antiquities—as its field of contention, publishing monographs, drafting 

petitions, and hosting conferences to generate a body of knowledge that would be authoritative in 

its objectivity and rigor.3 The history of the Asiatic Institute thus connects Chinese art collecting 

and scholarship in the early twentieth century with its political and geopolitical contexts in a way 

that the existing literature does not do. 

                                                
3 In this chapter and more broadly across this dissertation, I define “knowledge” as a set of facts or 

information acquired through experience or education. I define “expertise” as knowledge that has been validated by 
a commonly recognized set of standards or credentials. Finally, I define “authority” as the social position conferred 
by the possession of these commonly recognized credentials. Under this definition, knowledge and expertise are 
necessary but not sufficient to constitute authority, which may require other credentials that are not knowledge-
based in nature (e.g., military or economic power). My thinking on this concept has been shaped by writings on the 
sociology and politics of knowledge. See, for example: Charles Camic, Neil Gross, and Michèle Lamont, eds., 
Social Knowledge in the Making (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: 
Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980); Karl Mannheim, Ideology 
and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1968). 
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In this chapter, I make a case for a Pacificist understanding of the Progressive Era. Daniel 

Rodgers has argued that between the 1870s and World War II, “one begins to discern a moment 

when American politics was peculiarly open to foreign models and imported ideas.”4 In Atlantic 

Crossings, Rodgers traces the ideas and models for social reform that circulated across the 

Atlantic Ocean. The growing recognition that East Asia was a strategically important region 

similarly inspired new forms of social organizing and knowledge production, as well as new 

fields of study, across the Pacific Ocean. This chapter analyzes that eastward flow.  

-- 

In September 1911, Charles Freer received a letter from an admirer. “I have followed 

your career as a collector of Chinese art with much interest,” Freer’s correspondent wrote.5 The 

note came from Frederick McCormick, who had lived and worked as a reporter in China since 

1900. A keen observer of politics in the region, especially the Russo-Japanese War, McCormick 

authored several books and regularly contributed articles to scholarly journals and newspapers. 

For all this, his reputation was mixed. When Freer asked his fellow collector Eugene Meyer to 

look into McCormick’s background, Meyer returned with this characterization from an unnamed 

source: “Concerning our friend my informant tells me that he is a good clean fellow, somewhat 

visionary -- rather headstrong -- having artistic capacity -- conscientious -- trustworthy as to 

character, but of doubtful judgment.”6 Several of these traits, as we shall see, would rise to the 

surface in the organization and operation of the American Asiatic Institute. 

                                                
4 Daniel T Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press of 

Harvard University Press, 1998), 4. 

5 “Frederick McCormick to Charles Lang Freer,” September 21, 1911, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 15, 
folder 26, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

6 “Eugene Meyer, Jr. to Charles Lang Freer,” January 8, 1913, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 16, folder 24, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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“Somewhat visionary” but “rather headstrong” might explain how this orphan from the 

Midwest ended up in Beijing in the first place. Born the eldest of four children to Isaac 

McCormick and Sarah (Bryce) McCormick in Brookfield, Missouri, “Fred” (as he signed his 

letters to his family) grew up in a home for children of Civil War veterans after his father died 

and his mother could no longer support the family on the income of a seamstress. Perhaps it was 

this childhood experience that bred in him the independent streak that Eugene Meyer noted to 

Charles Freer. At age 18, McCormick struck out across the country, first eastward to New York 

and then south to New Orleans, using his “artistic capacity” for sketches to fund his travels along 

the way.7  

In 1900, McCormick’s peripatetic life took him to China for the first time, where he 

covered the battles of the Boxer Uprising as a special correspondent for Harper’s Weekly and the 

London Graphic. Sailing from San Francisco onboard the S.S. America Maru, McCormick 

reported seeing the American diplomat W.W. Rockhill, along with “twenty-five steerage 

passengers who are Chinese being deported.”8 McCormick’s letters home reveal a pragmatic 

motivation for his trip to Asia. He regretted the long silences and absences away from his brother 

Howard and sister Grace, but assured them that he was “working hard to be able to come back 

with a better place in the world than I have ever had, and one in which we can enjoy something 

better than we have ever known.”9 Thus, McCormick began his career as a “China hand,” an 

                                                
7 Judith Magee Boltz, “The McCormick Korean Collection of Pomona College,” Committee on East Asian 

Libraries Bulletin, no. 77–78 (December 1985): 26–27. 

8 “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” August 9, 1900, McCormick Family Papers (collection 
#1312), box 1, folder 1, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. 

9 “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” March 2, 1904, McCormick Family Papers (collection 
#1312), box 1, folder 1, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. 
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important cultural-political group that functioned as intermediaries between the U.S. and China 

in the first half of the twentieth century.10 

Once he arrived in China by way of Japan, the Missourian found his new and unfamiliar 

environs captivating. “My surroundings are most delightful here—considering of course,” Fred 

gushed in a letter to his brother Howard. “There is considerable excitement, always something 

going on, in that respect as lively as New York could possibly be.”11 McCormick sought out 

opportunities to embed himself among local people and in local culture. “I wish you could see 

my new room,” he wrote to Howard about his lodgings near the American Legation in Beijing. “I 

have Chinese banners hung around the walls and weapons, boxer uniforms etc., to variegate it. It 

is a wholly bachelor place half Chinese, half foreign.”12 Later that year, McCormick abandoned 

the safety of the Western quarter altogether and moved into the Chinese part of the capital with a 

“high literary family named Hwang.”13 These habits set the foundation for a life spent bringing 

the U.S. and China closer together. 

                                                
10 “China hands” went beyond the missionaries that had dominated U.S.-China intercourse in the nineteenth 

century to include diplomats, businessmen, journalists, and military personnel. See Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, China 
Confidential: American Diplomats and Sino-American Relations, 1945-1996 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2001); Peter Rand, China Hands: The Adventures and Ordeals of the American Journalists Who Joined 
Forces with the Great Chinese Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995); E.J. Kahn, The China Hands: 
America’s Foreign Service Officers and What Befell Them (New York: Penguin Books, 1976). 

11 “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” November 13, 1900, McCormick Family Papers 
(collection #1312), box 1, folder 1, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. 

12 “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” March 23, 1902, McCormick Family Papers (collection 
#1312), box 1, folder 1, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. 

13 McCormick’s notes about this new living arrangement suggest that he may have met the Chinese 
diplomat Huang Chonghui (Hwang Chung Huei) through it. “I can speak a little chinese [sic] but one of the men of 
the family speaks very good english [sic] so I have no trouble in getting along,” McCormick wrote of the Hwang 
family. The Chinese government sent Huang on a tour of the United States in 1914 to identify works of art for 
potential repatriation to China. “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” October 1, 1902, McCormick 
Family Papers (collection #1312), box 1, folder 1, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University 
Library. 
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While news reporting paid his living expenses, Frederick McCormick’s real passion lay 

in the arts—especially drawing and photography—and he often complained of missing time for 

these pursuits on account of his work. Two surviving photographs of McCormick in China depict 

him with his sketchbook, doing exactly what he loved to do. One image from 1903, which 

McCormick considered “one of the best pictures I have had,” shows the American at the Great 

Wall.14 Standing in profile with his legs astride, McCormick projects an air of confidence and 

mastery. There is an architectural quality to his stance, the position of his lower body matching 

the repeating arches in the background and channeling the stateliness and strength of China’s 

world wonder. In a second photograph, taken by the diplomat-banker Willard Straight between 

1903 and 1905, the camera finds McCormick in a humbler pose.15 McCormick sits atop a pile of 

bricks with blank pages in his lap and a pencil in his hand. The subject of the sketch he is about 

to begin appears to be a Chinese laborer who studiously avoids the photographer, even while the 

portraitist has momentarily redirected his attention to the lens. McCormick’s youthful, clean-

shaven appearance and neat outfit—he sports a tie, shiny leather boots, creased trousers, and a 

spotless painter’s jacket—contrast sharply with the Chinese man’s dirty, ragged costume and 

their dingy, crumbling surroundings. These photographs show how, though Frederick 

McCormick strove to sympathize with the Chinese, he nonetheless participated in a cultural 

system that reinforced a belief in the superiority of the orderly and advanced “West” over the 

chaotic and backwards “East.” 

                                                
14 This photograph can be founded in the McCormick Family Papers (collection #1312), box 1, folder 1, 

Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. McCormick makes mention of it in a letter 
to his brother Howard dated November 24, 1903. 

15 Willard D. Straight, Frederick McCormick, Photograph, c. 1903–1905, Willard Dickerman Straight 
Papers (collection #1260), box 62, folder 7, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University 
Library. 
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In addition to his reporting, McCormick occasionally served as a middleman to collectors 

in the United States, funneling news of art objects available for purchase through his overseas 

contacts. These dealings began as early as 1903, when McCormick wrote to his brother about 

discovering a “collection of about two hundred Chinese paintings—a regular gold mine of art 

value—covering a period of about a thousand years which I have the opportunity to buy from the 

heir of two generations of connoisseurs (Chinese) who have made a careful and very accurate 

catalogue of their pictures.”16 He raved: “It is in reality almost priceless and the paintings are 

qualified to take their place in any surroundings, library, art gallery or elsewhere in public or 

private building.” The documentary record does not reveal whether McCormick ever 

consummated the sale—one month and four letters later, he was still hoping that the intended 

buyer, a Mr. Perkins, would take advantage of this “rare opportunity”—but it was the first of 

several such transactions he would handle.  

It is unclear whether McCormick’s assessment about the collection offered for sale in 

1903 was accurate, or where and how he might have attained the knowledge to make such an 

assessment in the first place. According to art historian James Cahill, there were essentially two 

markets for Chinese art at the turn of the twentieth century, one domestic, in which the kinds of 

paintings Chinese connoisseurs bought were either too expensive or too sophisticated for foreign 

tastes, and the other international. By touting his acquaintance with “the heir of two generations 

of connoisseurs (Chinese),” McCormick clearly believed that he had gained access to the former. 

In his letters, McCormick also demonstrated some degree of familiarity with the vicissitudes of 

the East Asian art market, especially the fluctuations in price for Japanese and Chinese art. “I 

wish you could see these pictures,” he told Howard. “They are different slightly from Japanese 

                                                
16 “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” September 9, 1903, McCormick Family Papers 

(collection #1312), box 1, folder 1, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. 
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pictures and I think more artistic. They can be had now—these original masterpieces of which 

there are so few in China—at about what Japanese prints sell-for!” Like other American artists 

such as James McNeill Whistler and John LaFarge who were his contemporaries, McCormick 

developed an abiding interest in East Asian art during his time overseas, an interest that would 

later become a vocation with the Asiatic Institute. 

McCormick’s work as an intermediary for art collectors in some ways contradicted 

another of his major accomplishments: founding the China Monuments Society in 1908 to stop 

foreign vandalism and looting of Chinese art and antiquities.17 During his time in China, 

McCormick became fond of the country’s historic structures, not only landmarks such as the 

Great Wall but also lesser-known temples, pagodas, canals, bridges, and other dwellings. He 

often featured these structures in his pen-and-ink drawings, and bragged of his knowledge about 

them in his letters home. “I am preparing to make trips at week ends to the hills where I have an 

interest in an old temple,” McCormick informed his brother before one spring excursion in 1909. 

He went on to explain: “I think I told you long ago that a ‘temple’ in China was not a single 

building, but a collection of buildings - so it is with our own.”18 Guarding with one hand while 

taking with the other, McCormick thus embodied one of the conventional hypocrisies of the age: 

                                                
17 The China Monuments Society was formed over August and September 1908 “owing to vandalism in the 

form of destruction, plunder and theft of cultural objects during and after the foreign military invasion of 1900, 
disturbing the life of the Chinese people, destroying priceless antiquities and endangering the lives and interest of 
foreigners in China.” With Frederick McCormick as its secretary and treasurer, the China Monuments Society not 
surprisingly collaborated frequently with the Asiatic Institute, as when it published the monograph “Plunder and 
Destruction of Antiquities in China” in 1914. The Society’s leaders included Sir John Jordan, B.N. Kroupensky, 
Paul S. Reinsch, A.R. Conty, Aki Hioki, and Ludovico di Giura. Its work was funded by donations from Bishop 
James W. Bashford, Francis Davis Millet, Bishop William White, William Phillips, John Gardner Coolidge, and E.G. 
Meyerstein. See Frederick McCormick, “The China Monuments Society, 1908–1915,” 1915, Yale-China 
Association Records (RU 232), box 18, folder 24, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 

18 “Frederick McCormick to Howard McCormick,” April 22, 1909, McCormick Family Papers (collection 
#1312), box 1, folder 2, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library. 
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removing objects of historical and artistic value from China was acceptable as long as it was 

done by the “right” people.  

On the whole, McCormick treasured his experiences in China and the relationships that 

he developed with the Chinese during his decade-long residence there. McCormick dedicated 

The Flowery Republic, his 1913 monograph about the fall of the Qing dynasty, to “the black-

haired people, friends, hosts and councilors, among whom I have lived during fruitful years.” 

“My heart,” McCormick wrote, “is in their future.”19 But his heart was in their past, too, as the 

interest in Chinese art, antiquities, and architecture demonstrates. For an orphan from Missouri 

with a serious case of wanderlust, China provided not only temporary thrills and adventures, but 

also a lifelong passion and opportunities for “a better place in the world.” Indeed, with his 

credentials as a “China hand” firmly established, Frederick McCormick was well positioned to 

make a career out of all that he had seen and learned abroad, and to bridge the divide between the 

country of his birth and the one he had so happily adopted as his own. 

-- 

Frederick McCormick contacted Charles Freer in 1911 to voice his concerns about 

several problems that he observed in the relationship between the United States and countries in 

East Asia, especially China. McCormick worried that Americans were disorganized and lacked 

the necessary expertise to operate in the region. He warned Freer: “There is a growing body of 

Americans in Eastern Asia and the countries of the Pacific Ocean now working independently at 

great loss of effort and lack of understanding which, if organized would count in the working out 

of the difficulties of the Pacific situations, and be a safe-guard in international affairs there.”20 

                                                
19 Frederick McCormick, The Flowery Republic (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1913), vi. 

20 “Frederick McCormick to Charles Lang Freer,” December 17, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 15, 
folder 26, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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The cause of this “great loss of effort and lack of understanding” was the lack of resources in the 

United States for Americans to learn about the countries that lay across the Pacific. “There is no 

serious education in this country in the history and affairs of Eastern Asia and the Pacific,” 

McCormick lamented. “There is no text-book [sic]. There is no course in this subject in any one 

college or university in The United States. There is a general belittling among even the most 

intelligent of the importance and dimentions [sic] of the subject.” As a result, “[our] relations 

with Asiatic peoples, and with nations affected by the development of Eastern Asia, remain in a 

chaotic state, with disturbing and dangerous infirmities which neither our government or people 

have made any preparations for rectifying.”21  

Frederick McCormick’s apocalyptic assessment of the state of understanding of East 

Asian and Pacific affairs in the United States needs some qualification. It was untrue, for 

instance, that “there is no course in this subject in any one college or university in The United 

States,” as McCormick claimed. Yale University offered its first courses in Chinese and Japanese 

language in 1871, while Harvard University appointed its first Chinese instructor in 1879.22 

Beginning in the early 1890s, Frederick Wells Williams taught a popular course at Yale 

University on modern Asian history; among the books Williams assigned was The Middle 

Kingdom, first issued in 1858 by his father Samuel and widely recognized as the first 

comprehensive scholarly account of China.23 As the founder of American East Asian studies, 

                                                
21 Ibid. 

22 Yale librarian Addison Van Name offered “Elements of Chinese” in 1871. Harvard’s first Chinese 
instructor was Ge Kunhua, hired from China for a three-year term. When Ge died of pneumonia in 1882, the Boston 
Daily Advertiser noted that he had four or five students during the course of his time at Harvard. See Raymond Lum, 
“Ko K’un-Hua: Brief Life of Harvard’s First Chinese Instructor, 1838-1882,” Harvard Magazine, April 2008; 
Jiening Ruan, Jie Zhang, and Cynthia Leung, “Introduction,” in Chinese Language Education in the United States 
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2016), ix. 

23 According to Latourette, Samuel Wells Williams held the title of Professor of Chinese at Yale but did not 
have any students. Latourette himself taught at Reed College and Denison University before joining the faculty of 
Yale in 1921. On the early history of East Asian studies in the United States, see McCaughey, International Studies 
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Kenneth Scott Latourette, recalls, “the university centers for the teaching and study of the Far 

East could be counted on the fingers of one’s two hands and with fingers left over” in the 1910s, 

but that was still a greater number of institutions than had existed up until that point.24 When it 

came to studying East Asia, then, the glass could be seen as half empty or half full, but there was 

undeniably water in the glass. McCormick’s hyperbolic statements can be interpreted as part of a 

rhetorical strategy to exaggerate a problem in order to rally support for his particular solution. 

McCormick was considerably more accurate in his critique of “a growing body of 

Americans in East Asia and the countries of the Pacific Ocean now working independently at a 

great loss of effort and a lack of understanding.” As I noted in chapter one, missionaries and 

merchants had functioned as intermediaries between China and the United States since the early 

nineteenth century, so it is unsurprising that criticisms about inefficiency and ignorance were 

partially directed at these long-time “China hands.” For example, contemporary observers noted 

that some Protestant mission families had grown “fat and happy” through their privileged life in 

China. One visitor from the United States wrote home in 1914: “I don’t think I approve of the 

Protestant system of missionaries; they have fine big houses, & their salary increases with every 

child they have. While I’m always well pleased to get into a good mission compound, I can’t 

help looking at the evidence of ease & wondering about the sick & the maimed outside.”25 The 

                                                                                                                                                       
and Academic Enterprise, 82–89; Kenneth Scott Latourette, “Far Eastern Studies in the United States: Retrospect 
and Prospect.,” Far Eastern Quarterly 15, no. 1 (November 1955): 3–11. On Samuel Wells Williams and The 
Middle Kingdom, see Haddad, The Romance of China, 156–188. 

24 Latourette, “Far Eastern Studies in the United States,” 3–4. These university centers included Harvard, 
Clark, Columbia, Wisconsin, Stanford, Berkeley, and the University of Washington. Latourette himself submitted 
his dissertation on the history of early relations between the United States and China to Frederick Wells Williams at 
Yale in 1909. Robert McCaughey notes that it was not until Latourette’s appointment at Yale in 1921 that “an 
American university acquire the full-time services of an American-born, linguistically equipped, PhD in East Asian 
Studies.” 

25 “Lorraine Warner to Laura Roosevelt,” March 31, 1914, Langdon Warner additional papers (66M-193), 
box 2, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 



 

 47 

idea of the American missionary living in a world that was socially isolated by wealth and 

privilege from the reality of ordinary Chinese life undercut their long-standing claims as reliable 

conveyors of information about China. 

The exigencies of the late Qing also brought a group of American advisors to China 

whose questionable qualifications for their posts and their sometimes-misguided initiatives led 

Frederick McCormick to question their usefulness. China had long employed foreign advisors, 

but various government reforms and modernization projects at the turn of the twentieth century 

generated new opportunities for many Westerners.26 For example, John C. Ferguson, who would 

later go on to help the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York purchase its first group of 

Chinese paintings, had no formal training when he was transferred from his post as the head of a 

college in Nanjing to become chief secretary of the Imperial Chinese Railway Administration in 

1903, and later foreign secretary to the Ministry of Posts and Communications in 1911.27 

Ferguson’s Chinese patrons evidently admired his adaptability and resourcefulness, but fellow 

expatriates saw him in less flattering light. One Australian, perhaps jealous at Ferguson’s ability 

to ascend the ranks of the Chinese bureaucracy so quickly, commented that he “affects the 

possession of knowledge more than most men. Unquestionably he has had the opportunity of 

learning and of seeing much, but he is essentially untruthful and unscrupulous and thick-skinned 

                                                
26 From the Jesuit priests who used scientific methods to achieve accurate astronomical predictions to the 

renegade American and British generals who led mercenary armies during the Taiping Rebellion, Westerners held a 
300-year record that defied China’s reputation as a totally insular country. On the history of foreign advisors in 
China, see Jonathan D. Spence, To Change China: Western Advisers in China, 1620-1960 (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1980). 

27 Ferguson’s appointments came courtesy of Sheng Xuanhuai, an official who played a central role in 
developing industry and infrastructure in late Qing China. Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His 
Quest for Chinese Art and Culture, 21–28. 
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as rhinoceros.”28 One can imagine Frederick McCormick’s concern at hearing such traits 

associated with the Westerners in the highest levels of the Qing government. 

Another foreign advisor whose experience in China made McCormick wary was the 

economist Jeremiah Jenks. Other scholars have written on Jenks as one of the “International 

Money Doctors” of the early twentieth century, but it was another of Jenks’ schemes that caught 

McCormick’s attention.29 In April 1913, Jenks announced the establishment of the Far Eastern 

Information Bureau, which, as he informed the Cornell Daily Sun, would serve as a sort of 

public relations agency for China and broadcast “trustworthy news and special articles” to news 

outlets around the world.30 The Daily Sun went on to report that Jenks had started the bureau “at 

the request and with the assistance of numerous Chinese students” and that his work “has the 

hearty approval of the Chinese legation.” If information was power, Jenks reasoned, the Far 

Eastern Information Bureau would bring China to parity with Western nations. 

As a former journalist, McCormick immediately recognized Jenks’ information bureau to 

be a harebrained scheme, for he knew that sophisticated newspaper editors in Europe and the 

United States could never be so easily duped into “spinning” news stories in China’s favor. The 

sheer illogic of Jenks’ undertaking led McCormick to believe that the economist could only have 

concocted it to bring himself financial gain. “[It] is a palpable fraud, perpetrated for money, and 

                                                
28 Quoted in George Ernest Morrison, The Correspondence of G. E. Morrison, 1912-1920, ed. Lo Hui-Min 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 19. 

29 A professor at Cornell and then New York University, Jenks proposed a gold exchange system in 1903 to 
stabilize fiscal relations between China and the “indemnity powers” to whom the country owed 400 million silver 
taels as compensation for the Boxer Uprising of 1900. Moving to the gold standard did not suit China’s fluid fiscal 
needs in the early 1900s, and Jenks’ proposal was ultimately shelved. On Jeremiah Jenks’ work, see John Howard 
Brown, “Jeremiah Jenks: A Pioneer of Industrial Organization?,” Journal of the History of Economic Thought 26, no. 
1 (March 2004): 69–89; Cheng-chung Lai, Joshua Jr-shiang Gau, and Tai-kuang Ho, “Professor Jeremiah Jenks of 
Cornell University and the 1903 Chinese Monetary Reform,” Hitotsubashi Journal of Economics 50, no. 1 (June 
2009): 35–46. 

30 Jenks quoted in “Chinese Republic Sound Says Professor Jenks,” Cornell Daily Sun, April 22, 1913. 
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distrusted by all sensible editors and newspaper men,” McCormick complained to the American 

diplomat William W. Rockhill.31 The issue was not only a political one but a financial one as 

well: Jenks’ expensive publicity bureau would absorb precious financial resources that 

McCormick believed could be better spent elsewhere. “I could have prevented the Chinese 

Legation from making such a bad bargain, if I had believed that Professor Jenks would do such a 

thing as take such a large sum of money,” McCormick lamented. Jeremiah Jenks represented the 

sort of “lack of understanding” that Frederick McCormick feared would keep U.S.-China 

relations in a state of chaos. 

McCormick’s concern with the “chaotic state” of U.S.-East Asian relations reflected a 

general desire at the turn of the twentieth century to make American life more efficient by 

systematically organizing its various processes. As Jerry Israel has observed, this obsession with 

order extended to U.S. foreign relations. The ultimate failure of this aim resulted in war, which, 

to Americans concerned with maintaining access to China’s reported 400 million consumers, 

represented waste in the form of mounting debt and closed markets. Peace through cooperation, 

on the other hand, made possible “the obtaining of minimum cost by the elimination of 

unnecessary operating expenses.”32 As McCormick’s apprehensions demonstrate, however, the 

dream of a well-coordinated and knowledgeable American presence in East Asia was relevant 

not only for markets and trade; its benefits could also be felt in the realm of culture. 

If Americans did not develop their own body of knowledge about China, they would have 

to rely on others to provide it. In particular, the prospect that the United States would depend on 

Europe alarmed McCormick. “We are behind Europe in our attitude to Eastern Asia while being 

                                                
31 “Frederick McCormick to William Woodville Rockhill,” July 8, 1914, William Woodville Rockhill 

Papers (MS Am 2121), Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

32 Israel, Progressivism and the Open Door, 85. 
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directly affected,” he lamented to Charles Freer.33 McCormick preferred an unmediated link 

between the United States and China that would address the specific needs of the relationship 

between the two countries. In an earlier letter, McCormick wrote: “What I regret more than 

anything else is that our educational system, and our civilization looks eastward at China and 

Eastern Asia instead of across the Pacific, a crook-neck feat due to ages of education on a crook-

neck plan.”34 While many Americans continued to be drawn across the Atlantic, in McCormick’s 

view Europe was already in decline. “The trend of American travel and interest outside the 

boundaries of the United States has been toward Europe, thus leaving greater interests than those 

in the Atlantic to the merely curious attention of our people,” McCormick argued.35 The center 

of international geopolitics had shifted to the Pacific rather than the Atlantic; thus, what 

Europeans had to offer to Americans was no longer relevant or useful. To meet this new reality, 

the United States needed to develop its own program of research and study. 

McCormick’s concerns about the undue influence of European biases on the United 

States were compounded by intraregional dynamics within East Asia, specifically the 

unfavorable comparisons that many contemporary observers made between China and Japan. 

Since the Meiji Restoration of the late nineteenth century but especially after Japan’s victory 

over Russia in the Russo-Japanese War, a growing number of Americans regarded Japan as a 

talented and praiseworthy pupil of the West. The naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan was one 

such admirer. According to Mahan, Japan “is the one nation, Asiatic in genius as in position, 

which by efficiency of action, internal as well as eternal, has established and maintained its place 
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as fully equipped member of the commonwealth of states, under recognized international law.”36 

Compared to the advances that Japan had achieved, China seemed to most Americans to be 

stunted in its political, economic, and social development.  

McCormick’s desire for Americans to judge each country on its own merits made him 

equally leery of those who viewed China and Japan as interchangeable entities. When 

McCormick visited the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston in 1914, he was dismayed to find 

“Chinese art subordinated and clothed in surroundings Japanese in every particular.”37 

McCormick denounced the practice to Charles Freer: “It seems to me that the confusing of China 

and Japan is the cause of the odious comparisons of the two peoples, which of course offend both 

and causes so much violent thought and discussion in this country.” In response, McCormick 

wrote to curators at the Boston museum and demanded “Japanese and Chinese things must be 

wrenched violently apart.” This reaction, typical of McCormick in its brashness, highlights the 

urgency behind McCormick’s belief that Americans needed more direct, complete, and unbiased 

knowledge of East Asia. 

In McCormick’s typically alarmist way, the stakes for obtaining this knowledge were 

dazzling; they consisted of nothing less than the future of the world, for McCormick regarded the 

Pacific Basin as the meeting place of two great societies. “The context of two civilizations in the 

Pacific furnishes questions of permanent interest which must be almost entirely worked out by 

us,” he wrote. “It is in the Pacific that we come in contact with an alien civilization – the only 

region where we do.”38 McCormick never defined what he meant by “civilization,” but his 
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representation of East Asia as somehow “alien” fed what Sucheta Mazumdar has called the 

“invention of a fragmented Asia, consisting of non-communicating religious communities of 

Confucian/ Islamic/ Hindu/ Buddhist states, frozen in time and living in dim decaying isolation 

until the Europeans arrived…”39 McCormick’s reductive and essentialist thinking obscured 

centuries of intra- and trans-regional contact, and it is especially surprising given his own 

personal history of living among the Chinese. 

We might make sense of McCormick’s invocation of a civilizational discourse as an 

attempt to engage with one of the biggest foreign policy discussions of his age. Indeed, Frederick 

McCormick was by no means the sole prophet of his generation in proclaiming the importance of 

the Pacific Basin to the United States as the site of a civilizational clash. As James J. Lorence 

writes, “Though they traversed different routes, a number of strategic thinkers arrived at the 

common conclusion that the Pacific basin was fated to become the primary locale of the great 

power struggle of the future.”40 These strategists included Alfred Thayer Mahan, Brooks Adams, 

Henry Cabot Lodge, and Theodore Roosevelt.41 In an 1897 essay in Harper’s Magazine, Mahan 

contended that the United States was allied with Europe as Christian nations in a struggle against 

enemy barbarians.42 Writing presciently one year before the United States took up the “white 
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man’s burden” in the Philippines, Mahan declared: “The great task now before the world of 

civilized Christianity, its great mission, which it must fulfil [sic] or perish, is to receive into its 

own bosom and raise to its own ideals those ancient and different civilizations by which it is 

surrounded and outnumbered—the civilizations at the head of which stand China, India, and 

Japan.”43 The Pacific Basin would be the main arena for this momentous conflict. Mahan 

continued: “Considering the American states as members of the European family, as they are by 

traditions, institutions, and languages, it is in the Pacific, where the westward course of empire 

again meets the East, that their relations to the future of the world become more apparent.”44 Yet 

while McCormick shared Mahan’s belief in these differences in “traditions, institutions, and 

languages,” between the East and the West, he differed from Mahan in the response that he 

hoped to elicit from the American public.  

Unlike Alfred Thayer Mahan, McCormick’s deeply held beliefs in the possibility of 

cross-cultural understanding animated his work on the Asiatic Institute as a solution for the 

conflict that he saw brewing in the Pacific. Mahan rejected the pacifist, anti-imperialist views 

popular in the United States as naïve and weak, ascribing them to the belief that “having no near 

neighbors to compete with us in point of power, military necessities have been to us not 

imminent, so that, like all distant dangers, they have received little regard.”45 Instead, he 

advocated a policy of armament—especially of naval power—and territorial expansion to 

counter the threat of the heathen hordes from Asia. McCormick, on the other hand, argued for 
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reconciliation through knowledge of each society’s arts and letters. To McCormick, these 

differences were not insurmountable, and the coming encounter did not necessarily need to be a 

“clash.” The people of East Asia, especially the Chinese with whom McCormick was most 

familiar, were already “civilized.” To strengthen the vital relations between China and the United 

States, Americans needed only to be given the opportunity to learn about the richness of that 

civilization.  

-- 

McCormick devised the American Asiatic Institute—soon shortened to simply the Asiatic 

Institute—as the solution to all of these challenges, with himself at the fore directing a broad 

coalition of respectable political, business, and educational leaders. The Asiatic Institute would 

address the two-pronged problem of inexperience and disorganization in U.S.-China relations at 

the turn of the century. In a letter announcing the launch of the Asiatic Institute, McCormick 

summarized the aims of his brainchild organization: “They permit the undertaking of whatever 

measures may be found necessary to place our education, scholarship and people in touch with 

native minds and movements of Eastern Asia, and the dissemination in the United States of 

knowledge which is not now generally accessible; with the view of building up a powerful body 

of intelligent persons acquainted with the questions of the Pacific and Eastern Asia.”46 From 

naming the organization to selecting its officers, the process of bringing this vision to life 

required grappling with a number of contentious issues that were fraught with political meaning.  

In fact, Frederick McCormick’s Asiatic Institute fit squarely with cultural changes taking 

place during the Progressive Era in the United States. The roots of this phenomenon can be 

traced back to the late nineteenth century when corporate forms came to dominate not only 
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economic but also social and cultural life in the U.S., what historian Alan Trachtenberg has 

called the “incorporation of America.” In the early twentieth century, these changes evolved to 

place a growing emphasis on professionalization and rational management.47 The goal of this 

movement was to empower expert administration by men—and they were mostly men—of 

special training on behalf of a larger body of members or shareholders. Of course, Frederick 

McCormick was not the only one to conceive of such an organization. Indeed, the field abounded 

with groups that shared McCormick’s aims of furthering knowledge about East Asia in the 

United States. Some groups limited their membership by profession; the American Asiatic 

Association, for example, was made up of U.S. merchants and manufacturers interested in the 

China market.48 Others, like the China Society, focused on specific countries within Asia. 

Groups like the Asiatic Institute thus married Americans’ penchant for associational life with 

their concerns about political, economic, and social developments in East Asia. 

From late 1911 to early 1913, Frederick McCormick consulted with a variety of civic and 

business leaders in elaborating his idea for the Asiatic Institute. Charles Freer was among the 

first whom McCormick contacted about the Institute. McCormick likely regarded Freer as a 

kindred spirit through Freer’s leading involvement in the American School for Archaeology in 

China, which, like the China Monuments Society, sought to build local capacity for the 

protection of Chinese antiquities. McCormick also reached out to Frederick Wells Williams, the 
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Yale professor and treasurer of the American Oriental Society; Willard Straight, a former U.S. 

consul-general in Mukden and investment banker with the firm of J. Pierpont Morgan; John 

Foord, secretary of the American Asiatic Association and editor of its journal; Eugene Worden, a 

lawyer and secretary of the Japan Society; and Charles Walcott, secretary of the Smithsonian 

Institution. This network of correspondents demonstrates that McCormick was aware of the array 

of organizations interested in U.S.-China relations in the early twentieth century. 

How would the Asiatic Institute relate to and distinguish itself from the rest of these 

groups? McCormick’s solution to this dilemma evinces one of the distinctively Progressive 

principles behind the Institute as a transpacific organization. To avoid potential entanglements 

with one group or another, McCormick decided to eschew all such attachments and preferences, 

thus hoping to cloak the Institute in an aura of objectivity. As he wrote to Charles Freer, “My 

belief is that this Institute…should affiliate itself with all existing ‘oriental’ and ‘Asiatic’ 

societies in existence in this country. But it should be neutral and scientific and kept on broad 

general lines of development so as to attach all interested persons to it.”49 Such a disinterested 

stance, McCormick believed, would not only substantively improve the work of the Asiatic 

Institute by making it more “neutral and scientific,” but also elevate it to an authoritative and 

necessary position in an already crowded playing field.  

As we have seen, one of Frederick McCormick’s chief concerns was the lack of 

coordination among those active in U.S.-China relations in the early twentieth century. He feared 

that disorganization led well-meaning and knowledgeable individuals and groups to work at 

cross purposes or, worse yet, to be subordinated to pernicious and ignorant interests. By taking 

an ecumenical approach, McCormick believed that the Asiatic Institute could remedy this 
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problem by setting common standards and an agenda that would be respected by all the other 

organizations. According to a draft of the Institute’s objective that McCormick shared with 

Frederick Wells Williams: “The organized body proposed is not an Association, society, or other 

institution like anything now existing in this country, but an institute with comprehensive and 

peculiar aims. The idea is that of co-ordination of separate activities and their extension, and not 

that of amalgamation. It is to know, and that in the realm of the Institute those who know shall be 

the first to be heard.”50 The quality of that information mattered a great deal if it was to 

command the attention of all who were interested in China. In an interview with a Japanese 

newspaper, McCormick underscored the link between the scientific collection and evaluation of 

data and authority. “Special correspondents are despatched to British and Latin America, Japan, 

China, Indo-China, Siam, the Netherlands-India, Malaysia, South Sea Islands, Philippines, New 

Zealand, Australia, etc, to secure actual facts of the various social international situations in each,” 

The Japan Gazette reported. “From these facts, it is contemplated to amass scientific data that 

may eventually form an authoritative standard of information.”51 

The necessity of negotiating with other groups began even before the Asiatic Institute’s 

official launch. To secure the support of the eminent Charles Freer, for example, Frederick 

McCormick had to convince Freer that the Asiatic Institute would not undercut or supplant the 

Detroiter’s involvement in Chinese and Japanese art and antiquities. Their correspondence to 

settle this question nicely illustrates McCormick’s aspiration that “those who know shall be the 

first to be heard.” To begin with, McCormick acknowledged (and flattered) Freer’s authority. 

Referring to the gallery that had become a part of the Smithsonian, he wrote: “I regard the 
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museum of Eastern art which you have built up as worth more in an educational way than all the 

work on Eastern Asian affairs in the colleges and schools of the country.”52 But McCormick 

believed that there was much more to do, and in this the Asiatic Institute could contribute. “I 

think therefore that the museum idea should be carried out in various other directions by the 

Institute that I suggest,” McCormick submitted. “I believe that the Institute should have libraries 

of Eastern literature –the Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Siamese and Burman. I think American 

history in the Pacific should be revived and celebrated, and that proper acknowledgment of the 

achievements of Americans in the Pacific and in Eastern Asia should be accorded. A most 

careful investment of the progress of the Chinese, Japanese and Malays should be made and kept 

going.” McCormick concluded: “This, to my mind, has been neglected too long, and it ought to 

be begun at once.” 

Freer did not immediately embrace McCormick’s vision. He responded to the proposal 

for the Asiatic Institute by assuring McCormick that similar efforts were already underway. 

“During the last few years I have thought deeply on the subject,” Freer answered, “and I can now 

tell you confidentially that steps have already been taken for preliminary survey in China.”53 

What Freer had in mind was the American School of Archaeology in China. “The school should 

be equipped for research in archaeological, aesthetic and literary directions, widening into other 

cultural branches by degrees, and looking to the creation in China of a great National Museum 

and the protection of China’s marvellous [sic] ancient monuments.” To Freer, the Asiatic 

Institute appeared to be an interloping latecomer. But the American School of Archaeology did 

not satisfy McCormick. “The organization I have advocated and promoted is on a somewhat 
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broader basis than that suggested by your brief letter,” he countered, all the while assuring Freer 

that an archaeology school would still be a part of it.54  

To settle this duel of ideas, McCormick drew on his extensive experience living and 

working in China and his deep relationships in that country as qualifications to make his case. 

McCormick emphasized that he had been at work on the Institute since 1909, going so far as to 

give up his journalism in Beijing to tackle the project full-time. He had consulted with “well-

informed men of various nationalities notably the American and British ministers at Peking, and 

our foremost scholars in things Chinese.” McCormick also reminded Freer that he was a 

published authority on China, having researched and written a book on “American influences, 

activities, and achievement in the Pacific and Eastern Asia” which he planned to put out after the 

release of The Flowery Republic. After parading his credentials, McCormick concluded his 

appeal with the raison d’être of the Asiatic Institute to bring order to U.S.-China relations: “We 

want to do the most, in the best way, with the greatest economy and co-operation.” The strategy 

worked: Charles Freer signed on to serve as a trustee of the Asiatic Institute—representing the 

American School of Archaeology of China.55 

The Asiatic Institute finally came to fruition in April 1913. The occasion merited 

coverage in the New York Times, which reported that “the Asiatic Institute…by efficient means 

will bring about an intelligent exchange of Eastern and Western thought.”56 Meeting at the home 

of the banker Willard Straight, the officers of the Asiatic Institute included a veritable who’s-

who of American politics. William Howard Taft, whom Woodrow Wilson had only recently 
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defeated in the election of 1912, served as the president of the Institute. Former U.S. Vice 

President Charles W. Fairbanks and Secretary of State John W. Foster became the Institute’s vice 

presidents. Frederick McCormick naturally assumed the dual mantles of secretary and treasurer, 

the two positions with the most responsibility and greatest visibility.  

Like Freer, many of the founding trustees and Executive Committee members of the 

Asiatic Institute came with existing ties to other organizations with longstanding interests in 

China. Arthur Judson Brown represented the missionary angle on the Executive Committee as 

secretary of the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions. Frederick Wells Williams of Yale and 

the American Oriental Society (founded in 1842) was both an Executive Committee member and 

a trustee. Former Columbia University president and New York City mayor Seth Low served as 

a trustee while presiding over the American Asiatic Association, as did the group’s secretary-

editor John Foord.57 Louis L. Seaman, a surgeon, signed on to be an Institute trustee while also 

president of the China Society, which had been founded just two years earlier in 1911. This 

extensive and diverse list proved McCormick’s point. As the New York Times noted, “The need 

of a clearing house was then seen and appreciated by those interested.”  

Even the group’s name had not been an obvious choice, but represented an endorsement 

of certain viewpoints and a rejection of others. As late as March 1913, McCormick was still 

debating various naming options with advisors. In fact, “American Asiatic Institute” was not 

                                                
57 Historians have not paid much attention to the Asiatic Institute in studies of U.S.-China relations during 

the first two decades of the twentieth century, and those who have generally have assumed that the Institute was a 
subsidiary of the American Asiatic Association. As James Reed writes, “In New York, again, the Asiatic 
Association in 1913 took the initiative in founding a new organization for scholarly exchange and public 
information called the Asiatic Institute…” This assumption is an easy (but erroneous) one given the heavy 
involvement of then and future Asiatic Association leaders such as Seth Low, John Foord, and Willard Straight in 
the organization of the Asiatic Institute. As my research shows, however, in both concept and execution Frederick 
McCormick strove to keep the Asiatic Institute non-commercial in outlook and independent of (and, in some ways, 
more important than) groups like the Asiatic Association. See James Reed, The Missionary Mind and American East 
Asia Policy, 1911-1915 (Cambridge: Council on East Asian Studies, Harvard University, 1983), 93. 



 

 61 

even the moniker that Frederick McCormick had in mind; it was Willard Straight’s suggestion, 

while Frederick Wells Williams offered up the slightly modified “Asiatic Institute of America.” 

For his part, McCormick preferred “Asiatic and Pacific Institute.” Naming the group the 

American Asiatic Institute, he reasoned, would “leave out important parts of the Pacific Basin. It 

makes American-Asiatic matters the paramount subject of the Institute. In this it is restrictive and 

commonplace. The use of the word ‘American’ makes this name like that of nearly every other 

institution interested in Asia, such as, American Oriental Society, American Historical Society, 

American Asiatic Association, Archeological Institute of America, American School of 

Archeology in China, etc.”58 When McCormick consulted Charles Walcott of the Smithsonian, 

Walcott considered “Institute” a mundane choice and favored the more official-sounding 

“American Asiatic Institution” instead. “He says he objects to the word ‘Institute’ since it is so 

common,” McCormick wrote of Walcott’s suggestion. “Every town around Washington for fifty 

miles distant he says has some kind of an institute. While this plan is of so much importance he 

favors the word ‘Institution.’”59  

In addition to its name, the leaders of the Asiatic Institute understood the power of 

language to determine the course of U.S.-China relations in other ways. In 1914, Frederick 

McCormick produced a “‘Style Card’ of terms respecting Asiatic and Pacific affairs.”60 The style 

card achieved a twofold purpose: first, it rejected a Euro-centric view of and vocabulary for 

world geography. Instead of the “Far East,” for example, the Institute advocated that writers use 
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“East Asia.” “Far East” should be avoided, the Institute reasoned, because it assumed the 

centrality of Europe: Asia was far from Europe, but not from the United States. “Europe is 7000 

to 9000 miles distant from that region of Asia nearest to the United States, and called by 

European countries the ‘far [sic] East,’” the Institute explained. “United States mainland 

territories at the nearest point are 56 miles from this near Asia. The farthest mainland territory is 

but 2900 miles distant, while some territories of the United States are in Asia.” Using the term 

“Far East” might be justified if one believed that Europe was the axis on which world affairs 

turned, but, as we have seen, McCormick did not. He believed that this worldview was the 

outdated legacy of the early modern Flemish cartographer Gerardus Mercator, whose work failed 

to account for geopolitical shifts in the early twentieth century. “Geographically and politically 

Asia joins the United States and is near to all countries of Western civilization in the Pacific 

Basin. The relation between the United States and Asia are the most important factors in the 

affairs of Eastern and Western civilizations and nations in the Pacific.”  

More important than distorting one’s sense of distance, however, were the cultural 

consequences of the Mercator maps and their Euro-centric understanding of the world, 

consequences which McCormick hoped that the Asiatic Institute would correct. “These maps, 

distributed in millions to school children in the Western Hemisphere as well as elsewhere, and 

contained in all geographical works, together with geographical and other terms originating in 

Europe in ages past such, for example, as ‘Far East’, continue to convey the impression that not 

only the region but the civilization of East Asia is the most widely separated from civilization in 

America [emphasis mine].”61 Referring to East Asia as the “Far East” led Americans to 

conceptualize that region of the world as too far distant and alien for mutual understanding. Thus, 
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the Asiatic Institute style card urged those writing about East Asian affairs to use geographically 

specific terms to describe the region, rather than the prejudicial expressions of the past. “Avoid 

the terms Orient and Cathay as obsolete, except poetically,” it advised. “Avoid Oriental and 

Occidental as indefinite and obsolete.” By reformulating the vocabulary with which Americans 

read and conversed with each other about East Asia, the Asiatic Institute could hope to bridge the 

divide between China and the United States. 

-- 

Although the Asiatic Institute claimed a broad mandate at its founding, the group quickly 

made the preservation of Chinese art and antiquities its top priority. Taking this subject as the 

focus of its work was sensible for several reasons. First, it built upon Frederick McCormick’s 

interest in and knowledge about the architectural history of China, which he had nurtured 

through the China Monuments Society. The society defined monuments broadly to encompass 

not only built structures such as arches, bridges, and canals, but also “cultural objects” including 

stone tablets and sculptures. The grand scale of many of these artifacts made it easier for 

McCormick to tap into a pre-existing reservoir of knowledge among Western readers in order to 

foster cross-cultural appreciation. In an article published in the Journal of the North China 

Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society in 1912, for example, McCormick presented a province-by-

province survey of monuments in China and compared these structures with better-known world 

wonders. Regarding the Great Wall, McCormick asked: “Where did the Chinese get the labor? 

Where did they get the materials? Where did they get the water to make the mortar and how did 

they get this material up the mountain heights? These amaze more than do the same questions 

asked respecting the Pyramids of Egypt.”62  
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Second, the lack of a rigorous body of scholarship on Chinese art and antiquities that was 

produced by Americans gave the Asiatic Institute a clear opening to fill a significant gap. Interest 

in Chinese art was continually growing in the United States, but there was little available to meet 

this demand. Charles Freer pointed to this discrepancy when he tried to arrange an exhibition of 

ancient Chinese and Japanese art in New York in 1908, declaring “it will mark an epoch in 

educating the thousands of people in America, who are hungering for just the sort of uplift to be 

expected from the art of the Far East.”63 As I noted in chapter one, into the first decade of the 

twentieth century European experts such as A.W. Franks, Stephen Bushell, and Ernest 

Grandidier dominated the production of knowledge about Chinese art in the West; excepting 

Ernest Fenollosa, even those working in the United States were largely foreign-born scholars and 

curators. To McCormick, their books and articles represented “ages of education on a crook-neck 

plan,” and the Asiatic Institute shouldered the responsibility of producing scholarship that would 

directly address the field of Chinese art to the needs of the American public. 

One of the earliest initiatives of the Asiatic Institute was the research and publication of a 

report on Tang, Song, and Yuan dynasty pottery to accompany an exhibition at the Japan Society 

in 1913. The woman they asked to take on the job, Rose Sickler Williams, was the wife of the 

secretary of the American Legation in Beijing and by no means an authority on the subject.64 But 

here Freer was an indispensable asset to the Asiatic Institute: he recommended Berthold Laufer’s 

Chinese Pottery of the Han Dynasty and Stephen Bushell’s Chinese Art as references for 
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Williams to get up to speed.65 The Institute’s first monograph—Plunder and Destruction of 

Antiquities in China—was released in March 1914, with copies going to 800 organizations and 

individuals, as well as newspapers in the United States, China, and Japan.66  

Beyond simply publishing books, the Institute attempted to bring about tangible change 

in this area by petitioning leaders in the United States and China. In mid-1914, the Institute 

submitted a memorial to Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan calling for the State 

Department to “discourage all American citizens from vandalizing in China and from trafficking 

in broken and stolen sculptures and other archaeological and art works of historical value 

belonging to the people of China…”67 Following the logic that McCormick had outlined in his 

original proposals to Charles Freer, the Institute reiterated the stakes involved with the 

preservation of artwork and artifacts in China. According to the memorial, “[the] Chinese race 

furnishes perhaps the greatest of all record of human society, and its future is closely associated 

with the destiny of society in this hemisphere.”  

This letter to Bryan was accompanied by another memorial to Chinese president Yuan 

Shikai. In this memorial, the Institute warned Yuan not only about what was happening in his 

country but also its potential effects. “[Such] plunder and destruction not only are despoiling 

China of some of the garments of her ancient civilization,” the letter declared, “but actually tend 

to break down Chinese society by depriving the Chinese people of their heritage, besides 
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crippling research and education, and retarding progress…”68 The Institute pressed Yuan and his 

government to “[make] new legal recognition of China’s monuments and antiquities, and of all 

forms of national art of antiquarian and historical value as national property, and, in the manner 

adopted by other nations, newly take national possession of the same and bring them under 

national protection for preservation in China for the lasting benefit of the Chinese people and of 

mankind generally.” While many groups within China worked towards the goal of antiquities 

preservation, the national government did not adopt such a formal policy until 1930.69 

Nevertheless, the memorial to Yuan Shikai showcases one important facet of the Asiatic 

Institute’s work: McCormick believed strongly in a collaborative approach in bringing about 

change, and he sought to involve the Chinese in the work of the Institute by creating committees 

and sub-committees for their input. 

Under Frederick McCormick, the Asiatic Institute pursued its work on Chinese art with 

the same emphasis on objective expertise that informed its other activities, such as the creation of 

the style card. Indeed, McCormick reserved his greatest scorn for those who, in his view, abused 

China with their ignorance and carelessness. Not surprisingly, then, the archaeologist Langdon 

Warner became a favorite target for McCormick, especially for his role in a 1913 expedition for 

the Archaeological Institute of America. A 1903 graduate of Harvard College, Warner has 

become a legendary figure in the history of Chinese art collecting, as much for his contributions 

to the field as for his unscrupulous methods.70 Warner parlayed his participation in a 1904 
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expedition to Turkestan (present-day Central Asia) under the explorer Raphael Pumpelly into 

numerous subsequent trips that formed the basis for an illustrious career as a museum curator 

and a lecturer in East Asian art at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the Pennsylvania Museum 

of Art, and at Harvard.71 According to Warren Cohen, “Warner came to love the role of dashing 

great white explorer wandering along the forgotten byways of ancient civilizations, striding 

imperiously among the benighted natives.” Even if his academic credentials left much to be 

desired, Cohen concedes, the tall, red-haired American “wrote marvelous letters and told 

wonderful stories about his encounters.”72   

In late 1912, the Archaeological Institute of America commissioned a survey of China 

“upon the advisability of establishing an American School of Archaeology in China.” Copying 

institutions like the American School in Jerusalem and the Êcole française d’Extrême-Orient in 

Hanoi, the American School would conduct archaeological research, train students in the field, 

and preserve “objects of archaeological and cultural interest in museums in the countries to 

which they pertain…”73 The general committee that oversaw this project overlapped tightly with 

the leadership of the Asiatic Institute: Charles Walcott, Charles Freer, Willard Straight, and 

Frederick McCormick were all involved. McCormick’s influence on the American School is 

clear. The announcement espoused a cooperative spirit “with existing organizations, such as the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Dunhuang in Gansu province in 1924. Warner’s technique for transferring the murals from the walls of the caves 
onto canvas panels using a glue damaged the pictures, thereby rendering moot his project of “saving” the frescoes 
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China Monuments Society, Société D’Ankor, etc.,” declaring that the School would not “do 

anything that is being well done by other agencies...do that which can be better done by other 

agencies…[and] enter the field of existing organizations that are properly equipped or are likely 

to be so equipped.” It was the same language that McCormick used to describe his vision for the 

Asiatic Institute in letters to Frederick Wells Williams. 

The Archaeological Institute of America selected Langdon Warner as its agent for the 

China survey. This was Warner’s first trip to the country; until then, his only experience in East 

Asia was a trip to Japan he had taken for the MFA in 1906. Though he lacked a deep knowledge 

of Chinese art at the outset, Warner compensated for it by making a tour of the major collections 

in the capitals of Europe with his wife Lorraine as he traveled eastward toward China. Stopping 

in London, Paris, Berlin, and St. Petersburg, the Warners made the acquaintance of several 

prominent European Sinologists including Laurence Binyon, Paul Pelliot, and Édouard 

Chavannes, as well as major dealers. In London, he reported to Charles Freer in a long letter that 

the curators at the British and South Kensington Museums “have all afforded me every 

opportunity to see things and to handle them, and I have also been reading at the British Museum 

and at the Royal Geographic Society.”74 In Paris, Chavannes and Pelliot “were of the great 

assistance to me in giving freely of their advice and personal encouragement.” More importantly, 

Langdon Warner learned to his surprise that the Parisian dealers played an indispensable part in 

the commercial ecosystem of Chinese art and antiquities. “I was astonished to find what you 

must already know,” Warner admitted to Freer, “that is their superiority over those in London 

and in New York and even over the greater number of Museums.” From these individuals 

Warner slowly began to accumulate a working knowledge for his assignment. 
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Pelliot, Chavannes, and others imparted more than just skills of connoisseurship; they 

also passed onto Warner their Eurocentric attitudes regarding the subordinate role that the 

Chinese should play in preserving their national patrimony. In putting together a “central library 

of Chinese reference books” for the American School, for example, Édouard Chavannes 

“doubted the ability of any Chinese classical scholar to make the choice and collection of this 

library without the aid of a properly trained foreigner who should understand the needs.” Pelliot 

shared his colleague’s doubts about the ability of the Chinese to contribute. “Quite independently, 

he emphasized the need of a library and said that while a Chinese scholar might be found to 

make the more obvious beginnings of a collection, we must depend on a foreigner for the 

important part.” Warner inherited these dismissive views and expanded upon them based on his 

own experiences in China. 

When Langdon and Lorraine Warner finally reached China in September 1913—arriving 

in Beijing by way of Shanghai, Shenyang, and Tianjin—they found it difficult to adjust to their 

new surroundings. Warner’s journal lists several books he studied to learn the country’s language 

and customs, including Sir Walter Hillier’s Chinese for Beginnings; Rev. C.W. Mateer’s 

Mandarin Lessons (recommended by Édouard Chavannes); and Moral Tenets & Customs in 

China, published by the L. Davrout Catholic Mission Press. He took on a Chinese tutor named 

Wang Hsin-po, who had been recommended by the scholar Thomas J.N. Gatrell. In October, 

Warner visited the Forbidden City to meet Yuan Shikai, the newly inaugurated president of the 

Republic of China. “As he talked his face lighted up, his great eyes beamed & even his heavy 

lower jaw & big cheeks became more alive,” Warner recorded in his journal of the Chinese 

leader. “Instead of a formal mask of a countenance with bloodstained locks & terrible aspect 

such as I had half expected to see, there was a benign & genial old gentleman with a deep voice 
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& the sniffles.”75 The two spoke genially of the American School, and Yuan promised to arrange 

with the appropriate government ministries for Warner to visit antiquarian sites and to meet 

Chinese scholars and collectors. Wellington Koo, Yuan’s secretary and translator (and a 

Columbia University graduate with a doctorate in international law and diplomacy), later 

remarked that Warner’s “35 to 40 minute audience had been unprecedented in its length”— 

helped no doubt by Warner’s assurances that he would not make any purchases on the trip. 

Through it all, however, the Warners felt repulsed by the conditions around them. After 

three months in the country, Langdon Warner could not contain his disgust—especially in 

comparison with what Lorraine called “exquisite Japan”—in a letter to his mother-in-law: 

The truth is, (tell it not in Ascalon) that neither of us like China. We are fascinated by the 
antiquities and the chances for study and discovery, but the people and the country are 
really so vile and so hopeless that one can not get attached to them. We can not help 
comparing it all to Japan, where in spite of the reputation of the nation, we found 
everything admirable and people get-at-able. Their cleanliness and their sense of the 
artistic and their courtesy are so different from China. Here, even those people who 
profess to love the Chinese tells you tales of the greed and cruelty and unscrupulousness 
of the people that make your blood run cold. As for the filth - I will spare you that, except 
to say that the first Manchurian inn at which I stopped was the best in town, and from my 
room which had not been occupied for several days, they brought a dead dog which they 
left outside the door for the live dogs and the pigs to eat.76  
 
The surrounding poverty and dirtiness seemed antithetical to the glorious artistic 

traditions to which Warner was increasingly exposed through his American and Chinese contacts, 

none whom impressed him very much. Through the American Legation, Warner met high-

ranking officials like Sun Baoqi, the Chinese foreign minister, who in turn introduced Warner to 

wider circles of Chinese connoisseurs and collectors. At one particular dinner at Sun’s house, 

Warner complained, “There I sat on the left (Hon.) hand of the Minister of Foreign Affairs 
                                                

75 See entry for October 23, 1913, in Langdon Warner, “Journal,” 1913, Langdon Warner additional papers 
(66M-193), box 1, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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surrounded by the best me in China on my particular job – starving in the midst of plenty.”77 The 

problem, in many ways, was Warner’s: he did not speak Chinese, which vastly limited his ability 

to communicate with the Chinese guests—though Warner was able to converse with the 

Japanese-speaking vice minister. “There were hints of riches all about me,” Warner lamented to 

his mother, referring to the wealth of knowledge in attendance on Chinese paintings, antiquities, 

and oracle bones, “but the ones who spoke English knew nothing of Archeology [sic] and had to 

ask the others for me.” Never questioning his own inability to speak Chinese (yet quick to 

denigrate the Chinese who spoke less-than-perfect English), Warner had to settle for second-

hand information while “in the midst of plenty.” 

Langdon Warner also condemned the scholarly abilities of the Chinese, echoing what he 

had heard from Pelliot and Chavannes during the European leg of his journey. “I confess that the 

future of the American School would look dark if it depended in the least upon Chinese promises 

or on Chinese enterprise,” he wrote to his mother-in-law Laura Roosevelt. “I should no more 

dare to lend an object to a Chinese official museum, if there were such a thing, than I would bet 

that Y'uan Shih Kai will be in power this time next year. The Museum officials would ‘loose’ 

[sic] all the best things and then deny that they had ever seen them.”78 Warner believed that the 

Chinese were more interested in reaping profits from the sale of art and antiquities than in their 

preservation. Just a few months earlier, he had seen stone sculptures from the caves at Longmen 

at the Musée Cernuschi in Paris and worried that the display of such objects abroad might create 

                                                
77 In his journal, Warner lists the following Chinese guests at the dinner that Sun Baoqi hosted on October 
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a market for Chinese dealers to further pillage the famed grottoes. “If we have any luck and the 

school should find important sculpture, either on this expedition or any other, I fear that the same 

sort of looting would follow the publication of it. Such a thing would be terribly on my 

conscience,” Warner fretted to Charles Freer.79 After five months in China, however, his 

conscience swung in favor of Europeans and Americans who might remove antiquities “to 

countries where they will eventually reach Museums to be cared for and appreciated.” “My point 

of view on this point has somewhat changed,” Warner admitted to Freer, “since I have seen how 

little care is given such things in China by officials and common people.”80 Even if “the 

destruction of sculpture in such places as Lung Men is a hideous crime,” Warner justified those 

acts by foreigners on the basis that, unskilled and avaricious, the Chinese posed a worse danger 

to the country’s art treasures. 

The Americans in China did not fare much better in Warner’s opinion. Among the 

expatriates, Warner most admired the American minister E.T. Williams and his wife Rose, the 

author of the Asiatic Institute’s report on Chinese ceramics, whom he believed to be “too well 

trained in matters concerned with China, and too popular among influential Chinese to waste in 

Washington…”81 He and Lorraine also saw a good deal of Frederick McCormick, who was 

conducting his own survey for the Asiatic Institute, and found him “very pleasant indeed, & full 

of interesting experiences.”82 As Warner continued his survey for the American School, however, 
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he became increasingly concerned about the quality of scholarship and training in the United 

States on China. “It has been more and more born in on me that scholarship is the one thing 

which will command the respect both of the contributors at home and the other workers in the 

field,” Warner admitted to Charles Freer.83 But the overall state of American expertise seemed to 

Warner to be woefully inadequate. “The question as to how the scholarship is to be obtained is 

the difficult one, considering that America can boast but two Sinologues – Drs. [Berthold] Laufer 

and [Friedrich] Hirth, both originally Germans.” This shortcoming was evident in some of the 

supposed “experts” whom Warner met in his travels. In Seoul, Warner visited Esson Gale, who 

showed Warner his collection of Northern Wei dynasty Buddhas. “They were all obvious 

forgeries and copies,” Warner noted ruefully in his diary after the meeting. “Strange that a man 

with his scholarship & knowledge of the East should not even have known that the Chinese have 

copied their own antiques for centuries.”84 

Frederick McCormick agreed with Warner’s assessment about American ignorance and 

inexperience more than Warner could ever know. Although there had been no apparent signs of 

animus between the two Americans in China in 1913, McCormick later harshly criticized what 

he perceived to be Warner’s lack of knowledge about the country he had been commissioned to 

investigate. “After reading all of Warner’s letters to date that you have sent me I find that I 

cannot take his work in China very seriously,” McCormick protested to Charles Freer.85 

“Judging from Langdon’s letters, in the light of his undertaking and the fact that he had Ten 

Thousand Dollars and eighteen months, he has not really done anything.” What Americans 
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needed was detailed, actionable knowledge about China that could guide their dealings in that 

country, but what Warner offered was, in McCormick’s view, only the work of a “green horn.”  

McCormick chief complaint was that Langdon Warner had failed to traverse China’s vast 

expanses of territory in a deep and systematic way, thereby missing large and important swaths 

of the Chinese archaeological field in his report. In April 1914, Warner notified Freer that poor 

weather and anti-foreign activity under the bandit White Wolf had forced him to give up on 

traveling to the Chinese interior, most significantly to the Longmen Caves. “As it is not 

advisable to get held up for ransom, and too expensive, I think we shall not go,” Warner 

informed the American School’s general committee in the U.S. “You can imagine how this 

hurts.”86 When Freer shared the news with McCormick, the secretary of the Asiatic Institute 

rejected Warner’s explanations for his failure, reasoning that many others had faced no such 

difficulties in accessing China’s inland regions. Naming the American botanist Frank Meyer, 

who had filed reports of his travels to the city of Luoyang near the Longmen Caves, McCormick 

wrote: “I suppose that impressions and reports of travellers vary a good deal, but it is worth 

noting the difference of views taken by an experienced explorer in China such as Mr. Meyer is, 

and the views upon which a stranger to China like Mr. Warner acts with respect to about the 

same kind of responsibilities.”87 Another expedition under the German architect and scholar 

Ernst Boerschmann “visited almost the whole of China, going to the far Western provinces and 

collecting the materials for a formidable book in the same length of time.”  

In comparison to Meyer, Boerschmann, and others, Warner had done an amateur’s job of 

surveying for the American School of Archaeology. “As to visiting China he has only made a 
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common tourist’s journey,” McCormick wrote disappointedly of Warner. “About half of his 

three months’ work appears to have been in Indo-China, a field already occupied, and at any rate 

not in the field of Chinese archaeology, but belonging to West Asia. Here Mr. Warner appears to 

have allowed himself to be side tracked, and to have been influenced by imaginary reasons from 

going into Southern China, although he was at the end of the Railway and had all facilities for 

making the journey that would have been of the greatest value to him, and which he will 

doubtless always regret he did not make.” Warner’s expedition thus violated every important 

principle that McCormick held dear for the work of achieving a better understanding of China: it 

was undisciplined, uninformed, and needlessly duplicative. “It becomes less and less easy to 

satisfy our practical people with the results of such haphazard travels,” McCormick concluded.88   

More than just an innocent adventure, McCormick forecasted that Warner’s missteps 

would have serious intellectual as well as material repercussions. First, as an epistemological 

matter, the conclusions in the report he submitted to the committee for the American School of 

Archaeology in China could not be trusted because Warner had only scratched the surface of the 

country; in other words, Warner did not know what he did not know. “The views of a man who 

has not been ten years in China with his eyes and ears and mind open, and who has not intimate 

knowledge of bloodshed and comparative society, to my mind are worse than worthless because 

of the power of mischief they may contain.” Second, every failed expedition like Warner’s due 

to inexperience and ignorance was a lost opportunity to salvage the precarious situation of the art 

and antiquities throughout China. “The dealers are making capital out of our pitiful efforts to 
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prevent foreign vandalism in China and are prospering by the circulation of imaginary and 

grossly exagerated [sic] tales of the difficulties of the traffic in plundered antiquities.”89 

Not everyone agreed with McCormick’s denunciation of Langdon Warner’s work in 

China. Charles Freer, for example, excused Warner’s lackluster efforts as the natural result of a 

promising career that was only just beginning. “Warner, when accepting the job, made no 

pretense to superior fitness, and I think we all realized at the time that the work would be 

experimental and difficult in many particulars,” Freer counseled.90 But even this defense 

conceded McCormick’s basic assertion that Americans needed more rigorous training in the field 

of Chinese art and antiquities. “[While] ready to acknowledge his imperfections, I feel that he 

fills your own specifications – ‘We have to send a young man and train him’ – as fully as any 

other available man that I can recall at the present moment. Our greatest trouble will be to find a 

trainer [emphasis original].” Freer was ultimately able to assuage McCormick’s anger, but the 

flap over Langdon Warner’s trip for the American School of Archaeology in 1913 clarifies the 

significance of debates over the production of knowledge about China. Amidst competing claims 

to expert knowledge of China between Europeans, Americans, and the Chinese, whose counted 

the most, and on what grounds? In this multi-vocal milieu, some Americans in the early 

twentieth century believed that an objective understanding of the country’s culture could be 

achieved. They asserted that this kind of knowledge was not only desirable but, indeed, 

necessary given the strategic and economic importance of China to the United States.  

-- 
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Frederick McCormick pursued this mission through the end of the decade, but the Asiatic 

Institute never quite enjoyed the same success it had in the early and mid-1910s. McCormick 

spent the remaining decades of his life in Los Angeles with his children and his wife Adelaide. 

For three decades, McCormick corresponded regularly with the “China hands” he had met earlier 

in his career and maintained an active interest in East Asian affairs. Some of his views remained 

the same, while others changed over time. McCormick’s disdain for Japan—he had always 

favored China as a sort of underdog to Japan—only escalated in tandem with Japanese 

aggression on the mainland in the early 1930s. But his sympathies for China were far from 

unqualified. “China is weaker and worser and rottener than we have ever known her,” 

McCormick wrote in 1928 to the widow of the American general Homer Lea. “She is so badly 

off that outsiders have to help her to keep away the war danger. And she cannot get anywhere 

without money from us.”91 McCormick found Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist government 

“morally so bankrupt” and blamed them for the country’s troubles. “China’s nationalist deities 

are too contemptuous of everything but themselves, to enable anyone to be a friend to China,” he 

lamented.92 The excitement that a newly republican China generated for McCormick and his 

peers in the 1910s gave way to disillusionment and disappointment as the complex realities of 

governing set in.  

To promulgate his views on Japan and China, McCormick continued writing books on 

the political situation in East Asia, though he found the work to be increasingly difficult to 

market. Over the course of ten years between 1914 and 1924, McCormick penned three 

manuscripts—The Revolt Against Japan, The Return of Genghis, and Mikadoism. “These three 
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book manuscripts will have thirty-two years work in them- thirty three when the last is finished,” 

McCormick informed the American diplomat Stanley K. Hornbeck in 1932. But this was less a 

boast than a plea for help. “Can you get me a publisher? You know how it is, the publisher wants 

a writer who is in the lime light [sic] all the time. The publishers have forgotten me while I have 

been abroad, or while immured in my laboratory.”93 Frederick McCormick, whose words had 

commanded the attention of the venerable New York Times in the 1910s, found the world passing 

him by in the 1930s, his opinions no longer regarded as authoritative or relevant. McCormick 

lived to see the Nationalists ousted and the Communist triumphant in China before passing away 

in 1951.94  

Alongside its founder, the Asiatic Institute fell out of the limelight as well, for several 

reasons. The Asiatic Institute lost out to larger and better-funded organizations that also served 

the cause of U.S.-China and U.S.-East Asia relations. McCormick intended the Asiatic Institute 

to be a small but elite outfit with only one hundred members, effectively limiting the group’s 

ability to expand and self-perpetuate. And because the Institute acted as a sort of convener that 

brought together various other groups, it often found itself a secondary priority even for those 
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who were its leaders. Charles Freer had his Asian art museum in Washington, while Willard 

Straight was more preoccupied with his ties to the American Asiatic Association, to the India 

House in New York, and to his alma mater Cornell University. When a report on Chinese and 

Japanese art in U.S. museums appeared in 1929, the sponsor was not, as one might expect, the 

Asiatic Institute, which had so enthusiastically tackled the topic just a decade before, but rather 

the Institute of Pacific Relations, an organization founded in 1925 and funded by John D. 

Rockefeller, Jr.95  

Nevertheless, Frederick McCormick and the Asiatic Institute are significant because they 

reveal the geopolitical motivations for the production of knowledge about China in the United 

States in the first decades of the twentieth century. The prospect of a looming clash between 

Western and Asian civilization in the Pacific caused by Americans working “independently at 

great loss of effort and lack of understanding” inspired Frederick McCormick, Charles Freer, and 

others to seek reform for U.S.-China relations. These reforms took the shape of a rationally 

managed organization that championed specialized, rigorous knowledge—in particular about 

Chinese art and antiquities, which intrigued many Americans but about which they still knew 

very little. Making Chinese art known in the United States required more than writing memorials 

and gathering proposals, however; it was taxing work that spanned oceans. The next chapter 

turns to the dealers, agents, translators, and catalogue writers that facilitated the earliest 

international trade in Chinese art, and shows how these commercial figures also participated in 

creating knowledge about the objects they sold.
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Benjamin March, China and Japan in Our Museums (New York: American Council, Institute of Pacific Relations, 
1929). On the Institute of Pacific Relations, see Paul F. Hooper, “The Institute of Pacific Relations and the Origins 
of Asian and Pacific Studies,” Pacific Affairs 61, no. 1 (April 1988): 98–121; Tomoko Akami, Internationalizing the 
Pacific: The United States, Japan, and the Institute of Pacific Relations in War and Peace, 1919-45 (London: 
Routledge, 2003). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

“Art and Rascality are truly bed-fellows!”: Chinese Art Dealers as Commercial and 

Cultural Brokers, 1900–1920 

-- 

“Dealing with ‘wiley’ devils and Oriental paintings is like a succession of plunges into 

unknowable pools,” the noted American collector Charles Freer warned a friend in 1916. “May 

the Gods protect for I must jump!”1 Freer’s letter gave voice to the ambivalence that he and 

many other Americans felt about Chinese art dealers at the turn of the twentieth century. As 

interest in Chinese art began to flourish in the United States in the early 1900s, few individuals 

associated with the field were as indispensable yet also inspired as much enmity as these 

merchants. Freer’s grumbles about the “unknowable pools” he faced can be read in several ways. 

Certainly they recall racist nineteenth-century discourses about the inscrutability of Chinese 

people. But what was likely more troubling to Freer was the lack of knowledge about Chinese 

art—in this case, painting—in the United States and the potential for “wiley” art dealers to 

alleviate or exploit that deficit. Despite his fears, Freer saw no other path to the art and 

antiquities he so prized and desired. This, then, was the dilemma of the business of Chinese art in 

the early twentieth century: collectors like Charles Freer could disparage their dealers; they could 

hold them in disdain. But what they could not do was to disregard them—both for the objects 

and the ideas they brought to America.  

This chapter explores Chinese art dealers as commercial and cultural brokers in the 

United States during the first two decades of the twentieth century; it argues that art dealers made 

vital contributions to the production of knowledge about Chinese culture—especially Chinese art. 

                                                
1 “Charles Lang Freer to Agnes Meyer,” October 10, 1916, Box 15, “Charles Lang Freer Sept-Oct 1916” 

folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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Examining dealers of both decorative and fine arts, I analyze not only the stately commercial 

galleries that lined Fifth Avenue in New York City, but also the numerous lesser-known 

suppliers, translators, and writers that advanced these businesses and supported their claims of 

expertise. I contextualize these merchant lives within broader questions of U.S. imperialism in 

Asia by showing that they constituted the commercial facet of an “enterprise of knowledge” 

about Chinese art. Working in conjunction with collectors and museum curators, art dealers 

sustained a collective effort to apprehend China by determining what constituted reliable 

evidence and an appropriate framework for analyzing the country’s artistic production—all in 

service of the geopolitical concerns I outlined in chapter two.  

At the same time, this system was never a totalizing or one-way imposition of Euro-

American demands and categories. Chinese labor was indispensable to the collecting and 

interpretation of Chinese art and antiquities in the United States, both as intermediary suppliers 

for Euro-American firms and as dealers in their own right. Their participation made the 

commercial enterprise of knowledge a site of exchange and mutual dependency. In sum, this 

chapter recovers in the historiography a group of figures who have heretofore largely been 

marginalized in both histories of collecting and U.S. foreign relations, but without whose efforts 

in sourcing objects, translating texts and inscriptions, authoring catalogs, and transmitting 

foreign art historical traditions, the foundational development of Chinese art collections and 

scholarship in the United States would have been impossible.2  

                                                
2 No individual Chinese dealer appears in Thomas Lawton’s chapter on colleagues and dealers in Lawton 

and Linda Merrill’s biography of Freer. Di Yin Lu (Harvard University) presented a conference paper on Shanghai 
art dealers that addresses this topic for a later period. See Di Yin Lu, “Shanghai’s Art Dealers and the International 
Market for Chinese Art, 1922-1949” (Business History Conference Annual Meeting, St. Louis, 2011). Scholars have 
studied the role of Japanese art dealers more extensively. See for example Chen, “Merchants of Asianness: Japanese 
Art Dealers in the United States in the Early Twentieth Century”; Chen, “From Passion to Discipline: East Asian Art 
and the Culture of Modernity in the United States, 1876-1945”; Thomas Lawton, “Yamanaka Sadajiro: Advocate for 
Asian Art,” Orientations 26 (January 1995): 80–93. 
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The historical literature on art dealers in the United States has focused primarily on the 

creation and facilitation of markets for European and American art.3 Its main analytical concern 

is the cultural relationship between the U.S. and Europe in terms of changes in taste. One strand 

of this scholarship—taken up by Malcolm Goldstein, Sarah Greenough, Virginia Zabriskie, and 

Julie Melby—outlines the role of art dealers such as Charles Daniel and Alfred Stiegliez in 

importing modern styles and schools like impressionism to America. Another strand, seen in the 

work of Goldstein and Linda Henefield Skalet, examines how galleries and auction houses 

cultivated nationalist feeling (and commercial success) by promoting the patronage of native 

artists by American collectors during the Gilded Age. These studies are important for what they 

tell us about the evolution of the world of Western art, but by the authors’ own admission they 

are also limited by what they exclude. For example, Malcolm Goldstein confesses (with just the 

slightest note of Orientalism) that “Asian art, despite its seductive beauty, is not mentioned at all” 

in his book, the first attempt at a comprehensive look at the history of art dealing in the United 

States.4 Examining the contributions of art dealers to the collecting and study of non-Western 

cultures is an important but understudied facet of this history, because it illuminates the 

intersection between art, commerce, and imperialism. 

More recently, scholars have begun to examine the lives and careers of dealers of 

Chinese art in the United States. Constance Chen has written that East Asian art as a field of 

inquiry developed in response to the unease that many Americans felt about the rapid 

                                                
3 On the history of art dealers in the United States, see: Malcolm Goldstein, Landscape with Figures: A 

History of Art Dealing in the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Sarah Greenough, ed., 
Modern Art and America: Alfred Stieglitz and His New York Galleries (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 
2000); Virginia Zabriskie and Julie Melby, Charles Daniel and the Daniel Gallery, 1913–1932 (New York: 
Zabriskie Gallery, 1993); Linda Henefield Skalet, “The Market for American Painting in New York: 1870-1915” 
(Ph.D. diss., The Johns Hopkins University, 1980). 

4 Goldstein, Landscape with Figures, xiii. 
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industrialization and urbanization of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Using a 

different, largely New England-focused source base, Chen’s emphasis is on Japanese “merchants 

of Asianness” in the United States. Nevertheless, I share her interest in highlighting the fluid and 

contested intellectual atmosphere of the period, as when she writes: “During this formative stage 

of Oriental art, the dearth of information on East Asia, especially Japan, continued the pattern of 

dependence upon Asians such as dealer Bunkio Matsuki…”5 By contrast, scholars writing about 

art dealers from China have been more ambivalent about their intellectual contributions to the 

American cultural scene, and therefore fail to recognize the agency that Chinese traders 

exercised in their interactions with clients in the U.S. In her essay on the development of Charles 

Freer’s collection, for example, the art historian Ingrid Larsen characterizes Chinese dealers as 

background actors who merely reacted to Freer’s demands as they evolved under the guidance of 

another American, Ernest Fenollosa.6 The exception has been the attention—both scholarly and 

popular—given to the Chinese dealer C.T. Loo, in large part due to the romance of his 

chameleon-like personality and his remarkable life trajectory. Loo survived a childhood of 

poverty to oversee a multinational firm with galleries on three continents, achieving the bulk of 

his financial success between the 1920s and 1940s.7 However, this biographical writing fails to 

                                                
5 Chen, “From Passion to Discipline: East Asian Art and the Culture of Modernity in the United States, 

1876-1945,” 93. See also Chen, “Merchants of Asianness: Japanese Art Dealers in the United States in the Early 
Twentieth Century.” 

6 Ingrid Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection 
of Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” Ars Orientalis 40 (2011): 6–38. 

7 Daisy Yiyou Wang has published extensively on C.T. Loo based on research conducted for her 2007 
dissertation-biography. She classifies the period between 1923 and 1929 as the “first boom” for Loo’s business, 
followed by an eleven-year “golden age” that ran until 1941. Overall, Loo’s contribution to Euro-American 
understanding of Chinese art is perhaps best exemplified by his 1937 handbook Index of the History of Chinese Arts: 
An Aide-Memoire for Beginners, which explained the development of certain sub-specialties, such as sculpture, 
according to Western art historical models to make them comprehensible to readers. Wang troubles Loo’s legacy as 
a pioneering and important cultural mediator to argue that capitalist and imperialist logics endorsed his efforts to 
offer Chinese art and antiquities for the consumption of rich and powerful Americans. Geraldine Lenain, formerly 
the international head of the Chinese Ceramics and Works of Art department at Christie’s, authored a biography of 
C.T. Loo in 2013 using unpublished sources from Loo’s family. The book has not yet been translated into English 
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propose a larger framework for understanding the significance of this mercantile profession 

within the context of U.S.-China relations in the early 1900s. Thus, my research both broadens 

and deepens the existing literature by considering how a larger number of Chinese dealers 

working in an earlier, formative period during the first two decades of the twentieth century 

critically influenced the ways that Americans understood and experienced Chinese culture. 

This chapter proceeds in two main parts, organized along the lines of a social and 

intellectual distinction that divided Chinese art dealers during this period. Dealers of Chinese art 

in the early twentieth century fell roughly into two categories: those who trafficked largely 

porcelains, jades, snuffle bottles and other decorative objects, and those who offered a more 

comprehensive inventory that, importantly, included Chinese paintings.8 The knowledge and 

social networks required for an art dealer to trade seriously in Chinese paintings was sufficiently 

difficult to achieve that it served as a meaningful difference between the two groups of 

merchants. Though some exceptions and overlaps existed, in general Euro-American dealers 

dominated the former, while Chinese and Japanese dealers were more active in the latter.9  

                                                                                                                                                       
from the original French. See St. Clair, The Great Chinese Art Transfer, 106–110; Wang, “The Loouvre from 
China”; Daisy Yiyou Wang, “C.T. Loo Essay” in Steuber and Lai, Collectors, Collections, and Collecting the Arts 
of China: Histories and Challenges; Geraldine Lenain, Monsieur Loo - Le Roman D’Un Marchand D’Art Asiatique 
(Arles: Editions Philippe Picquier, 2013). 

8 The Metropolitan Museum of Art uses the term “decorative arts” to encompass a wide range of objects, 
from those produced primarily for utilitarian purposes to “creative works that are realized by means other than 
painting or sculpture.” That definition largely holds for my study of Chinese art dealers in the early twentieth 
century. One exception are bronzes, which were sometimes inscribed and therefore needed translation. As I will 
suggest, these bronzes were mostly handled by Chinese dealers. 

9 One example of such an exception was John C. Ferguson, a Canadian-born missionary-turned-educator 
who first learned about Chinese art and antiquities through his contacts while serving in the Qing imperial 
bureaucracy. As Lara Netting has skillfully documented in her biography, Ferguson achieved a mastery of Chinese 
art history that was distinctive among Westerners because of his knowledge of the Chinese language, as evidenced 
by his appointment by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York as its agent for the institution’s first-ever 
purchase of Chinese paintings. As I shall discuss in chapter four, however, his qualifications were a matter of heated 
debate among Charles Freer and other collectors in the United States, who for various reasons doubted his 
connoisseurship. See Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for Chinese Art and Culture; 
Thomas Lawton, A Time of Transition: Two Collectors of Chinese Art (Lawrence: Spencer Museum of Art, 1991), 
65–106. 
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The first section of the chapter examines Euro-American dealers of Chinese decorative 

arts, focusing in particular on the firm of Duveen Brothers and the overseas agents and catalogue 

writers that helped it achieve a reputation as the premier vendor of Chinese porcelains in the 

United States at the turn of the twentieth century. Through Henry and Joe Duveen’s interactions 

with their clients and with rival firms, I show that art dealers were heavily invested in serving 

both mercantile and intellectual functions; indeed, in an era before the study of Chinese art was 

formalized, they saw little distinction between the two areas. Their claimed expertise rested on a 

network of supporting figures that helped to procure objects in China and to interpret them to the 

American public. In the second part of this section, I examine the life and work of Edward 

Runge, who made numerous trips to China over two decades in search of porcelains and other 

decorative objects for the Duveens and other dealers in the U.S. Although he has largely been 

forgotten, at the time of his death the New York Times recognized Runge to be one of the most 

discriminating connoisseurs that visited the cities of Shanghai and Tianjin, a status that Runge 

exploited to also position himself as an expert on Chinese politics and society. In the final part of 

this section, I turn to the career of John Getz, a widely published writer of Chinese art catalogs 

and sometime consultant to porcelain collectors in the U.S. Reading Getz’s writings critically 

against other sources from the period, I demonstrate that his talents were more descriptive than 

analytical, and that Getz owed his professional success in large part to the inchoate nature of 

Chinese art knowledge at the time.   

The second section of the chapter examines art dealers from China. Drawing primarily 

from Charles Freer’s correspondence, I destabilize the myth of the brilliant art collector by 

showing that Freer’s status as an authority on Chinese art was built on extensive collaborations 

with a number of Chinese associates to a degree that has not yet been documented. I plot Freer’s 
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collaborations with his Chinese contacts on a spectrum of duties ranging from the clerical to the 

connoisseur, to highlight the contingent power dynamics within this network of suppliers, 

translators, and dealer-experts. There was Li Wenqing (Lee Van Ching), an art dealer who 

crisscrossed the Pacific Ocean during an era of racist exclusion laws to become one of Freer’s 

chief sources for Chinese paintings and jade objects.10 D.K. Liu was one of several students at 

the University of Michigan who translated Chinese inscriptions for Freer, and his contributions 

made a lasting impression on his American employer long after Liu had returned to China. The 

revolutionary activist-turned-art dealer Ma Su (Ma Soo) shared Chinese texts with Freer, helping 

him decipher the meaning of pieces in his collection that were otherwise unintelligible. Whether 

packing and shipping Chinese artworks, or translating Chinese inscriptions, or transmitting art 

historical information from Qing imperial catalogs, these Chinese dealers and assistants actively 

shaped the first significant collection of Chinese art in the United States.  

-- 

No Chinese porcelain dealer was more prominent in the United States at the dawn of the 

twentieth century than the firm of Duveen Brothers.11 The firm’s American business operated out 

of its New York branch on Fifth Avenue, but its roots were Dutch by way of London and Paris. 

In the late 1870s, Henry J. Duveen, brother of the firm’s founder, opened a gallery in New York 

to serve millionaire clients in the United States whose business had become too lucrative to 
                                                

10 I use the pinyin for names of Chinese dealers where the Chinese characters are available or where other 
scholars have made reliable translations, noting the informal spelling in parenthesis after the first instance. Where 
such transliteration is not available, I have opted to keep the original spellings as they are presented in Charles 
Freer’s correspondence. 

11 Popular histories of Duveen Brothers include Meryle Secrest, Duveen: A Life in Art (New York: Knopf, 
2004); S.N. Behrman, Duveen (New York: Random House, 1952). Secrest’s biography offers a more sympathetic 
re-evaluation of the firm than the one by Behrman, a playwright, who emphasized the pecuniary side of the business. 
Several memoirs—one by a long-time employee and the other two by a relative—are often cited for their colorful 
reminiscences about the firm’s founders. See Edward Fowles, Memories of Duveen Brothers (London: Times Books, 
1976); James Henry Duveen, The Rise of the House of Duveen (New York: Knopf, 1957); James Henry Duveen, 
Secrets of an Art Dealer (London: R. Hale and Company, 1937). 



 

87 

ignore. As “Uncle Henry” reflected of his new home: “I like Amerika very well. It is a first class 

money making country, it is a fine rich country, it beats England in everything, you will be 

astonished what it is like, it is A one.”12 

Chinese porcelains were in many ways an obvious category of merchandise for Duveen 

Brothers and other art dealers, but, as for many other firms, they formed only one part of the 

company’s inventory. The firm enjoyed even greater success and fame for its sale of European 

Old Master paintings, through which it relocated numerous masterpieces from declining estates 

in England and France to the bustling industrial metropolises of the United States. Beginning in 

the 1880s, a surplus of agricultural products worldwide caused a precipitous drop in rental 

income for the landed aristocracy in Britain while their expenditures remained fixed.13 The 

transatlantic transfer of porcelains and Old Master paintings that constituted the twin apexes of 

good taste—what Henry Duveen called “cachet”—helped to make up this deficit. 

One particular client relationship—with the department store magnate and collector 

Benjamin Altman—demonstrates the indispensable role that Duveen Brothers played as 

knowledge producers during the incipient stages of American interest in Chinese art. Altman was 

one of the firm’s first significant clients in the United States. Born in 1840 to immigrant parents, 

he joined the family dry goods business upon finishing school and led the enterprise to great 

commercial success. In 1880, B. Altman & Co. opened a store in the famed “Ladies’ Mile” area 

of Manhattan, home to the city’s poshest retailers.14 Altman’s equally illustrious career as a 

collector began two years later, when he paused in front of the Duveen gallery as Henry was 

                                                
12 Quoted in Secrest, Duveen: A Life in Art, 24–25. 

13 David Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1990), chap. 3. 

14 “Benj. Altman Dies, Leaves $45,000,000,” New York Times, October 8, 1913. 
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preparing to close on a Saturday evening. The two merchants, charmed with each other, settled 

on a pair of Chinese enamel vases as the first of many purchases Altman would make from 

Duveen Brothers—not only of Chinese porcelains, which were his first love, but Japanese 

lacquers, American paintings, Renaissance crystals, and Old Master paintings as well.15 At the 

time of his death, Altman bequeathed his collection of porcelains and other objects to the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, where it is still shown today in the mezzanine gallery overlooking 

the Fifth Avenue entrance. 

Under Henry Duveen’s tutelage, Benjamin Altman proved to be a formidable client in his 

dedication to studying and collecting only the best porcelains offered to him. Before purchasing 

a piece, Altman reportedly submerged it in water for several days to reveal any hidden cracks; 

that done, he sat with Henry Duveen in ecstatic appreciation of the new addition to his 

collection.16 Friends praised Altman posthumously for his discriminating standards. “The best 

and only the best—that was his principle, not because he was anxious to be known to be the 

possessor of great masterpieces, but because he recognized the educational value of such a 

collection as his.”17 His eulogist went on to memorialize Benjamin Altman for becoming more 

than a collector: “His taste was so fastidious, his judgment so good, that even professed critics 

often acknowledged the correctness of his views. In some special fields of art, notably in that of 

Chinese porcelains, he was an expert of the highest order.” This fawning portrait omitted the art 

                                                
15 Handbook of the Benjamin Altman Collection, 2nd ed. (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1928), 

ix. The first recorded instance of a purchase by Benjamin Altman from Duveen Brothers appears in Henry Duveen’s 
Boston ledger for 1886–1889. “Mr. B. Altman” is noted as purchasing an unnamed object for $35 on October 26, 
1886, and paying for it by cash on November 24. According to the firm’s client summary book, Altman’s buying 
took off in the early 1890s, when he made a string of purchases in Chinese porcelain between 1894 and 1896 . 

16 Secrest, Duveen: A Life in Art, 116. 

17 “Tribute to the Memory of Benjamin Altman, Delivered by Dr. B. Sachs, at Temple Emanu-El, New 
York Friday, October Tenth, MCMXIII,” 1913, “Altman, Benjamin - Bequest 1913 General” folder, AL 79, Office 
of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 
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dealers who helped Altman along the way, especially Henry Duveen. As the German curator 

Wilhelm Von Bode wrote while reviewing Altman’s bequest to the Metropolitan Museum of Art:  

The ‘antiquaire’ firm Duveen Brothers sold to him the first good piece, and won thereby 
his confidence in such a measure that he has since acquired through Duveen’s not only 
his whole porcelain collection, but in particular the greater part of his works of art. They 
were for him vendors and experts of art at one and the same time, and Altman has 
evidently not suffered thereby for his collection, while indeed no equal in profusion and 
variety to that of Pierpont Morgan, it is decidedly superior to it in quality…18 

 
The Metropolitan’s director offered a similar assessment when he wrote that Altman “made no 

pretension to being a connoisseur, but he had to an exceptional degree a flair for fine quality… 

To be sure, he constantly sought the advice of the experts in whom he had confidence in regard 

to purchases which he proposed to make, and if they did not approve he would not buy, no 

matter how much he personally liked the object.”19 The duality of Duveen Brothers as both 

dealer and expert advisor to Benjamin Altman was a necessary part of the collector’s 

accomplishments; indeed, this apparent conflict of interest benefited rather than hampered the 

collection. 

Thanks to the patronage of collectors like Benjamin Altman, Duveen Brothers enjoyed 

spectacular success in the Chinese porcelain market in the early 1900s. One such occasion was 

the sale of the James A. Garland collection to J. Pierpont Morgan. Garland began collecting 

porcelains around the same time as Altman, in the 1880s, and with the assistance of Duveen 

Brothers amassed some 1,500 pieces over two decades, many of them from storied European 

collections. The political valence of the Garland collection is evident from the concerns that New 

York newspapers expressed about its potential sale when Garland died in 1902. “It is now 

probable that New York will lose entirely a collection of porcelains which has not an equal in 
                                                

18 “The Altman Collection by Wilhelm Bode,” 1914, Duveen Brothers records, box 424, folder 1, Special 
Collections, Getty Research Institute. 

19 Handbook of the Benjamin Altman Collection, viii. 
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any of the great museums of Europe,” the Evening Sun mourned.20 Speculation that Duveen 

Brothers would “ship the whole off to England, as they hope to dispose of the collection in bulk” 

turned out to be unfounded when the art dealer instead sold the group to Morgan for $600,000. 

“That such a treasure as the Garland collection of Oriental porcelains should leave America was 

a grievous thought, but it is not to leave America,” the New York Times reported with relief.21 

Several years after “saving” the Garland collection, Duveen Brothers again won plaudits 

for a porcelain exhibition it sponsored to benefit New York charities. Both the popular press and 

the art press celebrated the show as a sign of the economic power of the United States, if not its 

taste in art, to draw away brilliant specimens from public and private collections in Europe. They 

credited Duveen Brothers with bringing together selections from leading collectors in New York, 

Boston, and Washington, D.C. The accompany catalogue, by an experienced writer named John 

Getz, was touted as “a remarkable piece of work” in which “technical terms are made clear to the 

uninitiated” and which “the Cognoscenti will desire a copy for their libraries.” 22 In sum, 

American Art News wrote: “When the Mssrs. Duveen conceived the idea of organizing a special 

loan exhibition of Oriental porcelains owned in this country…they doubtless little realized 

themselves, with all their knowledge of the subject and the location of the choicest specimens of 

the art—the result that would attend their plan. While it is possible that a collection of the size 

and importance of the present one, with its 464 numbers, might be found in Europe, it is doubtful 

whether any such collection, containing so many individual specimens of rare quality and value 

could be there assembled.” Triumphs such as the Garland-Morgan sale and the charity exhibition 

                                                
20 “To Lose Garland Collection. Famous Chinese Porcelains Sold and Will Leave Metropolitan Museum.,” 

Evening Sun, March 6, 1902. 

21 “Mr. Morgan Buys Garland Porcelains,” New York Times, March 8, 1902. 

22 “Rare Display of Porcelains,” American Art News 5, no. 15 (January 26, 1907): 1–4. 
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of 1907 cemented the commercial reputation of Duveen Brothers, according to one biographer, 

as “the most spectacular art dealer the world has ever known…”23 

Chinese porcelain dealers clearly understood that, to be successful, they had to be seen as 

knowledgeable experts, and for this reason they were keen to cultivate an image of erudition and 

to protect their reputations from attack. For its part, Duveen Brothers never failed to seize these 

headline-grabbing sales and exhibitions to promote its expertise. Speaking at the time of the 

Garland-Morgan sale, Henry Duveen advertised his knowledge of the international porcelain 

market and the history of Chinese porcelains. In an interview, Duveen demonstrated his 

cosmopolitanism by comparing the Garland porcelains favorably to other collections in England 

and France. “It is the finest collection of Chinese porcelains in the world,” he contended. “It is 

finer and larger than the Salting Collection in London, which comes next to it, and far superior to 

the Grandidier Collection in Paris, which ranks third.”24 Duveen went on to describe the 

challenging conditions of the porcelain trade that would make it difficult for any dealer to put 

together a collection rivaling the quality of the Garland. “Old Chinese porcelains are no longer to 

be picked up in China, and anyone who goes there to-day in search of them will return 

disappointed,” Duveen cautioned. Duveen’s comments affirmed the status of his firm as a 

pioneering and authoritative purveyor of Chinese porcelains. 

Few records survive to help us evaluate Henry Duveen’s mastery of the field of Chinese 

porcelains. “Uncle Henry” was careful to be discreet in his correspondence with clients: aside 

from cryptic notes that certain pieces were “absolutely wrong” or “very beautiful and very 

interesting,” Duveen preferred to deliver his assessments in person rather than in writing. His 

                                                
23 Secrest, Duveen: A Life in Art, 4. 

24 “Announcement of Morgan Collection Gallery Re-Opening,” October 1907, “Morgan, J.P. 1st - Loans - 
Ceramics-Chinese” folder, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 
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extant remarks, found in interviews given to newspapers, show that Duveen was familiar with 

older, basic European classificatory schemes for Chinese porcelains; relying on visual 

examination of the ceramics, Duveen did not reference the newest research and confused aspects 

of Chinese history and culture. For example, Duveen primarily referred to Chinese ceramics by 

their colors, which did not comport with the guidance given by the English porcelain expert 

Stephen Bushell in a widely respected catalogue published in 1899. “The most satisfactory 

classification of porcelain would be a chronological one, which should be based upon the actual 

characteristics of the objects to be classified, with reference to the history of the subject,” 

Bushell wrote in Oriental Ceramic Art.25 Bushell decried the fact that “classification of Oriental 

porcelain in European collections has been hitherto mainly empirical,” because empirical 

observation without sufficient study of the written record often led other authors to date their 

artworks incorrectly. This was certainly a valid concern for Henry Duveen, whose understanding 

of Chinese history was shaky at best. Speaking about the Garland collection in 1902, for instance, 

Duveen touted “the unique collection of Kylins of the Khang-hi [Kangxi] dynasty, and the rare 

little collection of tea-pots of the…Yueng-ching [Yongzheng] and Khang-hi dynasties,” thereby 

mixing up dynastic and regnal designations.26 To less informed clients, Henry Duveen no doubt 

sounded impressive for his ability to identify mythical Chinese beasts and to name Chinese 

emperors, but the depth of his knowledge was perhaps shallower than his claims led others to 

believe. 

Duveen Brothers owed its success perhaps less to Henry Duveen’s experience and 

knowledge and more to an international network of experts and consultants that were essential to 

                                                
25 S.W. Bushell, Oriental Ceramic Art: Collection of W.T. Walters (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 

1899), 39. 

26 Quoted in “Announcement of Morgan Collection Gallery Re-Opening.” 
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the firm’s business and reputation. In its obituary of Henry Duveen, American Art News reported: 

“Not only did the Duveen firm buy largely and spare no cost to obtain the best art works, but 

they employed special ‘experts,’ or better authorities, to give these the ‘hallmark’ of authenticity 

before they bought or sold such works…”27 Duveen Brothers consulted “better authorities” in all 

areas of the art trade; while its relationship with Bernard Berenson over Old Master paintings is 

perhaps the best documented, the firm’s work with many Chinese porcelain experts illuminates 

the fragmented and contested state of knowledge about Chinese ceramic art. In April 1912, the 

British dealer Edgar Gorer offered Benjamin Altman a tall, trumpet-shaped vase.28 The previous 

year, Gorer’s Chinese Porcelain and Hard Stones had been published in London; this 

handsomely illustrated, two-volume survey of Chinese ceramics no doubt served to burnish 

Gorer’s own credentials as a dealer, though critical reception was unenthusiastic.29 “The 

preparation of so extensive a catalogue demands a profounder and more accurate knowledge than 

the authors seem to possess,” one reviewer wrote. When Altman asked Henry Duveen to help 

him authenticate Gorer’s vase, Duveen engaged two English experts—Murray Marks and 

George Harding—to substantiate his opinion that it was in fact a modern reproduction. Both 

                                                
27 “Henry J. Duveen,” American Art News 17, no. 15 (1919): 4. 

28 Edgar Gorer was a shrewd but tempestuous dealer who specialized in Chinese porcelains. A late entrant 
to the American market, Gorer established his business in England as early as 1895. He claimed several successful 
sales, including the collections of Louis Huth, Alfred Trapnell, Richard Bennett, George R. Davies, Henry Sampson, 
and William Bennett. Gorer was known for pioneering such innovations as allowing clients to view a collection 
simply by presenting a visiting card, without needing to make an appointment or paying a fee. This practice greatly 
enlarged the potential audience for Gorer’s wares. On Gorer, see Nick Pearce, “Gorer v Lever: Edgar Gorer and 
William Hesketh Lever,” Lady Lever Art Gallery, n.d., 
http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ladylever/collections/chinese/goreressay/. 

29 Chinese Porcelains and Hard Stones drew from collections on both sides of the Atlantic; among 
American collectors, Gorer and his co-author J.F. Blacker acknowledged the assistance of Arabella Huntington, 
Benjamin Altman, Brayton ives, Deming Jarves, J. Pierpont Morgan, and P.A.B. Widener. Reviewing the book for 
the Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, R.L. Hobson praised the selection and illustration of the porcelains, but 
dismissed the text as “hardly worthy of the brilliant objects which it describes.” See R.L. Hobson, “Review of 
Chinese Porcelain and Hard Stones,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 20, no. 105 (December 1911): 
177–79. 
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Marks and Harding came with connections to prominent European collectors; Murray Marks 

advised George Salting, whose porcelains formed part of the collection at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum in London. Duveen called Marks “one of the best judges of oriental porcelain, 

particularly of the kind such as has been called in question.”30 Lending their expertise in these 

circumstances was risky business for Harding and Marks, however, for they understood that they 

were liable to be sued if it became known that they had undercut Gorer.  

As a result, Harding and Marks declined to issue an opinion directly to Gorer but 

expressed their doubts in private to Duveen, who was only too happy to pass on the damning 

assessment to Altman. “[Harding] told me openly that the vase was trash, and of the kind I told 

you it was,” Duveen informed Altman. “I can quite understand the objection of certain people, 

like Mr. Marks and Mr. Harding, to giving their opinion upon spurious objects, as they do not 

wish to be drawn into a possible lawsuit, but I am happy to hear, anyway, that Mr. Harding 

agrees with me, although I never thought he would do otherwise.”31 Altman showed his 

fastidiousness by asking for additional consultations from two other experts, Sam Wilson and 

Edward Runge, which only muddled things when Wilson returned a favorable appraisal.32 When 

the sale fizzled two months later, Henry Duveen gloated over the final outcome and dismissed 

Gorer as a dilettante who lacked “a fundamental knowledge of Chinese ceramics” and “has got a 

lot to learn before he can have a medal for his knowledge of Chinese porcelains.”33 The debate 

                                                
30 “Henry J. Duveen to Benjamin Altman,” April 10, 1912, Duveen Brothers records, box 424, folder 1, 

Special Collections, Getty Research Institute. 

31 “Henry J. Duveen to Benjamin Altman,” April 12, 1912, Duveen Brothers records, box 424, folder 1, 
Special Collections, Getty Research Institute. 

32 “Benjamin Altman to Henry J. Duveen,” April 23, 1912, Duveen Brothers records, box 424, folder 1, 
Special Collections, Getty Research Institute. 

33 “Henry J. Duveen to Benjamin Altman,” June 26, 1912, Duveen Brothers records, box 424, folder 1, 
Special Collections, Getty Research Institute. Gorer had  



 

95 

over Gorer’s vase reveals how collectors like Benjamin Altman looked to dealers like Henry 

Duveen for knowledge about Chinese porcelains, and dealers in turn relied upon men like 

George Harding, Murray Marks, Sam Wilson, and Edward Runge to buttress their authority. The 

trade in Chinese porcelains was, in many ways, a “house of cards” built on a shifting foundation. 

This triangular relationship between client, dealer, and expert inevitably generated 

friction between Duveen Brothers and their competitors. Perhaps recalling how the Duveen 

Brothers had interfered with his sale to Benjamin Altman three years earlier, Edgar Gorer filed 

suit against Duveen Brothers in New York County Court in May 1915, this time for breaking up 

a sale to Henry Clay Frick. Gorer first contacted Frick in June 1914; writing with a tone of 

deference, Gorer explained that he had purposefully avoided troubling Frick on the American’s 

recent visit to London, but hoped to win some of Frick’s business on an upcoming trip to New 

York.34 After the outbreak of World War I repeatedly foiled Gorer’s efforts to cross the Atlantic 

in the summer and early fall, he dispatched an associate to visit Frick on his behalf—but not 

without first writing to assure the coke tycoon that he was perfectly serious about his intellectual 

duties as an art dealer. “Being prevented from explaining verbally I beg to point out that it is my 

method of business specifically to guarantee the condition and period of every article I sell; the 

smallest defect is pointed out, and I hold myself responsible for the statements as to period, also 

quality.”35 Edgar Gorer clearly comprehended how vital it was for a dealer of Chinese art to be 

knowledgeable about his stock, and moved quickly to assure potential customers like Frick of his 

reliability as an expert. 

                                                
34 “Edgar Gorer to Henry Clay Frick,” June 25, 1914, Henry Clay Frick Papers, Series II: Correspondence, 

box 37, folder 8, The Frick Collection/Frick Art Reference Library Archives. 

35 “Edgar Gorer to Henry Clay Frick,” November 20, 1914, Henry Clay Frick Papers, Series II: 
Correspondence, box 37, folder 8, The Frick Collection/Frick Art Reference Library Archives. 
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Others perhaps held a less sanguine view. In a civil complaint filed against Henry and 

Joseph Duveen on May 1, 1915, Edgar Gorer charged that, by questioning the authenticity of his 

porcelain, the two Duveen brothers had effectively undermined his entire business. At issue was 

a “rare, unusual and valuable antique Chinese porcelain vase or beaker of the Kang Hsi period” 

that Gorer had endeavored to sell to Frick and his wife three months earlier. Gorer alleged that 

the two Duveen brothers “maliciously spoke false and defamatory words concerning the said 

vase, and concerning the plaintiff in his profession as a dealer in antique porcelains,” with the 

intent to say that Gorer “was incompetent and not expert in his said business and therefore 

unable to distinguish between a genuine antique vase of the said character and a spurious one.”36 

Frick was not the Duveens’ only audience. Gorer accused the pair of defaming him to several 

other dealers by saying: “‘To Hell with Gorer (meaning the plaintiff); he knows nothing about 

porcelains. The real judges are ourselves—my Uncle Henry (meaning Henry Duveen, an uncle 

and partner of the defendant) and me (meaning the defendant)…’” Claiming that the Duveens 

had made these statements “with intent to injure the plaintiff in his business and reputation as an 

expert dealer in and connoisseur of antique porcelains,” Gorer demanded $575,000 in damages. 

Not surprisingly, Duveen Brothers vigorously contested Gorer’s allegations; their 

response underscores the unquestioned place of art dealers in the enterprise of knowledge for 

Chinese art in the United States. Speaking through their attorneys, Joe and Henry Duveen 

answered that it was their business to provide honest assessments of ceramic pieces when 

requested by their clients: 

                                                
36 “Edgar Gorer v. Joseph J. Duveen,” May 1, 1915, #12655, New York County Clerk’s Office; “Edgar 

Gorer v. Henry J. Duveen,” May 1, 1915, #12655, New York County Clerk’s Office. Gorer attributed the following 
statement to Duveen: “That vase (meaning said vase) is not a genuine antique; does not belong to the Kang His 
period, but has been manufactured within the last seven years and is an imitation of the genuine article and is 
spurious. Gorer (meaning the plaintiff) has been imposed upon (meaning that the plaintiff was not an expert and 
connoisseur in antiques and porcelains).” 
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Messrs. Duveen, having large dealings with their valued customers, are often asked by 
these customers for an opinion on objects of art which are exhibited to the customers. 
Under such circumstances it is the plain duty of Messrs. Duveen to express their best 
judgment and they cannot do otherwise. By reason of their lifelong experience and the 
magnitude of their dealings they are in a position to know whereof they speak.37  

 
Frank appraisals were in everyone’s interest, the Duveens argued, for “[whenever] a spurious 

piece is sold for genuine and its worthlessness is discovered, the sale of al [sic] sorts of antiques 

is greatly damaged.” Importantly, the Duveens did not deny that they had done exactly what 

Edgar Gorer accused them of doing, even in the face of an expensive lawsuit. Instead, they 

embraced the act of dispensing and certifying information as an essential aspect of their 

responsibilities as art dealers. Duveen Brothers regarded knowledge and profit as compatible 

rather than mutually exclusive prerogatives. 

Unfortunately for historians, Edgar Gorer’s complaint against Henry and Joe Duveen was 

never adjudicated. In a tragic turn of events, Gorer died when the ship on which he was traveling, 

the Lusitania, was torpedoed by a German U-boat on its way to London only days after he had 

filed his lawsuit in New York.38 The courtroom battle would have shed additional light on how 

art dealers measured their expertise, for, had Gorer survived, Duveen Brothers fully intended to 

use his vase to compare their competing positions. Even without the investigation that would 

have ensued, however, there is little doubt that Gorer would have won based on the merits of his 

case. As Henry Duveen’s letters to Benjamin Altman show, there was ample evidence that he 

and his nephew Joe held Edgar Gorer in low esteem, and they were unafraid to express their 

candid opinions about Gorer’s knowledge of Chinese porcelains—or lack thereof. At the same 

                                                
37 Statement quoted in “Experts, Not Rivals, Is Duveen Defense,” New York Times, May 8, 1915. 

38 “Fifty New Yorkers Lost in First Cabin,” New York Times, May 9, 1915. The Times noted that “[just] 
before sailing Mr. Gorer instituted suit against the Duveen Brothers for $575,000 damages because they had 
criticised Chinese porcelains Mr. Gorer was about to sell to Henry C. Frick.” 
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time, judging from the negative reviews of Gorer’s catalogue, the Duveens were far from the 

only figures in the world of Chinese porcelain to regard Gorer as an amateur.  

Who were the individuals that made up the network of agents and experts upon whom 

major art firms like Duveen Brothers relied? The careers of two men in particular—Edward 

Runge, a scout (or runner, as the Duveens sometimes called their suppliers), and John Getz, a 

cataloguer—typify the kind of “expertise” over Chinese art that held currency among Euro-

American collectors in the early twentieth century. In their connections with Duveen Brothers, 

Runge and Getz illuminate different stages in the creation of knowledge about Chinese 

porcelains by art dealers. Edward Runge traveled back and forth between United States and 

China for twenty years to obtain Chinese art and antiquities for his American customers. When 

he died, the New York Times reported that Runge had imported many pieces in the city’s most 

distinguished porcelain collections, and was “regarded for many years as the most discriminating 

buyer and connoisseurs that visited Shanghai and Tien-tsin [Tianjin].”39 John Getz, on the other 

hand, never traveled to China, but his involvement with various arts societies, international 

expositions, and private collections made Getz one of the most prolific and sought-after writers 

about Chinese art in the United States in the first two decades of the twentieth century. Between 

1895 and 1920, Getz authored at least ten catalogs on Chinese art, including one for an 

exhibition of porcelains held at the Duveens’ gallery on Fifth Avenue in 1907. Despite their early 

success and fame, agents and experts such as Edward Runge and John Getz have faded from 

view. By recovering these lives that lurk behind more famous names like the Duveen Brothers, 

                                                
39 “Edward Runge Dead.; Importer Who Found Chinese Porcelain for Morgan Collection.,” New York 

Times, November 21, 1916. The Times listed J. Pierpont Morgan, Benjamin Altman, James Garland, and Henry O. 
Havemeyer among the wealthy collectors whom Runge had served. 
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we reveal the commercial mechanisms of the “enterprise of knowledge” for Chinese art in the 

United States in the early twentieth century. 

Edward Runge was born in 1847, the son of a merchant in Luneberg in the northern 

German state of Hanover. When he was nineteen-years old, Runge emigrated to the United 

States from Bremen, landing in New York on September 17, 1866. In striking out across the 

Atlantic Ocean, Runge followed a path that many of his German compatriots had opened 

beginning in the 1830s, when migration to the United States from northern and western Europe 

soared to unprecedented levels.40 Sometime in the following decade, Runge naturalized as an 

American citizen and, around the same time, married Louise Baumgarten. Although he traveled 

widely, Edward Runge called New York City home for the rest of his life, eventually settling in 

Flushing, Queens. 

Although his employment record is murky for the first twenty years of his residence in 

the United States, we know that by the mid-1880s Edward Runge had joined the New York 

office of the respected furniture-maker and decorating firm Herter Brothers. It was at Herter 

Brothers that Runge likely first began to accumulate the knowledge and experience that would 

serve him as a purchasing agent for Chinese art dealers in later decades. Founded by the German 

siblings Gustave and Christian Herter, Herter Brothers were the preferred interior decorators of 

the Gilded Age millionaire set from New York to Portland to San Francisco—and even for the 

White House. Their clients included William H. Vanderbilt, Mark Hopkins, J. Pierpont Morgan, 

Arabella Huntingon, and Jay Gould. Herter Brothers owed its success to the disciplined training 

its owners and employees received through the German guild system, to a generous business 

                                                
40 While fewer than 150,000 European settlers arrived in the United States during the 1820s, the following 

three decades brought approximately 5 million European émigrés, two-third of which came from Ireland and the 
German states. See Mae M. Ngai and Jon Gjerde, eds., Major Problems in American Immigration History, 2nd ed. 
(Boston: Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2013), 103. 
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climate in the U.S. fueled by a burgeoning industrial economy, and to technological innovations 

such as the telegraph and the Atlantic cable that enabled the firm to remain updated on the latest 

trends in European design and construction.41 

Edward Runge joined Herter Brothers in 1885 in the twilight years of the firm’s success. 

By 1880, both of the original founders had retired, leaving the firm to be run by their long-time 

employees, including Runge’s father-in-law William Baumgarten. Nevertheless, Herter Brothers 

had already established its reputation for creating furnishings that “combined traditional western 

forms with Anglo-Japanese ornament richly interpreted in contrasting abstract patterns of dark 

and light marquetry,” and for installing interiors that presented “an elaborate progression of 

Pompeian, Renaissance, Moorish, Japanese, and Chinese styles carefully orchestrated in exotic 

woods, mother-of-pearl and minerals, and elaborately decorated surfaces and textiles.”42 After 

Christian Herter’s visited the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876, Herter Brothers also 

began to import Chinese porcelains and Japanese art objects to complement the oriental motifs of 

their designs.  

Surviving prints and photographs of the “Japanese parlor” that Herter Brothers created in 

the Vanderbilt residence on Fifth Avenue between 1878 and 1882 show how the firm selected 

and placed a variety of porcelains within an exoticized domestic environment. In the northwest 

corner of the room, numerous vases, jars, and cups are stacked on top of a rectilinear open 

cabinet. The largest pieces that draw the eye include a “phoenix tail” cylindrical vase against the 

left wall, a hexagonal vase in the center, and a dark ginger jar and “double gourd” vase against 

                                                
41 Katherine S. Howe, “Herter Brothers,” ed. Joanna Banham, Encyclopedia of Interior Design (London 

and New York: Routledge, 1997). See also Katherine S. Howe, Herter Brothers: Furniture and Interiors for a 
Gilded Age (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1994); In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement, 
438–440. 

42 Howe, “Herter Brothers,” 559. 
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the right wall. These ceramics, which seem to be Chinese rather than Japanese in origin, range in 

shape, color, and decorative style. Together, the abundant visual effect replicates the mode of the 

“mantel museum” popular for other rooms of this period, namely “to make it a place of display 

surrounded or surmounted by countless shelves for a variety of objects.”43 Although Edward 

Runge did not participate in the design of the Vanderbilt “Japanese parlor,” its style indicates 

that, while in the employ of Herter Brothers, he was exposed to Chinese pottery within a 

decorative context. At least at the outset, his eye may have been more attuned to porcelains en 

masse, appropriate to achieving a desired ambient sensation, rather than as individual objects to 

be appreciated for their own artistic merits. 

Edward Runge parted ways with the firm formerly known as Herter Brothers (later 

Baumgarten & Co.) in 1891 and began a new partnership with Thomas B. Clarke, who retired 

from the lace and linen manufacturing business in order to become a full-time art dealer and 

collector.44 Although Clarke had previously built his reputation primarily as a pioneering 

collector of modern American painting, he was no stranger to Chinese art. “He [Clarke] stands 

to-day among the few real experts in oriental porcelains in America,” reported The Collector, a 

magazine of the New York antiques trade, in 1891. “His eye, attuned to the harmonious charm of 

color in combination, recognized in these modest masterpieces the highest art of the potter. The 

slumbering splendor of the deep glazes, the vibrating brilliancy of the higher notes of color made 

imperishable by the fire of the kiln, and the extraordinary shadows of color which form a 

connecting link between these in oriental pottery, constituted a new art to him and on which he 

                                                
43 Marilynn Johnson, “The Artful Interior,” in In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement, 

131. 

44 On Thomas B. Clarke, see H. Barbara Weinberg, “Thomas B. Clarke: Foremost Patron of American Art 
from 1872 to 1899,” American Art Journal 8, no. 1 (May 1976): 52–83. Weinberg focuses largely on Clarke’s 
interest in 19th-century American artists. 
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has thoroughly explored.”45 Based on these explorations, Clarke was entrusted by several 

American collectors including Brayton Ives, Henry Graves, George B. Warren, James W. 

Ellsworth, and, most prominently, J. Pierpont Morgan to compile the printed catalogs for their 

porcelain collections.  

Together, Runge and Clarke opened Art House, an art gallery on East 34th Street in 

Manhattan specializing in American paintings, ancient Greek pottery, and Chinese porcelains. 

Clarke managed the firm’s business dealings in the U.S., while Runge acted as one of its scouts 

abroad.46 In May 1892, The Collector informed “lovers of the beautiful and choice in Oriental 

ceramics” that Clarke was set to open a new room at the Art House “intended for the special 

exhibition of cabinet collections of all varieties of old Chinese porcelains of beautiful form.”47 

The announcement touted: “From China Mr. Clarke has recently received some extraordinary 

miniature vases, chosen by his resident representative in Tientsin, than which I really think I 

never saw anything more beautiful in the production of the unique art of this wonderful race of 

artists.” Clarke’s “resident representative in Tientsin” to whom the writer referred was almost 

certainly Edward Runge. 

The sale of “cabinet collections” at the Art House clearly exploited the strengths that 

Edward Runge had developed at Herter Brothers for incorporating Chinese porcelains as part of 

a tastefully decorated interior. The gallery purveyed display cases designed for the city’s drawing 

rooms that were pre-stocked with “authentic and flawless” porcelain, but promised that “the 

cases will not be crowded, and the amateur who secures one can add from time to time, as he 

                                                
45 Alfred Trumble, “As the World Wags,” The Collector 2, no. 17 (August 1, 1891): 198–99. 

46 In addition to Chinese porcelains, the Art House also dealt in Greek pottery. Clarke employed Henri de 
Morgan as the company’s agent for this second type of ancient ceramics. 

47 Alfred Trumble, “As the Wind Blows,” The Collector 3, no. 13 (May 1, 1892): 195. 
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finds them, pieces fit to join the occupants.”48 In this way, Clarke and Runge aimed to play the 

part of expert by sowing the seeds for their clients’ connoisseurship. Indeed, they advertised that 

this practice of purchasing “in bulk” was the mark of a budding sophisticate rather than an act of 

crass consumption. “When standard pieces are thus grouped together the gathering of veritable 

things is much easier, as the collector has the advantage of contrast and comparison to guide him. 

A modern piece of porcelain is easily distinguished in a cabinet of fine things.” Collectors could 

trust Runge to travel far and wide to bring together just such a collection of “fine things.” 

The business of the Art House thus precipitated Edward Runge’s itinerant life as an art 

agent in East Asia, which would last nearly two decades until his retirement in 1911. By the time 

The Collector announced the new Chinese porcelain room at the Art House, Runge had already 

completed his first trip abroad, arriving in Yokohama in January 1891 aboard the British steamer 

Belgic. According to passenger lists published in the Japan Weekly Mail, Runge made numerous 

trips to Japan and China between the 1890s and 1900s.49 His route regularly originated in San 

Francisco; traveling through Honolulu, Runge landed in Yokohama before continuing on to 

Shanghai, his base in China, as well as Beijing and Tianjin. Sometimes he extended his stay in 

Japan, but more often than not it was merely a way station en route to grander prizes in China. 

                                                
48 Ibid. 

49 The Japan Weekly Mail lists Edward Runge as a passenger for Shanghai on the Nippon Maru in 
December 1900, on the Hongkong Maru in October 1902, and the on the Siberia in January 1905. His return to the 
United States is recorded only once in this publication, in July 1903 on the American steamer Siberia destined for 
San Francisco. See “Passengers: Arrived,” Japan Weekly Mail, January 24, 1891; “Passengers: Arrived,” Japan 
Weekly Mail, December 29, 1900; “Passengers: Arrived,” Japan Weekly Mail, October 4, 1902; “Passengers: 
Departed,” Japan Weekly Mail, October 11, 1902; “Passengers: Departed,” Japan Weekly Mail, July 18, 1903; 
“Passengers: Arrived,” Japan Weekly Mail, January 7, 1905; “Passengers: Departed,” Japan Weekly Mail, January 
14, 1905. Runge’s travels to China are also described in an informal obituary posted online by Michael Kellogg, 
though I have not been successful in contacting Mr. Kellogg for additional details. See Kellogg, “Edward C.J. 
Runge,” Find A Grave, December 9, 2010, http://www.findagrave.com/cgi-bin/fg.cgi?page=gr&GRid=62732809. 
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The ship manifests for 1902 and 1903 indicate that Runge may have stayed in China up to nine 

months at a time, although one advertisement claimed that he “lived many years in China.”50 

What kinds of objects did Edward Runge send back to the United States? In addition to 

supplying Clarke with a steady stream of vases, jars, and snuff bottles for the showrooms at the 

Art House, on several occasions Runge shipped sufficient stock for Clarke to order an auction at 

one of the city’s auction houses. The earliest, at the Fifth Avenue Art Galleries in New York City 

in February 1894, featured solid-color porcelains and snuff bottles in crystal, jade, agate, and 

porcelain.51 This mix of objects remained Runge’s stock-in-trade for the duration of his career, 

though at various times he also offered Chinese weapons and firearms (1913), rugs (1914), and 

even American paintings (1902).  

Near the end of his life, Runge’s personal collection was put up for sale at the American 

Art Association; its contents reveal him to have been a relatively sophisticated yet unadventurous 

collector. Monochrome porcelain vessels of various sizes and shapes—vases, bottles, jars, 

beakers, gallipots, and plates—dominated, making up almost three-quarters of the 137 lots. The 

remaining pieces consisted largely of curios such as jade carvings and snuff bottles, though 

Runge also collected and attempted to sell a number of porcelain statuettes.52 With the exception 

of three Ming vases, all of the ceramics were from the Qing dynasty; pieces from the reign of the 

                                                
50 “Old Chinese Porcelain,” Commercial Advertiser, April 5, 1898, Thomas Benedict Clarke scrapbooks, 

reel N598, book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 

51 “Current News of the Fine Arts,” New York Times, February 12, 1894. 

52 The 137 pieces in the Edward Runge collection offered at the American Art Association in March 1914 
consist of 101 porcelain vessels (73.7%); 22 snuff bottles or jars (16%); 9 jade carvings (6.5%); and 5 porcelain 
statuettes (3.5%). Analysis by author based on auction catalogue listing. See Illustrated Catalogue of the Beautiful 
Old Chinese Porcelains and Other Oriental Objects Forming the Private Collection of the Well-Known Connoisseur 
Mr. Edward Runge (New York: American Art Association, 1914). 
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Qianlong Emperor were especially numerous.53 Judged according to the standards outlined by 

British scholar and curator Oliver Impey, Edward Runge’s taste lay somewhere between the 

preferences of old-fashioned collectors like William Lever, who bought only early Qing blue-

and-white porcelain, and more innovative collectors that knew about and appreciated the 

porcelains and stoneware of the Song and earlier dynasties—not to mention paintings and other 

types of artistic production.54 In particular, the predominance of monochrome glazed porcelains 

in Runge’s collection shows that he shared the taste for this type of ceramics that had become 

fashionable in the 1910s among millionaire collectors on both sides of the Atlantic.55 Not 

surprisingly, then, Runge’s connoisseurship was vindicated when the auction of his personal 

collection netted $35,412; among the buyers were some of the city’s most prominent collectors 

and dealers, including Duveen Brothers. 

Although few documents remain to tell us how Edward Runge obtained his supply of art 

and antiquities in China, existing scholarship on other dealers and their suppliers give us a sense 

of the different ways that Runge might have gone about bringing works of Chinese art to market. 

Dominic Jellinek has analyzed the Chinese operations of the London firm Bluett and Sons during 

the 1920s and 1930s to elucidate the relationship between art dealers and their suppliers. Jellinek 

shows that dealers sometimes determined the transaction by specifying to their agents abroad 

what was popular and marketable at home. When a supplier in Beijing named Oliver Bedford 

                                                
53 32 of the 137 pieces from Runge’s private collection were undated, almost all of these being jade 

carvings or snuff bottles. As stated, 3 were ascribed to the Ming dynasty. Of the remaining 102 pieces with dates, 73 
were from the reign of the Qianlong Emperor, 16 were from the reign of the Kangxi Emperor, and 13 were from the 
reign of the Yongzheng Emperor. Analysis by author; see Ibid. 

54 Impey, “Lever as a Collector of Chinese Porcelain,” 227. 

55 According to Impey, monochrome porcelains had been desirable in the eighteenth century as an 
accompaniment to gilded ormolu figures, but it was not until the second decade of the twentieth century that they 
reached the peak of their popularity as collectibles in their own right. Ibid., 232–233. 
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attempted to interest Bluett and Sons in some bronzes he had discovered, for example, Leonard 

Bluett countered with his own specifications: 

We are definitely interested in primitive bronzes and have recently bought and sold many 
interesting examples… We are also interested in all fine porcelains and certainly would 
like to know of any really good examples of 15th and 16th century pieces which you may 
see. Polychrome pieces are those which are most sought after, but exceptional pieces of 
blue and white of the earlier periods, i.e. Hsuan Te, Ch’eng Hua, Hung Chih or Cheng Te 
would attract us.56 

 
Thomas B. Clarke’s scrapbooks show that he closely tracked sales of Chinese art not only in the 

U.S. but also in Europe, which likely enabled him to direct Edward Runge, as Leonard Bluett 

directed Oliver Bedford, to procure exactly the types of objects that would meet the demand in 

New York. 

At other times, however, art agents in China were more forceful when interacting with 

dealers, especially when they believed that they possessed superior knowledge about the pieces 

they offered. In 1936 an Italian lawyer in Shanghai named F.P. Musso forwarded a large zun, or 

ritual wine vessel, to Bluetts and Sons, claiming that it had been recently discovered in Anyang. 

When Leonard Bluett informed Musso that the zun had failed to pass inspection at the British 

Museum, Musso had great difficulty reconciling this news with what he had been told by his 

Chinese contact: 

The native dealer through whom I have purchased this piece, has been known to me for 
years, and I have never had occasion to doubt his good faith and sincerety [sic] which has 
been proven to me by many previous deals. He asserts that the ‘Tsun’ was brought to 
Shanghai by a country farmer and he ridicules the idea of the piece being out of China 
before, as the piece had all the evidence and characteristic of a freshly dug up piece. I 
made him read your letter and he seemed much mystified but agrees with me that the 
findings of a British Museum analyst could hardly be doubted…57 

                                                
56 Leonard Bluett to Oliver Bedford, January 22, 1937, quoted in Dominic Jellinek, “Bluett Essay,” Chinese 

Art Research into Provenance, 2005, http://carp.arts.gla.ac.uk/essay1.php?enum=1120119551, accessed December 5, 
2015. 

57 F.P. Musso to Leonard Bluett, June 16, 1936, quoted in ibid. According to Jellinek, the expert at the 
British Museum, Harold Plenderleith, advised the Bluetts that he had examined Musso’s zun for a different firm in 
1934 had concluded that it was an assembly of different castings and been repaired at some point. Plenderleith, a 
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To settle matters, the Bluetts sent Musso a photograph that the museum expert had taken of the 

same zun when it had come before him two years earlier, thereby confirming that the piece could 

not have been freshly excavated as Musso, his Chinese dealer, and the country farmer all claimed. 

Their vernacular knowledge was no match for the scientific investigation and recordkeeping of 

the British Museum.  

As these examples from the history of Bluett and Sons show, the dynamic between 

Chinese art dealers and agents in the early twentieth century was one of constant negotiation 

informed by market forces and contested expertise. Whether acting proactively or in response to 

dealer demands, agents like Oliver Bedford, F.P. Musso, and Edward Runge often cultivated 

their own networks of native contacts that could supply them with merchandise for Western 

markets, but they did not always have the skills and knowledge to verify everything that was 

offered to them. In Tianjin, for example, Edward Runge worked for a time with a Chinese agent 

named Nan Ming Yuan, whom Charles Freer later also employed. Indeed, Nan Ming Yuan and 

Edward Runge may have been quite close. When Freer forwarded Runge’s obituary to Nan in 

1917, the Chinese replied that the passing of “my former patron” had “filled my heart with 

indescribable sorrow.” Nan further speculated, “Quite I know his death was due to the suffering 

of stomach disease for he had always overdrunk.”58 The close relationships that Western art 

agents shared with their Chinese contacts made them indispensible to the flow of Chinese art and 

antiquities to Europe and the United States.  

                                                                                                                                                       
chemist, used his training to study and conserve objects within the museum’s Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research. 

58 “Nan Ming Yuan to Charles Lang Freer,” January 20, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 17, folder 30, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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Nan Ming Yuan’s collaborations with Runge and other collectors and dealers illuminate 

the important contributions that local Chinese made to the development of Chinese art 

collections and scholarship in the West. Nan seems to have been a busy man: in addition to 

managing the Astor House hotel, he took on work as an agent for at least three Euro-American 

collectors and dealers. His duties for them ranged from the prosaic to the expert. For Charles 

Freer, whom Nan met in 1909 on Freer’s fourth trip to Asia, he supervised the packing and 

shipping of curios that the American purchased in China.59 Because Western collectors and 

dealers did not always possess the skills and knowledge to verify everything that was offered to 

them, Nan also played the part of native expert. In 1911, when Freer was notified of a collection 

of Chinese paintings that had come on the market in Beijing, he dispatched Nan to evaluate the 

artworks and to decide whether he should make an offer. Calling him “honest, capable and 

reliable,” Freer introduced Nan to his contact in Beijing as “a Chinese gentleman, who has done 

a lot of expert work for me and has been employed in similar work by a number of different 

collectors for over twenty-five years.”60 With Nan’s advice, Freer eventually turned down the 

collection in Beijing. We can infer that Nan Ming Yuan performed similar tasks for Edward 

Runge as he did for Charles Freer, functioning as both clerk and connoisseur. Nan’s relationships 

with Western collectors and dealers recall the Anglo-Chinese partnerships that Fa-ti Fan has 

examined in the field of natural history.61 They demonstrate a complex, multidirectional flow of 

                                                
59 Nan Ming Yuan’s first assignment from Freer was the packing and shipping of eight cases of curios from 

Tianjin to Detroit. “Charles Lang Freer to Nan Ming Yuan,” December 21, 1909, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 45, 
letterpress book, volume 28, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

60 “Charles Lang Freer to Luella Miner,” December 2, 1911, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 9, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

61 Fa-ti Fan argues that, between the mid-eighteenth century to the early twentieth, British naturalists in 
Qing China believed that “numerous unknown treasures…might be hidden in the interior.” To access these troves 
obstructed by human and natural barriers, “British investigations of China’s natural history had to depend heavily on 
the Chinese. The naturalists needed connections that transcended national and cultural boundaries. Their enterprise 
hinged upon Chinese participation.” The result, according to Fan, is “mingling, interaction, accommodation, 
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ideas and, as I will discuss, may have helped to forge positive impressions in other areas of 

Chinese life outside of art. 

However, agents like Edward Runge ultimately remained subordinate to dealers, who 

acted as gatekeepers to a paying clientele. Furthermore, these dealers maintained other sources of 

information, especially through their relationships with museum curators, on whom they could 

rely for a second opinion on objects in question. Even such a seasoned and well-respected broker 

as Runge could not escape the constraints of this dealer-agent system. In 1912, one year after he 

had retired from the Art House due to ill health, Runge made one more trip to China, this time as 

an agent for Joseph and Henry Duveen on behalf of Benjamin Altman, the New York department 

store owner. As I noted earlier, the Duveens evidently trusted Runge’s taste to some degree: that 

spring, they asked Runge to pass judgment on a yellow vase that Edgar Gorer had offered to 

Altman. But when Altman expressed interest in purchasing a group of “famous porcelains” that 

Runge had assembled in China, Henry J. Duveen warned him against it. Duveen wrote: “While I 

think that the man [Runge] was really very able, he appears lately to have been much worried on 

account of the scarcity of fine things in China, which caused him to turn his eyes to objects 

which really he should never have touched. It would have been better, if he had bought 

absolutely nothing…”62 The discrepancy between what Edward Runge and Henry Duveen each 

believed about the Chinese art market formed the basis of the power dynamic between dealer and 

agent. 

                                                                                                                                                       
hybridization, and confluence as well as conflicts across borders of many kinds. Networks of information, for 
example, often tied Chinese, British, and other Westerners together; and it is neither easy nor helpful to cut them 
into pieces according to Chinese/Western oppositions.” The same could very easily be said about the quest for 
Chinese art and antiquities in the early twentieth century. See Fa-ti Fan, British Naturalists in Qing China: Science, 
Empire, and Cultural Encounter (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2004), 2–3. 

62 “Henry J. Duveen to Benjamin Altman,” May 17, 1912, Duveen Brothers records, box 424, folder 1, 
Special Collections, Getty Research Institute. 
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Whatever his methods for gathering pieces for the U.S. market, Edward Runge avoided 

one approach that was particularly popular among other Euro-American collectors and 

merchants—looting. For example, controversy erupted in 1901 when a former secretary of the 

American legation in Beijing, Herbert G. Squiers, declared his intention to present “several 

carloads” of porcelains, bronzes, and carvings to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. 

Reports coming out of China alleged that Squiers had purchased at least part of his collection 

from Pierre-Marie-Alphonse Favier, a French Catholic bishop who had looted the palace of the 

Qing minister Yuan Chang after allied forces captured Beijing.63 This provenance was troubling 

because the Empress Dowager Cixi had ordered Yuan’s execution for his opposition to the anti-

foreign movement during the Boxer Uprising; Squiers had therefore exploited the death of 

someone who had ostensibly been an ally of the West.  

Reflecting changes in how Chinese art was sourced for the American market, Runge 

painted Squiers’ actions in a negative light in comments he gave to newspapers in the United 

States. “I suppose, in fact I am quite sure that the collection which Mr. Squiers has came for the 

most part from the palace of Yen Li Sen [Yuan Chang], who, at the time the legations were 

besieged in Pekin, was Treasurer of the Empire,” he declared to The Sun.64 As an art trader, 

Runge could vouch for the value—both artistic and financial—of Yuan’s collection that led to its 

plunder. “Now Yen Li Sen was one of the most expert connoisseurs in porcelain there was in all 

China and his collection of art objects, which was worth $300,000 or $400,000, was famous.” 

Runge described how “[another] American and two Chinamen were engaged with” Squiers in 

getting together the collection, which they bought “at so much below their value that the profit 
                                                

63 For an account of the Squiers looting controversy, see Meyer and Brysac, The China Collectors: 
America’s Century-Long Hunt for Asian Art Treasures, 26–29.  

64 “Are Part of a Bishop’s Loot,” The Sun, September 4, 1901, Thomas Benedict Clarke scrapbooks, reel 
N598, book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
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from them if they were put upon the market would be very large.” Runge was hardly the only 

Westerner to condemn Squiers’ acquisitions: the American minister to China, Edwin H. Conger, 

who, as Runge recalled, “was very scrupulous about taking anything whatever in all that riot of 

plundering,” objected unsuccessfully to Squiers buying from Favier, both because of the art’s 

problematic origins and because of Squiers’ status as a diplomat. These denunciations by Runge 

and by Conger indicate, as others have suggested, that norms regarding how Western art dealers 

and agents procured Chinese art had shifted from the mid-nineteenth century, when looting was a 

broadly accepted practice, to demand “at least a pretense of virtue.”65 It is clear that, even in the 

early 1900s, looting had become a disputed practice. But it is easy to exaggerate the extent to 

which the scruples that Runge and Conger shared had taken hold more broadly, for the Art 

House had in fact offered a portion of Yuan Chang’s collection for auction earlier the same 

year.66 When the price was right, it seems that even the principled Edward Runge could not deter 

his own firm from trafficking in art and antiquities that may have been looted from China. 

Traveling to China in search of art and antiquities not only enabled Edward Runge to 

accumulate knowledge about the objects he shipped back to customers in the United States, but 

also to cultivate a persona as a China expert outside of his field. Indeed, it is difficult to separate 

the facts of Runge’s travels from the fictions of that persona. Later accounts portrayed Edward 

Runge’s experiences in China as one-of-a-kind. For example, according to his obituaries in the 

New York Times and American Art News, Runge befriended powerful Chinese officials such as 

                                                
65 Meyer and Brysac, The China Collectors: America’s Century-Long Hunt for Asian Art Treasures, 29. 

66 In March 1901, the American Art Association auctioneers hosted a sale of “beautiful and valuable old 
Chinese porcelains and pottery recently received from Shanghai, Tien-tsin, and Peking” for Thomas B. Clarke’s Art 
House firm. The auction announcement noted that part of the inventory had been selected by a noted Chinese expert 
in Shanghai named Ta-Kee, while another came from “Yian Lin Sang, the late Treasurer of the Chinese Empire at 
Peking.” See American Art Association, “Two Art Object Sales of Exceptional Interest,” March 1901, Thomas 
Benedict Clarke scrapbooks, reel N598, book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 



 

112 

Li Hongzhang and Yuan Shikai, and was the only white man to have been granted an audience 

by Empress Dowager Cixi.67 However, his own dispatches from China suggest that, if Runge 

was familiar with the Chinese elite, he viewed them as a corrupt blight on the country they ruled. 

“It is known in a general way that officials must buy their offices, and that when they once gain 

the position to which they aspire the Government winks at acts of extortion and blackmail,” 

Runge wrote for the New-York Tribune Illustrated Supplement, “but still one must have lived in 

the country to appreciate the condition.”68 Runge’s examples of merchants and artisans who were 

“bled” for bribes led the Tribune to speculate that “the mandarins could give Tammany points in 

thievery.”  

Additionally, Edward Runge took on the Americans in China who were generally 

considered the authoritative interpreters of Chinese affairs to the U.S. public during this period—

the missionaries. Runge was especially critical of those from Protestant denominations for being 

ill prepared for their labors in the mission field and for causing the Boxer Uprising. In another 

report for the Tribune, Runge wrote: “The missionaries whom I have seen in China were all well 

meaning and enthusiastic young men and women, but in nearly every instance totally unfitted for 

the work. They were ignorant of the language and the customs of the people, and they all 

underestimated the magnitude of the work in which they were engaged.”69 Runge believed that 

missionaries greatly overestimated their impact on the religiosity of their Chinese parishioners, 

who in reality used Christianity as a shield against official persecution. 

                                                
67 “Edward Runge Dead.; Importer Who Found Chinese Porcelain for Morgan Collection.”; “Edward 

Runge,” American Art News 15, no. 7 (November 25, 1916): 4. The American Art News obituary went even further 
than the Times in claiming that Runge was “the only Caucasian ever granted an audience by the Dowager Empress 
of China.” 

68 “Chinese ‘Justice,’” New-York Tribune Illustrated Supplement, October 21, 1900. 

69 “Ways of Missionaries,” New-York Tribune, July 1, 1900. 
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Speaking against Chinese officialdom and American religious workers set Edward Runge 

apart from the dominant narratives about China in the early twentieth century. His 

condemnations buttressed the legitimacy of Runge’s own opinions by positioning him within the 

American press as someone who possessed different, perhaps more objective information based 

on firsthand experience. He declared that the merchant “travels alone, unarmed, through the 

country, stops in places where he is the only white man, and feels as secure and as safe as he 

would in New-York” because “the people know that he is a trader whose coming means business, 

and possibly profit, to them.”70 Runge believed his profession in pursuit of profits—rather than 

converts or political ideology—enabled him to see the world from the perspective of the ordinary 

Chinese and also to speak for them. These views influenced Runge’s sympathetic assessment of 

the Boxer Uprising for the New-York Tribune: 

The trouble in China is nothing more than uprising of the people against a system under 
which they have suffered for many years, and for which the missionaries are in a great 
measure responsible. The Chinese are doing now what the “forty-eighters” did in 
Germany—making a fight for their rights. Their position is misunderstood here and in 
Europe, because those who report it are prejudiced. The Mandarins, who buy their offices 
at a high price, make the people pay exorbitant taxes and deny them justice unless they 
pay liberally. A corrupt Government has kept them hopeless poor, and the leaders have 
grown rich.  

 
With his views on looting and on the Boxer Uprising, Edward Runge stood apart from many of 

his contemporaries in calling for scrupulous and equitable relations with China. 

By contrast, Runge’s partner Thomas B. Clarke remained in the United States and 

therefore derived his knowledge of Chinese porcelains largely from published sources. 

Examining the clippings that Clarke gathered from around the world in his scrapbooks reveals 

how he followed the development of museums and sales of private collections in the United 

States and Europe, as well as contemporary intellectual debates between other experts and 
                                                

70 Ibid. 
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collectors. Clarke eagerly noted the discussion of new books on Chinese art, especially those by 

the English physician and porcelain expert Stephen W. Bushell whose writings, as I discussed in 

chapter one, guided other American collectors during the 1890s and 1900s. From Bushell’s 

review of Ernest Grandidier’s 1894 La Ceramique Chinois in the New York Sun, for example, 

Clarke might have marveled at Bushell’s mastery of Chinese characters in the nomenclature of 

porcelain production. He might also have sympathized with Grandidier when the French 

collector responded that the “works which treat of industrial questions of a more or less scientific 

character, like that of porcelain, are badly divided, obscure, incomplete, and devoid of anything 

like precision.”71  

Additionally, Clarke tracked news coming out of China that could affect the supply and 

flow of art and antiquities to the United States. In December 1895 Clarke pasted into his 

scrapbook an item from North China Daily News regarding news of a robbery of “priceless 

porcelain” from the imperial palace in Beijing. Perhaps he feared for Runge’s safety when he 

read that Qing officials had subsequently closed the city’s curio shops, arrested—and even 

executed—some owners, and recovered several pieces from foreign collectors in Tianjin and 

Beijing.72 An Evening Sun clipping from 1898 described discoveries of a pagoda and relics “of 

considerable interest to the archaeologist and student of ethnography” in Shashi (present-day 

Hubei province) and a “gigantic figure of Buddha, about 80 feet high, 5 feet across the toes of 

one foot, cut in high relief out of solid rock” near Sichuan—news that may have informed Clarke 

                                                
71 S.W. Bushell, “Chinese Art,” New York Sun, April 1, 1894, Thomas Benedict Clarke scrapbooks, reel 

N598, book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.; “A Letter from M. Grandidier,” New York Sun, 
May 25, 1894, Thomas Benedict Clarke scrapbooks, reel N598, book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution. 

72 “A Considerable Robbery...,” North-China Daily News, December 20, 1895, Thomas Benedict Clarke 
scrapbooks, reel N598, book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
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about the conditions of antiquities in China.73 Although Thomas B. Clarke lacked Edward 

Runge’s firsthand experience in China, these examples from his scrapbooks show that Clarke 

remained attentive to and engaged in transnational conversations about the field of Chinese 

porcelains. 

While Edward Runge’s life and career illustrate how art agents facilitated the flow of 

ideas and objects across the Pacific Ocean, the cataloguer John Getz illuminates a different facet 

of how knowledge about Chinese art was produced and commercialized in the United States in 

the early twentieth century. After working in the decorative arts industry, Getz built a notable 

career as a consultant and catalogue author-for-hire across the United States over a thirty-year 

period, writing primarily on Chinese decorative arts such as porcelains, cloisonné, and jades. 

Between the 1890s and 1920s, he contracted his services to both museums and wealthy 

collectors—not only in Philadelphia and New York, metropolitan areas where interest in Chinese 

art was clearly cresting, but also in more peripheral cities such as Cincinnati and New Orleans. 

Mirroring the productivity and reputation of the English physician whose writings on Chinese art 

became standard references on both sides of the Atlantic, Getz came closest among his 

contemporaries to becoming the “Stephen Bushell of the United States.” John Getz embodied the 

dissemination of information about Chinese culture through print throughout the United States—

though, as we shall see, some curators disputed the “expertise” he claimed to possess. 

Interestingly, John Getz’s path to becoming a recognized expert on Chinese art 

overlapped in its earliest stages with Edward Runge. Like Runge, Getz was born in Germany; 

according to U.S. Census records, he immigrated to the United States just one year later, in 1854, 

and became an American citizen in 1860 at the age of seven. By 1875, Getz had taken charge of 

                                                
73 “Chinese Antiquities,” Evening Sun, June 29, 1898, Thomas Benedict Clarke scrapbooks, reel N598, 

book 6, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
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the art department at Herter Brothers, the same decorating firm where Edward Runge began his 

career. There, according to Getz’s obituary in the New York Herald Tribune, he worked with one 

of the firm’s founders and “was charged with some of the firm’s most important commissions for 

costly interior woodwork and decorations.”74 Like Runge, then, John Getz was initially exposed 

to Chinese porcelains and other artworks as objects for domestic decoration. His prodigious 

skills as a decorator led to Getz’s appointment as the chief of decoration for the United States 

pavilion at the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1900. 

John Getz began to gain an appreciation for Chinese art as something more serious and 

significant than mere decoration during the 1890s. This transformation likely owed its roots to 

the years when Getz worked as an art dealer in New York. In 1887, Getz left Herter Brothers to 

establish the New York office of the Parisian art firm S. Bing, which opened on Fifth Avenue.75 

News of the Bing branch in America made waves among art aficionados in the city. “Leading 

dealers here, as well as the collectors, have been his [Bing’s] customers, and will doubtless be so 

more than ever now that he has gone into partnership with the popular Mr. John Getz, formerly 

with Herter Brothers, who can deal with them directly,” reported The Art Amateur magazine.76 

Although the quality of the objects on offer was questionable—Bing had a record of shrewdly 

exploiting business opportunities among buyers whom he recognized to be eager and wealthy but 

not especially discerning, as he deemed Americans to be—the opening drew some of New 

York’s most distinguished collectors and connoisseurs, including Henry O. Havemeyer and 

Benjamin Altman.  

                                                
74 “John Getz Dies; Won High Place As Art Adviser,” New York Herald Tribune, June 4, 1928. 

75 On Siegfried Bing’s operations in the United States, see Weisberg, “S. Bing in America.” 

76 Montezuma, “My Note Book,” The Art Amateur 16, no. 4 (March 1887): 74. 
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The presentation of the objects at the New York branch of S. Bing highlighted their 

designation as fine art rather than decorative objects. While the shop carried merchandise 

ranging from ceramics to bronzes to lacquers to enamels to carvings, porcelains were the stars of 

the show: a bottle marked on the bottom with the seal of the Qianlong Emperor; an “absolutely 

perfect” vase with turquoise sharkskin crackle glaze (“or ‘shad-roe,’ as American collectors call 

it”); an “Imperial yellow bottle” with green decorations; a pair of decorated beakers from the 

Kangxi era; a lidded black vase covered with magnolia and hydrangea flowers.77 Getz and Bing 

drew buyers’ attention to the aesthetic qualities of these ceramics and to their historical context; 

they emphasized the fineness of the glaze and the beauty of the decoration for some, and an 

imperial provenance for others. Each piece, so carefully observed and described, was held out to 

be appreciated for its own merits, rather than for the effect they could achieve together as part of 

an ensemble. 

John Getz’s employment as Bing’s representative in New York took advantage of the 

skills and connections he had accumulated in the decorating business, while developing in him 

new proficiencies suitable to a dealer and budding expert of Chinese art. From Herter Brothers 

he imported friendly relations in art collecting and dealing circles, as well as a keen sense for 

how to incorporate Chinese pieces into the city’s respectable bourgeois homes. At S. Bing, Getz 

gained different skills that enabled him to speak convincingly about the value and authenticity of 

the shop’s merchandise from China and Japan, by dating the various pieces and identifying their 

origins. He also had responsibility for preparing the catalogs that surveyed the lots offered in 

each sale, including writing the descriptive entry for each object. These duties required 

prolonged exposure to and detailed observation of a range of Chinese art objects, and the skills 
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and knowledge he derived from them formed the foundation for his later career as a prolific 

author of Chinese art catalogues.  

By the early 1890s, Getz’s reputation in New York as an expert on Chinese porcelains 

was secure. In 1893, he chaired the sub-committee on Oriental art for the loan exhibition of the 

American Fine Arts Society. The show was a remarkably ambitious attempt by the city’s cultural 

elite to gather together a range of artistic production from different countries and periods to 

effect what the New York Times called “the higher education of the citizen.”78 The newspaper 

urged its readers to visit the Fine Arts Society Building on 57th Street before “the rich, rare, and 

beautiful objects of which it is composed will then return to private houses, in some cases as far 

away as Canada, in others perhaps further, and may never appear in New-York again.” As an 

organizer, Getz gained access to several prominent American collections of Chinese porcelain 

and curios, including those owned by Charles A. Dana, Henry G. Marquand, Henry Sampson, 

William Churchill Oastler, and Samuel P. Avery. From these, Getz selected ceramics, snuff 

bottles, and carvings to make up nine cases for what he hoped would be “a comprehensive 

collection of Chinese Keramic Art.”79 Among the three types of porcelains shown—

monochromes, blue-and-whites, and decorated—the single-color pieces won the greatest praise. 

A reviewer for the New York Times wrote: “The Japanese have produced beautiful things in 

ceramics, but their potters have to yield to those of China in the sterling beauty of their 

porcelains, more especially when quite unadorned by anything but a single color and compelled 

to base their claim for admiration on shape and hue alone.” Notably, this Chinese material was 

                                                
78 “To Utilize the Loan Exhibit,” New York Times, February 12, 1893. 

79 Loan Exhibition (New York: American Fine Arts Society, 1893), 74. 
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shown alongside Old Master paintings by European and American artists such as Rembrandt, 

Gainsborough, and Copley. 

As chair, John Getz probably authored the section of the loan exhibition catalogue on 

Chinese art. As one of his first intellectual outputs, the catalogue reveals the shape of Getz’s 

knowledge about Chinese art in the early 1890s. For example, he characterized Chinese art as 

almost synonymous with ceramics, even though various carvings had been included in the 

display; in line with prevailing attitudes of the time, Chinese pictorial art and sculpture were 

excluded altogether. Getz chose to omit commentary on the history or manufacture of porcelains, 

keeping to descriptions of the shapes, colors, and decoration of the pieces in his section. He 

focused on their evocative power by paraphrasing a passage from William T. Walter’s 1884 

booklet Oriental Collection: “Porcelains as thin as paper, brilliant as a mirror, and in whiteness 

rivaling the snow, with a sonority more plaintive than the wind that whispers through the reeds 

upon a sunless day.”80 Getz portrayed the Chinese as a superstitious rather than technically 

sophisticated people, writing that they attributed the perfection of their wares “to the intervention 

of the spirits of furnace fires who protected the baking of the works…” This simplified and 

mystical view of Chinese art catered to the interests of the “amateur” visitor Getz expected to 

attend the loan exhibition, “who desires objects above all for their elegance of form, color, and 

quality, since these lend themselves so admirably in the decoration of a home, where they add no 

small degree of pleasure and enjoyment to every artistic temperament and feeling.”81 Over time, 

                                                
80 Quoted in ibid., 75. The original passage in Walters’ catalogue reads: “Here are the marvels; porcelain 

translucent as jade; blue porcelain, blue as the sky, thin as paper, brilliant as a mirror; white Chou porcelain, whose 
whiteness, according to a Chinese poet, surpasses the whiteness of snow, and whose sonority is more plaintive than 
the wind that whispers among the reeds on a sunless day, for the poets of the extreme Orient sing of the beauties of 
porcelain as our poets would sing of a fine landscape.” 

81 Ibid., 74. 



 

120 

Getz’s writing shifted as his expertise deepened and as he began to write for a more discerning 

audience. 

Over the next 25 years, John Getz penned ten catalogs for collections of Chinese art 

belonging to museums and individual collectors in the United States. His earliest collector 

catalogue, published in 1895, was the handbook to the loan of Chinese porcelains that the New 

York banker James A. Garland made to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. His last, published 

eight years before his death in 1920, surveyed the Charles M. Pratt collection of carved jades and 

other precious stones at Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, New York. These publications were 

distinct from the sale catalogs he also wrote, many for the American Art Association gallery 

where Getz began working in 1892 after parting ways with Siegfried Bing.82 These two kinds of 

catalogs contained similar information, but they served different purposes: the sale catalogs 

functioned as advertisements, while the collector catalogs confirmed an owner’s status by 

signifying the merits and importance of his collection. In both, the imprimatur of Getz’s 

expertise in Chinese art was crucial but deployed to achieve different ends.  

For the first twenty years of his career as a cataloguer, John Getz specialized in writing 

about Chinese porcelains—a natural outcome given his training as a decorator. Two years after 

the American Fine Arts Society loan exhibition, John Getz penned his first collection catalogue, 

for the New York banker James A. Garland. Getz produced the book in conjunction with the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, to which Garland had loaned 1,100 pieces from his collection in 

1894. The city’s papers celebrated Garland’s loan as a great boon to the people’s taste: “The 

beautiful forms, the purity of the paste, and above all, the superb, transparent qualities of the 
                                                

82 The Collector noted in early 1892: “Mr. Getz is, by the way, now established with the American Art 
Association at 6 East Twenty-third street, where he may be addressed.” The same magazine mentioned that Getz, 
“so well known as the New York representative of S. Bing & Co., and as a designer and adviser in the decorative 
field,” had also “undertaken the establishment of a theatre within a pistol-shot of Central Park…” “Things Of To-
Day,” The Collector, January 15, 1892. 
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decorations, must inspire every thinking mind. Certainly the dazzling radiance of so many 

priceless object seen all at once must strike even the connoisseur with amazement.”83As I argued 

in chapter one, Getz’s work on the Garland catalogue—in reality a sixty-page booklet—reflected 

the broader trend in the late 1800s of the intellectual dependence of American writers on their 

European counterparts, who possessed a longer tradition of scholarship on Chinese porcelains. 

Three additional ceramics catalogs followed the Garland over the subsequent fifteen years: in 

1904, Getz wrote A Catalogue of Chinese Porcelain Collected by Mr. and Mrs. Charles P. Taft, 

for a Cincinnati lawyer and politician who was the elder brother of future president William 

Howard Taft; in 1907, he published the catalogue for a charity exhibition of Chinese porcelains 

sponsored by Duveen Brothers; in 1909, he released The Catalogue of the Macomber Collection 

of Chinese Pottery via the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. 

In the years that followed, John Getz produced catalogs both in quicker succession and 

about a broader range of Chinese art topics; the 1910s were his most productive time. Whereas 

Getz had written four catalogs between 1895 and 1909, all of them on porcelains, he wrote seven 

more between 1910 and 1920. Some of these—for example, the 1912 Avery Collection of 

Ancient Chinese Cloisonnés and the 1913 Woodward Collection of Jades and Other Hard 

Stones—covered only a single type of art objects.84 For others, however, Getz demonstrated an 

impressive breadth of knowledge far beyond the field of Chinese porcelains he had mastered 

during the 1890s. Between 1916 and 1917, Getz worked closely with the University Museum at 
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Stones (Private printed, 1913). Other single-category catalogs during this later period of Getz’s career include: John 
Getz, The Morgan Whitney Collection of Chinese Jades and Other Hard Stones Donated to the Isaac Delgado 
Museum of Art, City Park (New Orleans: Isaac Delgado Museum of Art, 1914); John Getz, The Kélékian Collection 
of Ancient Chinese Potteries (Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago, 1917). 
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the University of Pennsylvania, first on the catalogue for its Oriental art exhibition and then on 

the section on Oriental art in the institution’s full catalogue.85 Similarly, his work on the Edward 

R. Bacon memorial catalogue in 1919 covered a range of objects including ceramics, bronzes, 

jades, and cloisonné.86  

Although the papers of John Getz sadly have not survived, documentary sources for other 

art cataloguers from the same period give a sense for how these book projects took shape. In 

1916, for example, Charles Freer hired Dana H. Carroll to catalogue his collection of Korean and 

Japanese potteries, and again in 1918 to write descriptions of his Chinese paintings. In both cases, 

Carroll, a New Yorker, traveled to Detroit to be in residence while he worked on the art. While 

Freer was not on hand to supervise Carroll’s writing personally, he nevertheless expected to 

provide input over correspondence and to exercise editorial control over the result. Regarding 

drafts he had sent on Freer’s Chinese paintings, for example, Carroll wrote the collector: “I hope 

the descriptions which perhaps by now you have had a chance to look at may prove what you 

expected and desired. If you find some that you would perhaps prefer worked out along different 

lines, I think that my recollection of the paintings...would enable me to coordinate your ideas and 

my impressions—if I haven't done so.”87 For his work on the Korean and Japanese potteries, 

Freer paid Carroll $2,500—a considerable fee given that in 1916 over 70 percent of Americans 

reported annual earnings of only $3,000 to $10,000.88  

                                                
85 John Getz, Exhibition of Oriental Art (Philadelphia: The University Museum, 1916); John Getz, Section 

of Oriental Art (Philadelphia: The University Museum, 1917). 

86 John Getz, Catalogue of Chinese Art Objects Including Porcelains, Potteries, Jades, Bronzes, and 
Cloisonné Enamels Collected by Edward R. Bacon (New York: Private printed for Virginia P. Bacon, 1919). 

87 “Dana H. Carroll to Charles Lang Freer,” July 14, 1918, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 4, folder 26, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

88 “Charles Lang Freer to Dana H. Carroll,” July 18, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 4, folder 26, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. On income 
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This relationship between Dana H. Carroll and Charles Freer reflects certain elements of 

John Getz’s work as an art cataloguer, though Getz’s experience was also different and specific 

to his station in the world of Chinese art collectors. Like Carroll, Getz traveled to the location of 

the collections he was hired to inventory. For Morgan Whitney’s jades, porcelains, and precious 

stone carvings, for example, John Getz spent time in New Orleans, where he was able to closely 

examine the late collector’s bequest to the Isaac Delgado Museum at City Park.89 Indeed, his 

work on the Morgan Whitney and Charles P. Taft collections in Louisiana and Ohio, respectively, 

show the proliferation of interest in Chinese art outside of northeastern capitals of culture during 

the 1910s. At the same time, Getz’s status as a sort of emissary from New York—a fact that 

American Art News noted in discussing the completion of his work in the “Crescent City”—may 

have given Getz more leverage over his employers than Carroll had against Freer, who was 

clearly Carroll’s superior as a nationally renowned connoisseur of Chinese art. The influence that 

cataloguers such as Getz and Carroll held on the basis of their expert knowledge was therefore 

far from absolute; instead, it was relational to their context and their interlocutors.  

Reviews of several catalogs by John Getz show that his work circulated on both sides of 

the Atlantic; these reviews suggest that, while Getz’s catalogs were considered more than 

adequate for popular audiences, other curators and experts considered him to possess at best only 

a mediocre knowledge of Chinese art. Reviews for Getz’s catalogs appeared in American Art 
                                                                                                                                                       
information, see Treasury Department, “Statistics of Income Compiled from the Returns for 1916” (Washington, 
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1918), 5. 

89 American Art News reported: “Mr. John Getz of N.Y., the well known authority of antiquities, has 
finished cataloging the Morgan Whitney collection of jades, porcelains, crystals, etc., which now belong to the 
Delgado Museum.” The magazine also noted that Getz had gone over the Dr. I.M. Cline loan collection “consisting 
of some sixty odd oriental bronzes,” though no published catalogue exists for that assemblage. See “New Orleans,” 
American Art News 12, no. 21 (February 28, 1914): 7. The scion of a wealthy New Orleans banking family, Morgan 
Whitney used his inherited fortune to fund his interests in art, music, and literature, forming what one New Orleans 
newspaper estimated to be “one of the most valuable collections in the state.” See John H. Lawrence, “Morgan 
Whitney,” KnowLA Encyclopedia of Louisiana, September 12, 2012, 
http://www.knowla.org/entry/1135/&view=summary.  
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News in the United States and in the Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs in Europe. The 

nature of these periodicals foreshadowed the critical reception he received from each of them. 

Founded in New York City in 1902 by James Clarence Hyde, a former art critic for the Tribune 

and the World, American Art News was initially a trade publication for the art business and 

slowly morphed into a legitimate art magazine.90 Notices in American Art News for John Getz’s 

Catalogue of the Macomber Collection of Chinese Pottery (1909) and Catalogue of the Avery 

Collection of Ancient Chinese Cloisonnés (1912) were generally favorable. Regarding the 

Macomber book, for example, the editors wrote that Getz was “well known as a student of 

Oriental pottery and porcelain” and that he had made a “useful handbook” by giving “a very 

interesting historical sketch of Chinese ceramics, taking much of his data from a book compiled 

by Confucius called ‘Shu-ch’ing,’ or ‘Ancient Book of History…’”91 They praised the Avery 

book even more warmly: 

It is difficult for a writer to make such a technical work as a catalog sufficiently attractive 
to interest the amateur as well as the professional collector, yet Mr. Getz, with the aid of 
many beautiful illustrations, has succeeded in doing this in his “Catalog of the Avery 
Collection of Ancient Chinese Cloisonnes.” The majority of the articles are illustrated, 
and each article is taken up, described and discussed minutely, both as to its period, as 
well as to its relative position in the history of the development of Chinese art.92 

 

                                                
90 American Art News was founded as Hyde’s Weekly Art News before changing its name in November 

1904; it subsequently changed its name to ARTnews in February 1923. On the magazine’s early years, see Pete 
Hamill, “The First Hundred Years of ARTnews,” in Portrait of the Art World: A Century of ARTnews Photographs, 
ed. William F. Stapp (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 1–24. 

91 “Book Reviews: Macomber Collection,” American Art News 7, no. 34 (August 14, 1909): 2. The 
Macomber catalogue represented a collection of Chinese and Korean porcelains loaned to the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Boston. Frank Gair Macomber, an insurance broker and collector of tapestries, weaponry, and paintings in 
addition to ceramics. In his preface, Arthur Fairbanks, the director of the Boston museum, noted with an air of 
gratitude that Macomber had paid for the expenses of preparing the catalogue and that John Getz, “who has 
compiled the catalog, has been known for many years as a student of Oriental pottery and porcelain.” John Getz, 
Catalogue of the Macomber Collection of Chinese Pottery (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1909), i. 

92 “Review of Catalog of the Avery Collection of Ancient Chinese Cloisonnes,” American Art News 11, no. 
8 (November 30, 1912): 7. 
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Aimed toward an inclusive readership, American Art News offered only a superficial 

endorsement of Getz’s work and lacked the expertise to challenge the problems in his 

characterization of the history of Chinese porcelains. 

By contrast, the London-based Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs took a more 

scholarly approach to the field compared to American Art News, combining object-based 

research articles written by leading scholars and critics with news of contemporary sales and 

exhibitions.93 The Macomber catalogue was taken up by Robert Lockhart Hobson, a curator of 

ceramics at the British Museum, who treated it with a degree of sophistication and criticality not 

found in American Art News. In his review, Hobson conceded that the “task of cataloguing such 

a series is one of immense difficulty, owing to the obscure nature of the subject and the 

uncertainty as to date and classification which must always surround these enigmatic wares.”94 

However, these difficulties did not prevent Hobson from criticizing Getz’s writing, especially his 

historical introduction, which Hobson faulted for its ignorance and brashness: 

Mr. Getz certainly cannot be accused of want of courage in the way he has faced his task, 
and his positive attribution of a nearly every specimen to a definite, and usually a very 
early, period is more impressive than discreet. […] Though no bibliography is supplied, it 
is evident that the author has studied his subject in the standard works, but with 
insufficient care; and the Chinese words which abound in his text are generally misspelt 
and too often misunderstood. 

 
Hobson pointed out several mistakes that Getz had made that betrayed his shaky grasp of the 

Chinese language: “As it is, several forms of orthography are blended haphazard and often 

appear side by side in the same sentence and even in the same word, while marks of aspiration 

and diaeresis [sic] are powdered on promiscuously as with a sugar-sifter.” More troubling still to 
                                                

93 On the history of the Burlington Magazine, see Helen Rees Leahy, “Scholarly and Disinterested: The 
Burlington Magazine 1903-1914,” in Art History and Its Institutions, ed. Elizabeth Mansfield (London: Routledge, 
2002), 231–45. 

94 R.L. Hobson, “Review of Catalogue of the Macomber Collection of Chinese Pottery,” The Burlington 
Magazine for Connoisseurs 16, no. 83 (February 1910): 282–83. 
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Hobson were Getz’s attributions that fell outside the established boundaries of Chinese art 

scholarship. Hobson noted that there were no records to confirm Getz’s classification of certain 

types of pottery as Tang rather than Song dynasty wares, and also that there was “no authority” 

for dating two kinds of glazes—one a “tea-dust,” the other “iron-rust”—before the reign of the 

Qianlong Emperor as Getz had done. Perhaps in anticipation of these criticisms, the director of 

the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston where the Macomber collection was shown noted in the 

catalogue’s preface: “As the subject has received but little attention outside of China, it is of 

course not to be expected that a discussion like the present will be free from error.”95 In 

Hobson’s view, however, many of Getz’s mistakes were so basic as to be inexcusable. 

Where John Getz excelled in his work as an author was in his detailed and vivid 

descriptions of the porcelains, cloisonné, and jades he catalogued. On this point even R.L. 

Hobson agreed that Getz “depicts the wares in graphic and sympathetic terms, which produce a 

clear impression of the vessels where no illustration is possible.”96 In other, more lavish collector 

catalogs of Chinese porcelains, plentiful illustrations—some done in full-color lithography—

helped, as one art historian explains, “to show the splendid glaze to its fullest.”97 Unlike them, 

the Macomber catalogue featured only six halftone prints showing thirty pieces out of more than 

two hundred in the collection. Given these constraints, Getz attempted to convey the splendor of 

the porcelains through exacting descriptions. Thus, he described a large jar from the Yuan or 

Ming dynasties: 

                                                
95 Getz, Catalogue of the Macomber Collection of Chinese Pottery, i. 

96 Hobson, “Review of Catalogue of the Macomber Collection of Chinese Pottery,” 283. 

97 Hui-Wen Lu has shown how the Oriental Ceramic Art catalogue published in 1897 by William T. and 
Henry Walters, which contained 104 chromolithographic color plates, inspired other collectors such as J. Pierpont 
Morgan and Heber R. Bishop to produce similarly extravagant works for their own collections. The Macomber 
catalogue cannot be said to belong to this class of publications. Lu, “Imaging Oriental Art in Late Nineteenth-
Century America: The Walters Collection Catalogue,” 720, 737.   
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Broad oviform, with teak-wood cover. Hard reddish-buff biscuit, decorated with outlines 
in relief originally filled with various colored glazes (turquoise, ivory, lavender, and buff) 
which are now much exfoliated. The ground glaze is deep purplish blue. The relief 
decoration consists of a conventional paneled border at the base; above that horsemen 
riding to the “Temple in the Clouds”; at the shoulder clouds and lotus blossoms enclosed 
between a waved border and a smaller render of the border at the foot; at the neck 
clouds.98 

 
This passage is broadly representative of the approach that Getz took to writing the descriptions 

throughout the Macomber catalogue: he began with the shape and then, moving from top to 

bottom to its interior, closely reviewed the object’s colors. Getz described the decorations but 

never explained their meanings or significance. While his prose was generally mechanical and 

used concrete terms to break down the rich spectrum of colors of the various glazes, Getz 

occasionally reached for a more evocative, more subjective style. One small vase, he wrote, had 

“brilliant texture”; another vase showed a “graceful tall oviform” shape; a jar was “coated in a 

striking claire de lune glaze.”99 These literary flourishes show that, for Getz as for many other 

Americans, the sublime beauty of Chinese porcelains—in particular their coloration—clearly 

aroused passionate feelings. What C. Griffith Mann has written about the collecting tastes of 

William T. and Henry Walters in the late nineteenth century could also be applied to Getz: 

“These objects not only satisfied desire, but also served as powerful expressions of human 

experience, kindling a full range of romantic sensations in the collectors’ imagination.”100 On the 

whole, however, John Getz’s contribution to knowledge about Chinese art in the United States 

was descriptive rather than analytical: through his writings he exposed Americans to a wider 

range of porcelains, cloisonné, and jades, but he did less to advance their understanding of these 

works of art.  

                                                
98 Getz, Catalogue of the Macomber Collection of Chinese Pottery, 53. 

99 Ibid., 38, 40, 50. 

100 Mann, “Exporting China: The Collecting Taste of William and Henry Walters,” 103. 
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Despite the unevenness of his expertise in Chinese art, John Getz found an audience in 

the United States for his catalogs as well as his consulting services. Charles Freer owned at least 

six publications by Getz in his library, including the handbook of Garland porcelains, the 

catalogue of Avery cloisonné, the catalogue of Woodward jades, and catalogs for the Art 

Institute of Chicago and the University of Pennsylvania museum. Other collectors sought out 

John Getz to give his opinion on the authenticity of pieces they intended to purchase. In June 

1911, Duveen Brothers referred Getz to Henry Clay Frick as one of two experts who could 

validate the quality of several Chinese vases the firm had offered to the coke magnate from 

Pittsburgh, claiming that Getz was one “whose opinions in these matters cannot be 

questioned.”101 Duveen wanted Frick to purchase a pair of blue jars and four white baluster-

shaped vases, all supposedly from the era of the Kangxi Emperor (1661–1722), and praised the 

pieces with characteristic bravado. According to their dealer, the four vases—two of which had 

been sent to Frick’s country home north of Boston, and two to his New York mansion—were 

“quite perfect, with the exception that one of the small Kylin ornaments on the cover of one of 

the vases has been repaired.” Duveen wrote to answer an unnamed expert who had previously 

disparaged the porcelains to Frick, and he invoked his long experience in the business to debunk 

these criticisms as “ridiculous”: 

These four vases are the finest we have ever possessed, and furthermore, never in my 
experience have I seen another set of four of these large vases; I have very often seen two 
pairs, probably made and painted by the same artists, but never in my travels, either in 
private or public collections, have I before seen a set of four. Possibly this fact may have 
assisted your expert in forming such an erroneous opinion…102 

                                                
101 “Joseph Duveen to Henry Clay Frick,” June 16, 1911, Henry Clay Frick Papers, Series II: 

Correspondence, box 29, folder 6, The Frick Collection/Frick Art Reference Library Archives. The other expert the 
Duveens recommended was Thomas B. Clarke. 

102 The unnamed critic was later revealed to be “the lady expert” Rose Lorenz, who worked for the 
American Art Association. Lorenz’s position as a professional woman in a world dominated by men drew comment 
in several newspaper articles. A profile in the New York Tribune noted that Lorenz “began her career as catalog girl 
in an art gallery. Today she’s an art specialist, and can tell at a glance the value of this or that work of master of any 
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To settle these matters, Frick soon wrote to Getz, who then lived at West 109th Street in New 

York City, inviting him to Frick’s mansion on Fifth Avenue to inspect the vases and to submit a 

written report. Getz completed his work in two days and sent his assessment to Frick at his 

summer cottage in Massachusetts. A week later, the deal was dead. 

What influence did John Getz exert in the transaction between Henry Clay Frick and 

Duveen Brothers, and what can his involvement tell us about the intersection of commerce and 

knowledge during this period of Chinese art collecting? To advise Frick, Getz paired his well-

practiced skills in scrutinizing Chinese ceramics with his knowledge of European writings. He 

wrote of the blue jars: “These large vases show the potter’s wheel marks, and also the joining of 

the porcelain paste, as mentioned in Chinese ceramic history, and particularly in the extracts of 

letters from Pere d’Entrecolles, a French Missionary, who wrote from China during the first part 

of the 18th Century on this subject…”103 The four white vases, on the other hand, needed no 

reference to scholarly literature. By visual examination alone Getz dismissed them not as pieces 

from the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century as Joe Duveen claimed, but in fact “work 

made during the 19th Century, probably era of Tao Kuang, 1821–1850.” He concluded: “While 

unusual and large examples of their class, and carefully made, these 2 jars have not the artistic or 

technical value of the pair previously described.” Henry Clay Frick scuttled the sale because 

                                                                                                                                                       
period. Her opinion is constantly sought by buyers and sellers.” By 1916, Lorenz had been promoted to be chief 
executive of the gallery’s staff and drew an astounding annual salary between $20,000 and $25,000. See “Woman’s 
Place, If You Insist, Is in the Home; but Who’s Going to Fuss About It If She Wants to Earn $10,000 Or So a Year 
Somewhere Else?,” New York Tribune, December 17, 1916, American Art Association Records, box 7, folder 11, 
The Frick Collection/Frick Art Reference Library Archives. 

103 Frick quoted in full Getz’s report, dated June 29, in his correspondence with Duveen Brothers. “I find no 
one seems to agree with you regarding those vases,” he informed the New York dealers. See “Henry Clay Frick to 
Duveen Brothers,” July 1, 1911, Duveen Brothers records, box 453, folder 2, Special Collections, Getty Research 
Institute.  
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John Getz had convinced him that the jars and vases that Duveen Brothers offered were not 

authentic. 

It is perhaps telling that, given the litigiousness of the Chinese art world as evidenced by 

the lawsuits that Duveen Brothers later faced in disputes over their expertise, Joe Duveen opted 

not to pursue any legal action against John Getz for derailing his sale of the six Chinese 

porcelains to Henry Clay Frick. The firm was simply relieved that the incident had not 

irreparably damaged its relationship with an important American collector, for, according to an 

internal memorandum, “Mr. Frick is sincere in his belief that our statements in regard to the 

vases were made in perfect good faith, and he is not inclined to doubt them…”104 Recalling R.L. 

Hobson’s criticisms that Getz studied the subject with “insufficient care” and that his dating was 

often more “impressive than discreet,” perhaps Duveen and Frick acceded to Getz’s assertions 

too quickly. But the failed sale also illustrates the information dynamic that governed the field of 

Chinese ceramics as interest in the United States reached a fever pitch in the second decade of 

the twentieth century. In such an opaque market, someone like John Getz with only a 

questionable grasp of Chinese art could still win the day.  

-- 

In addition to Henry Duveen, Edward Runge, John Getz, and their associates and 

competitors, a second group of art dealers was vitally important to bringing knowledge about 

Chinese art to the United States during the early twentieth century. Coming from China, this set 

of merchants shared certain similarities with their Euro-American counterparts, but were 

different in other, important ways. Like Duveen Brothers and Edgar Gorer, Chinese dealers were 

savvy international businessmen who regarded generating profits and producing knowledge as 

                                                
104 “Duveen Brothers New York to Duveen Brothers Paris,” July 7, 1911, Duveen Brothers records, box 

453, folder 2, Special Collections, Getty Research Institute. 
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compatible activities. Where they diverged was in what they sold, and to whom: Chinese dealers 

were chiefly responsible for introducing a subset of American collectors to painting and 

sculpture as forms of artistic production in which porcelain collectors were neither inclined to 

show interest nor make investments. For this reason, I treat Euro-American dealers and Chinese 

dealers separately—though, as Nan Ming Yuan’s collaboration with Edward Runge and Charles 

Freer makes clear, these spheres overlapped occasionally.  

This section aims to explain the operations of the Chinese dealers and assistants who 

made the first two decades of the twentieth century what Warren Cohen has called “the golden 

age of East Asian art collecting” in the United States, and to assess the significance of their 

influence on the “enterprise of knowledge” for Chinese art during the same period. I argue that 

Chinese dealers were instrumental to American understanding of Chinese art in several ways, 

which can be understood on a spectrum of the duties they performed and the knowledge those 

duties entailed, and that the dealers’ status and power relative to American collectors such as 

Charles Freer were determined by their place on that spectrum. As the undisputed leader of the 

Chinese art world in the United States for roughly the last decade of his life before his death in 

1919, Freer was unsurpassed in terms of the authority that his opinions and actions carried with 

other collectors and institutions. For this reason, Freer attracted dealers who hoped to leverage 

his central position within this network, which makes him a useful figure for analyzing how art 

dealers—in particular those from China—helped to forge these connections while 

simultaneously exploiting them for financial gain.  

First, I examine the Shanghai merchant Li Wenqing to demonstrate how a prototypical 

Chinese dealer conducted his business within an environment of racist immigration restrictions, 

intense business competition, and evolving market demand; Li’s ability to thrive among these 
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challenges attests to his inventiveness and transpacific social networks. Next, using several 

Chinese dealers and translators as case studies I outline the spectrum of Chinese dealers’ 

contributions to knowledge about Chinese art in the United States, from the clerical to the 

technical to the connoisseur. I show that Chinese dealers not only transported art objects from 

China to the United States, but also transmitted ideas from a Chinese art historical tradition for 

American audiences. Chinese merchants were decisive and astute commercial and cultural 

brokers who were every bit the equal of their American clients. Decentering Charles Freer and 

the role of the collector brings to light a previously unexamined group of figures in the history of 

U.S.-China cultural exchanges. 

The merchant Li Wenqing furnishes a fine example of an art dealer from China who 

crisscrossed the Pacific to the United States to ply his trade. Li operated a company that bore his 

name in the French Concession in Shanghai, which, by 1917, had been rechristened the Vun 

Yuen Tsar Curios Company. In quantitative terms, he was the most prolific Chinese dealer who 

sold to Charles Freer, placing almost 300 pieces in Freer’s collection; the vast majority of 

these—over eighty percent—were paintings in scroll or album form. According to the manifest 

for “alien passengers” onboard the S.S. Tenyo Maru—sailing from Shanghai on December 3, 

1915, and arriving in San Francisco on December 27—Li was a 42-year old “curio merchant” 

when he arrived in San Francisco on his first-ever visit to the United States in the company of a 

25-year old assistant named Wong Chun Ton.105 (Wong Chun Ton was very likely K.T. Wong or 

Wang Jiantang, who, as I will later show, worked with Li for a time before severing their 

                                                
105 See Selected Passenger and Crew Lists and Manifests. National Archives, Washington, D.C., in 

Ancestry.com. California, Passenger and Crew Lists, 1882-1959 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: 
Ancestry.com Operations Inc, 2008. http://search.ancestrylibrary.com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/cgi-
bin/sse.dll?gss=angs-
c&new=1&rank=1&gsfn=Van+Ching&gsfn_x=XO&gsln=Lee&gsln_x=0&MSAV=0&uidh=fph&pcat=40&h=337
002&recoff=7+8+9&db=sfpl&indiv=1&ml_rpos=11  
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partnership over a professional disagreement.) The immigration agent at San Francisco recorded 

Li’s mental and physical health as being in “good” condition and his height at 5 feet 7 inches, 

and noted that he was dark-complexioned with black hair and black eyes.106 Born in Suzhou, Li 

was listed as a resident of Shanghai and, importantly, named “Pong Lay Chien” of Newchwang 

Road—likely the art collector Pang Laichen, better known as Pang Yuanji—as his “nearest 

relative or friend” in that city. Li and Wang were apparently on their way to New York in 

December 1915. 

We can infer several points regarding the operations of Chinese dealers from this and 

other immigration record documenting Li’s eight trips to the United States between 1915 and 

1928. Li’s travel was made possible by his standing as a “Section 6” merchant, which exempted 

him from the discriminatory laws that barred Chinese laborers from entering the United States. 

Li would have been screened onboard the Tenyo Maru rather than at the immigration station on 

Angel Island, thanks to new instructions for the examination of Chinese arrivals promulgated by 

the Bureau of Immigration in 1910 to pacify criticisms by the exempted classes and by American 

citizens of Chinese descent.107 Li’s business was sizable and successful enough to warrant his 

traveling with a younger assistant; in addition to Wang, he employed at least two other men—

                                                
106 For Chinese travelers entering the United States as merchants during the Chinese Exclusion Era, 

complexion was an important consideration because the Bureau of Immigration had been known to reject some who 
bore the required Section 6 certificates because “their faces [appeared] seared and wrinkled from exposure to the 
elements.” See Compilation from the Records of the Bureau of Immigration of Facts Concerning the Enforcement of 
the Chinese-Exclusion Laws, House of Representatives, 59th Congress, 1st Session, Document No. 847 (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1906), 55.  

107 On the administration of Chinese exclusion laws and the response by Chinese travelers, see Erika Lee, 
At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration During the Exclusion Era, 1882-1943 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2003); Lucy E. Salyer, Laws Harsh as Tigers: Chinese Immigrants and the Shaping of Modern 
Immigration Law (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995). Lee shows that Chinese merchants made 
“class-based” arguments regarding their entry privileges: “In emphasizing how Chinese merchants (and, more 
important, Chinese-U.S. trade) benefited the United States, Chinese merchants and their allies made clear they were 
‘inoffensive’ and not a detriment or threat to American society, as Chinese laborers allegedly were.” Lee, At 
America’s Gates, 131. 
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Ting Pao Chen and Huang Chu—and brought them to the U.S. as well over a thirteen-year 

period. These partnerships between an older and younger dealer suggest that one way in which 

Chinese art merchants were trained was through an apprenticeship model, which enabled the 

junior colleague to gain practical knowledge of the trade over time. Li’s decision to list Pang 

Yuanji, who was associated with a rival firm, as his contact in Shanghai suggests that Chinese 

dealers enjoyed a greater degree of collaboration than their Euro-American counterparts; they 

may have banded together despite commercial rivalries in the face of inequitable treatment by 

American authorities. 

Li Wenqing’s inaugural visit to the United States over the winter of 1915 and 1916 was 

the first in a string of successes. Li seems to have dealt primarily with Charles Freer on this trip. 

The two had been introduced by a Hong Kong collector named Chun Tong as early as 1910 or 

1911. In February 1916, Freer informed Chun that “[our] mutual friend, Mr. Lee Van Ching, to 

whom you gave a letter of introduction, arrived in New York some three weeks ago and brought 

with him a collection of fine early Chinese paintings, which I am sure will interest American 

collectors and museums.”108 Indeed, Freer was instrumental to stimulating this interest. In late 

January, for example, he wrote to Joseph Breck, director of the Minneapolis Art Museum (today 

the Minneapolis Institute of Art), to gloat about purchases he had made from Li Wenqing. “You 

will be glad to know that the collection of one hundred Chinese paintings which Mr. Lee has 

been securing largely for my account during the last five years, is now my property,” he wrote.109 

Freer also took the opportunity to donate a picture attributed to the Ming artist Tang Yin, and 

offered Breck advice regarding the purchase of four others from Li’s inventory. Freer recognized 
                                                

108 “Charles Lang Freer to Chun Tong,” February 7, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 4, folder 35, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

109 “Charles Lang Freer to Joseph Breck,” January 27, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 4, folder 9, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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that the subject matter of some of Li’s paintings, especially landscapes and religious art in the 

Buddhist tradition, might challenge the museum’s Midwestern patrons, and he encouraged Breck 

to buck what he perceived to be their provincial tastes. “Of the pictures offered for sale, I 

consider #1 and #2 [a landscape and a “Buddhistic” work] the most important, and while the 

subjects may not today be quite as popular in your community as #3 and #4 [two paintings of 

birds and flowers], I still feel that eventually #1 and #2 will be appreciated and be more highly 

prized by all beauty lovers.” Li Wenqing thus partnered with an American collector to broaden 

as well as deepen interest in Chinese art in the United States.  

Li Wenqing’s success on his 1915 trip likely prompted him to return to the United States 

less than one year later; his second visit, which received much more publicity, reveals how 

Chinese dealers deftly catered to multiple audiences in the United States. Charles Freer remained 

interested in Li’s business. “I hope to see you promptly after you reach New York City,” Freer 

wrote with great anticipation several months before Li’s arrival. “I shall be at the Plaza Hotel in 

the same rooms which I occupied last year, and I trust to see you frequently while you are in 

New York, and I wish you every success.”110 But Li was not content to transact only private 

sales as he had done on his first visit; he arranged an auction at the American Art Galleries in 

New York that would bring a greater variety of objects to a wider public. Freer encouraged the 

prospect of this sale, believing that “the sale will prove entirely satisfactory to you, because of 

the prosperous business condition of America at present.” Li landed in San Francisco on 

November 29, 1916, on the Japanese steamer Senyo Maru. 

On this trip, Li Wenqing employed a different assistant, Ting Pao Chen, than the one he 

had brought to the United States ten months earlier. Ting’s predecessor Wang Jiantang explained 

                                                
110 “Charles Lang Freer to Lee Van Ching,” October 9, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 3, 

Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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the change in staff to Freer: “I am sorry to say that I can not come to America with Mr. Lee. this 

year because he wishes to bring Mr. Whang to come with him, perhaps you have seen him in 

Shanghai as you know he is not our line dealer[.] I am sure Mr. Lee did great mistake therefore I 

never assist him any more.”111 In the same letter, Wang thanked Freer for cabling 11,785 taels of 

silver and 10,000 gold dollars for eleven jade pieces, as well as Freer’s offer of 12,000 gold 

dollars for ten additional paintings. Wang went on to pledge his loyalty to his new patron: “I 

prefer to assist you to find best quality things for you in China and I shall go to Peking and 

Shantung to find some famuse [sic] paintings and other things for you with my father on next 

month.” Wang’s complaints about Li’s decision to hire Ting Pao Chen belied the fact that Wang 

had made himself Li’s rival in the art business, with Freer the primary beneficiary of their 

competition. This spat illustrates the fluidity and opportunism that Chinese dealers like Wang 

Jiantang practiced in pursuing their commercial interests. 

Wang Jiantang’s dismissal hardly seems to have hurt Li Wenqing’s business prospects in 

the winter of 1917. Advertisements in New York City newspapers touted the sale of “the 

Collection of the Chinese Expert Lee Van Ching of Shanghai” comprising a dizzying array of 

objects: “Antique Chinese Porcelains, Sung and Ming Potteries, Ancient Stone Sculptures, 

Carved Jades and Other Hard Stones, Snuff Bottles, Mandarin Necklaces, Bronzes, Enamels, 

Palace Furniture and Wall Panels, and a Number of Rare and Fine Ancient Chinese Paintings.”112 

Stretching over four days, the Li Wenqing auction netted its proprietor $51,454.113 The buyers 

who flocked to the American Art Galleries were as diverse as the merchandise they came to see: 

                                                
111 “K.T. Wong to Charles Lang Freer,” October 17, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 19, 

Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

112 “Display Ad 41,” New York Times, February 4, 1917. 

113 “Lee Van Ching Sale, $51,454,” New York Times, February 18, 1917. 
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in addition to private collectors such as the department store owner John Wanamaker, several 

Chinese dealers such as C.T. Loo and Long Sang Ti Company also made purchases from the 

collection—signaling the degree to which Li Wenqing’s eye for Chinese art was judged by his 

peers to be reliable and marketable. Significantly, despite the impressive prices that Charles 

Freer had paid for paintings from Li Wenqing earlier in 1916, none of the artworks that fetched 

the highest prices at his 1917 auction were of this medium.114 Rather than limiting himself as a 

purveyor of paintings to a small (albeit growing) American market, Li Wenqing enterprisingly 

adapted to the public auction as a new channel for Chinese dealers to serve a broader audience 

and their tastes. 

How did dealers from China such as Li Wenqing contribute to Americans’ understanding 

of Chinese art? As I suggested in my discussion of Nan Ming Yuan’s collaborations with 

Edward Runge and with Freer, the parts that Chinese dealers and assistants played in the 

accumulation and interpretation of Chinese art in the United States ranged on a spectrum. On one 

end were non-literate tasks such as packing and shipping art objects. These seemingly mundane 

jobs were in fact quite important and challenging, because those responsible for them had to 

make sure that fragile, centuries-old artworks survived their journeys by steamship and overland 

train lasting several weeks or even months. More specialized tasks, such as translating 

inscriptions, required a basic level of independent interpretation. A small group of Chinese 

dealers functioned as connoisseurs, advising American collectors on potential purchases and 

explaining Chinese sources on art in private and public settings. Depending on the circumstances, 

                                                
114 The highest prices paid for the Li Wenqing auction at the American Art Galleries in February 1917 were 

$2,200 for a jade tripod incense burner (purchased by H.K. Pau); $1,350 for a jade temple set (purchased by Edward 
I. Farmer); and $1,040 for a jade statuette of a female goddess (purchased by B.C. Fields). See “Incense Burner for 
$2,200,” New York Times, February 15, 1917. According to vouchers in the Charles Freer papers, Freer paid 
$65,000 for 100 paintings from Li Wenqing in January 1916, followed by another $19,000 for twenty more in 
February. See Wang, “The Loouvre from China,” 85. 



 

138 

the same Chinese dealer could perform several different functions. Although only some of these 

duties required Chinese dealers to display a connoisseur’s expertise and skills, each was vital in 

some way to the functioning of the “enterprise of knowledge” for Chinese art in the United 

States. It is important to note that Chinese dealers did not simply respond to Westerners’ 

demands, however; as I will show, they were by turns deferential and helpful, but also critical 

and resistant.  

At the most basic level, Chinese dealers facilitated the flow of art from China to the 

United States by performing clerical duties to pack and ship these objects across the Pacific 

Ocean. After his split with Li Wenqing, Wang Jiantang began to handle these responsibilities, 

but his initial efforts fell far short of his client Charles Freer’s expectations. Their 

correspondence evinces a clear power dynamic in which Freer coached Wang on the proper 

handling of the precious cargo. The 26-year old Wang made several mistakes as he learned the 

workings of the process: in one of their earliest transactions, Wang shipped Freer twenty 

paintings without first notifying Freer and also neglected to provide any accompanying 

information about them. On another occasion, Wang arranged for several paintings to be sent by 

train from Vancouver to Detroit, leading Freer to admonish him that “[they] should have been 

consigned by express from Vancouver as the risk and long delay by freight is greater than 

shoulde [sic] be given to valuable paintings.”115 Wang committed an even more egregious 

mistake three months later when he substituted a landscape painting attributed to the Song artist 

Wu Daozi in place of a different picture Freer had requested. Freer took the swap as an 

opportunity to instruct Wang on the ethics of art dealing. “You should always send the goods 

                                                
115 Emphasis original. “Charles Lang Freer to K.T. Wong,” December 8, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, 

box 28, folder 19, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 
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sold to your customer unless you are directed otherwise by the buyer,” Freer admonished. “When 

they arrive and are inspected by me, I may find that Wu-Tao-Tzu [Wu Daozi] which you sent in 

place of the Mi Fee [Mi Fei] is satisfactory, but even if this happens it does not help you as a 

business man in America.”116  

Wang Jiantang’s inexperience as a dealer led Freer not only to criticize Wang’s 

administrative shortcomings, but also to question his connoisseurship. In contrast to his 

enthusiasm for Li Wenqing’s paintings, Freer consistently pressed Wang to send him better 

quality pieces. He rejected one shipment of jade received in November 1916 as “not old enough 

to go into my collection and the quality is not fine.”117 Out of twenty paintings that arrived in 

February 1917, Freer accepted only six and remarked that the remainder “do not interest me and 

I regret to say that I cannot help you to dispose of them in America.”118 In Freer’s eyes, Wang 

needed to improve the quality of his merchandise in order to remain competitive with the 

growing numbers of dealers who tended to increasingly sophisticated clients in the United 

States—especially in the field of paintings. “Buyers of Chinese pictures in America have been 

studying the subject very carefully during the past year, and there is no market for second-class 

pictures, and it is going to be very difficult in the future to sell anything to good buyers here 

unless the quality is of the best.” These remarks served to impress upon Wang Jiantang that, in 

the relationship between these two men, Freer occupied the superior position regarding both 

logistical and aesthetic questions.  

                                                
116 “Charles Lang Freer to K.T. Wong,” January 3, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 20, 

Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

117 “Charles Lang Freer to K.T. Wong,” November 27, 1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 19, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

118 “Charles Lang Freer to K.T. Wong,” February 24, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 20, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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Nevertheless, American collectors such as Charles Freer did not exercise total authority 

over their dealers from China. Despite Wang Jiantang’s shortcomings, Freer never completely 

dismissed Wang from his stable of Chinese dealers. Indeed, Freer and Wang maintained relations 

through the last year of Freer’s life, and the American introduced Wang to several important 

prospective clients such as Sigisbert Chretien Bosch Reitz, the first curator of East Asian art at 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and William K. Bixby, the president of the St. Louis Art 

Museum.119 These introductions hint at the indispensability of Chinese dealers—even novice 

ones, like Wang—because of the crucial links they offered to China as a source of art and 

antiquities. For his part, though Wang always struck a deferential and even obsequious tone in 

communicating with Freer, in practice he did not unquestioningly accede to all of Freer’s 

demands. In a famous letter to Wang dated February 28, 1919, Freer reiterated his specifications 

for Chinese painting. Freer wrote: “Do not send me any Ming or later pictures, I buy only Sung 

and earlier paintings.”120 Scholars have taken this statement as evidence of the influence of the 

art scholar Ernest Fenollosa on Freer’s collecting philosophy, and of Chinese dealers’ 

acquiescence to their views.121  Yet, if we examine Wang’s reply, a different narrative emerges. 

Writing two months later, Wang acknowledged Freer’s desire for earlier works: “These paintings 

are all Tong and Sung Dynasties and are the finest one in my whole collection[.] I am sure they 

must be interesting to you as I know that you only want Sung and early paintings therefor the 

                                                
119 Freer wrote to Bosch Reitz: "I trust that you will use the letters and that they will result in bringing you 

into closer touch with some of my friends and acquaintances in the Far East." See “Charles Lang Freer to S.C. 
Bosch-Reitz,” March 29, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 4, folder 3, Freer Gallery of Art Archives; “Charles 
Lang Freer to W.K. Bixby,” April 30, 1919, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 3, folder 28, Freer Gallery of Art 
Archives. Freer also facilitated the sale of Wang Jiantang’s paintings to fellow collectors in the United States, 
including Louisine Havemeyer and Agnes Meyer.  

120 “Charles Lang Freer to K.T. Wong,” February 28, 1919, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 22, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

121 See Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of 
Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011, 6–38. 
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later things I never ship you[.] I will sell other friends.”122 Exhibiting the same headstrong streak 

that had frustrated Freer several years earlier, Wang nevertheless forwarded a painting attributed 

to the Yuan-dynasty artist Ni Zan, thus violating Freer’s request. Unlike his earlier foibles, 

however, this was no mistake: “One of the paintings painted by (Ne Tsen) is yuen [sic] dynasty. I 

should not send the Yuen thing to you [but] this painting I think, is very beautiful and wonderful.” 

This small act of thoughtful defiance reminds us that, in the dynamic Chinese art trade of the 

early twentieth century, power did not rest solely with wealthy American collectors. 

Charles Freer demonstrated more consideration and flexibility with Chinese assistants 

and dealers who performed more specialized tasks. Translation was one such area in which Freer 

could not function without the assistance of Chinese helpers despite his wealth, shrewdness, and 

good taste. In order to understand the seals and inscriptions that featured so prominently on many 

artworks, and in an era before the study of the Chinese language in the United States was 

widespread, Freer recruited several native Chinese to work on his collection. Freer faced two 

challenges in this regard. First, like most Western collectors of his generation, Freer did not 

speak or write Chinese, which hampered not only his ability to penetrate the literary meanings 

within his collection, but also to independently evaluate others’ work. Second, Freer must have 

recognized that, living in Detroit away from major centers of the Chinese population in the 

United States, he would face some difficulty in engaging local translators who were capable of 

working with archaic scripts. After all, this linguistic barrier stymied some of the country’s 

foremost Sinologists, including Berthold Laufer at the Field Museum in Chicago. While 

preparing for an exhibition of Chinese painting at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1917, for 

example, the museum’s curator lamented that even Laufer, whom his contemporaries recognized 

                                                
122 “K.T. Wong to Charles Lang Freer,” April 26, 1919, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 22, Freer 

Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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to be unrivaled in his grasp of various Asian languages, could not accurately decipher key 

characters.123 “How am I to get the Chinese characters for the names of all of the artists?” The 

curator asked Freer. “There are quite a lot that Dr. Laufer cannot supply; that is he doesn’t know 

which of several characters having the same sound is the right on in said instance.”124 If an 

eminent scholar like Laufer who devoted decades of his life to collecting and studying Chinese 

texts and artifacts could not master the language, we can understand how deeply dependent 

Charles Freer was on native Chinese assistants for his success as a collector. 

Freer’s solution to overcome these hurdles cleverly exploited turn-the-century patterns of 

Chinese engagement with the West—by soliciting the participation of what historian Weili Ye 

calls the second wave of Chinese students in the U.S.125 In the 1910s, the University of Michigan 

was one of the largest destinations for foreign-study Chinese students in the United States, giving 

Freer a significant pool from which to draw his translators.126 As early as 1910, Charles Freer 

began to contact these Chinese students; the first to answer his call, Chen Wei Cheng, came to 

Ann Arbor from Beijing and received his doctorate there after completing a dissertation on “The 

                                                
123 According to one biographical sketch of Laufer, “During most of his life, America had no sinologists 

who could equal him in his acquaintance with the languages and in his prodigious learning in the pre-nineteenth 
century culture [of eastern Asia].” Quoted in Bennet Bronson, “Berthold Laufer,” Fieldiana Anthropology, no. 36 
(September 30, 2003): 125. 

124 “Frederick W. Gookin to Charles Lang Freer,” September 27, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 9, 
folder 23, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

125 On the experiences of this second wave of foreign-study students, see Ye, Seeking Modernity in China’s 
Name. 

126 According to club reports in the Chinese Students’ Monthly, the Chinese student population at the 
University of Michigan ballooned from only 7 in June 1911, around the time when Charles Freer first wrote to E.T. 
Williams to recruit a translator, to 53 by January 1912. The group boasted: “This is about the largest Chinese 
student-body that can be found at any one university in the United States.” This number increased to 59 in 
November 1912 and, around the time that Freer engaged R.T. Wee, reached 73 members by June 1913. See 
“Michigan,” The Chinese Students’ Monthly 7, no. 4 (January 10, 1912): 219; “Michigan Club,” The Chinese 
Students’ Monthly 8, no. 1 (November 10, 1912): 48; “Directory of Chinese Students’ Clubs in U.S.,” The Chinese 
Students’ Monthly 8, no. 8 (June 10, 1913): 566. 
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Educational Work of Missionaries in China.”127 Reaching Chen through the university’s alumni 

association, Freer betrayed his predicament when he wrote, “I am pleased to know that you are 

open to an engagement and if you will kindly come to Detroit at your early convenience, I shall 

be glad to show you the kind of work I am anxious to have done.”128 Chen Wei Cheng proved to 

be a short-lived partnership, however, for by May 1911 Freer once again found himself searching 

for a Chinese translator.  

After Chen’s departure, Freer next solicited help through his diplomatic contacts. In May 

1911, Freer wrote to Edward T. Williams, the assistant chief of the Division of Far Eastern 

Affairs in the Department of State, who in turn notified the Chinese delegation in Washington of 

Freer’s need. “I have taken up the matter of an assistant for you with the Chinese Legation here,” 

Williams later assured Freer. “The Secretary of the Legation encourages me to believe that he 

can find among the Chinese students in the universities one who has the requisite qualifications 

and who will be willing to spend his vacation in such employment.”129 The translator that came 

                                                
127 Chen Wei Cheng is listed as a recipient of the doctor of philosophy degree from the Department of 

Literature, Science and the Arts in the university’s bulletin for 1910–1911. See Calendar of the University of 
Michigan of 1910–1911 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1911), 388. Chen’s dissertation on missionary efforts 
in China was linked to his family background. Sources indicate that he was the son of Chen Ta Yung, a Christian 
pastor working in Mongolia who was killed during the Boxer Uprising. After graduating from Beijing University in 
1895 or 1896, Chen briefly considered joining the Imperial Maritime Customs Service under Sir Robert Hart before 
turning to missionary work and teaching. Chen’s brothers also studied in the United States: Chen Wei Ping at the 
University of Michigan, and Chen Wei Fan at Columbia University. See “Personal,” The Christian Advocate, 
January 4, 1912; F.D. Gamewell, “What Money Means for Educational Work in the Foreign Fields,” in Charles H. 
Fahs, Stephen J. Herben, and Stephen O. Benton, The Open Door: A Challenge to Missionary Advance (New York: 
Eaton & Mains, 1903), 315. 

128 “Charles Lang Freer to Chen Wei Cheng,” January 18, 1910, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 46, 
letterpress book, volume 29, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. In his letter to the secretary of the Michigan alumni 
association, Freer wrote: “Let me thank you for the trouble you have taken in helping to find a Chinaman, competent 
to make some translations from the manuscripts and paintings in my collection. Mr. Chen Wei Cheng is doubtless 
quite competent to do the work and I am writing him today.” “Charles Lang Freer to Wilfred B. Shaw,” January 18, 
1910, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 46, letterpress book, volume 29, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

129 “E.T. Williams to Charles Lang Freer,” May 25, 1911, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 28, folder 8, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. As I 
discussed in chapter two, Williams’ wife Rose Sickler Williams later helped to compile a catalogue on Chinese 
porcelains for an exhibition organized under the auspices of the American Asiatic Institute at the Japan Society in 
New York. 
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of these back-channel communications was T.S. Ma, a student at Columbia University.130 Freer 

quite admired Ma’s work, even though it was again only a short partnership. When Ma returned 

to China in fall 1911 to assist with the republican revolution under Sun Yat-sen’s leadership, 

Freer tried to trace him down through connections at Columbia. In his letter to Friedrich Hirth, a 

professor of Chinese at the university, Freer expressed more disappointment than anger at losing 

his talented assistant: “He seemed, while here, very competent and quite able to translate both 

inscriptions and seals and took copies of many, agreeing to furnish complete translations not 

later than the middle of December, but I can quite understand that his patriotism caused him to 

drop everything and devote his time and efforts to bringing about a Republican form of 

government in China.”131 Much to Freer’s chagrin, the tumultuous forces that brought Chinese 

students like Chen Wei Cheng and T.S. Ma to the United States also called them home. 

Freer’s interactions with subsequent Chinese translators, all of them Chinese foreign-

study students, show that the headstrong American who dealt so gruffly with Wang Jiantang 

could exhibit deference and courtesy to those whose assistance he required. After Ma, Freer’s 

third helper was a Chinese student named Wee, who began working for Freer in August 1913; 

this was possibly Roland Ting-Shing Wee, from Zaoyong, who was auditor of the Chinese 

students’ club at the University of Michigan.132 Wee was not compensated for his work, but 

nevertheless corralled a second student named Chen to accompany him to Detroit. Prior to their 

                                                
130 By many accounts, T.S. Ma was a civically engaged college student while at Columbia; it is therefore 

unsurprising that he rushed back when the revolution broke out in China, even leaving behind unfinished translation 
work for Charles Freer. According to the Chinese Students’ Monthly, “He [Ma] is active in the general welfare work 
for the Chinese residents in New York City, being a teacher in the Confucian Public School in Chinatown. Mr. Ma, 
however, is non-sectarian. Recently he preached an excellent sermon on Sunday at a Chinese mission.” “St. 
Stephen’s College Old Boys in America,” The Chinese Students’ Monthly 6, no. 5 (March 1911): 514. 

131 “Charles Lang Freer to Friedrich Hirth,” March 4, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 11, folder 3, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

132 See officers listed in “Michigan Club.” 
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arrival Charles Freer notified Stephen Warring, the caretaker of his house at 33 Ferry Avenue, 

and directed Warring to provide them solicitous service. Freer’s instructions to Warring reveal 

the lengths to which Freer was willing to go to accommodate Wee and Chen. He wrote: “When 

they arrive give them courteous attention, and let them choose the kind of specimens they prefer 

to work on—either paintings, bronze or sculpture, and make sure that each translation has plainly 

marked upon it the proper S.I. [Smithsonian Institution] number.”133 Yet again, however, the 

partnership lasted less than a year. While there is no evidence that Chen Wei Cheng or R.T. Wee 

were for some reason “voting with their feet,” their withdrawals make clear that these Chinese 

students did not feel bound to Charles Freer, and this turnover caused the American collector 

some measure of anxiety because it disrupted the important researches that he knew he could not 

conduct alone. 

Charles Freer’s most productive relationship with a translator began around 1914, with 

University of Michigan student D.K. Liu. During the course of their partnership, Freer 

commended Liu to several curators and dealers. Freer’s letter of introduction for Liu to Berthold 

Laufer at the Field Museum reveals the affection and respect that he held for his aide. “Mr. Liu 

has very kindly made many translations of the inscriptions on the Chinese art objects in my 

collection, and I feel deeply obligated to him,” Freer explained. In a remarkable gesture, Freer 

made clear that Laufer ought to treat this Chinese student as he would treat the wealthy collector 

himself: “Any courtesies that you may extend to Mr. Liu will be considered as personal by 

me.”134 Charles Freer held D.K. Liu in such high esteem because Liu was more than just a 

translator; Freer regarded Liu as a co-intellectual in the field of Chinese art. By Freer’s own 
                                                

133 “Charles Lang Freer to Stephen J. Warring,” August 27, 1913, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 26, 
folder 17, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

134 “Charles Lang Freer to Berthold Laufer,” August 4, 1914, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 13, folder 34, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 



 

146 

account, Liu unlike his predecessors made lasting contributions to Freer’s understanding of 

Chinese art. Writing after Liu returned to China to teach at Tsing Hua College (now Tsinghua 

University) near Beijing, Freer warmly complimented his friend: “We often have occasion to 

refer to the translations made by yourself and friends during your stay at Ann Arbor, and I am 

[glad to?] tell you that the work you did has proved very valuable to other scholars who have 

enjoyed your work.”135 Even after Liu’s departure, Freer could have his advice in absentia by 

consulting the two six-volume books in Chinese on tortoise shells and clay seals that Liu had 

given for Freer’s library.136 As I have shown, Charles Freer’s relationships with the Chinese 

translators he appointed during the 1910s differed between Chen Wei Cheng, R.T. Wee, and D.K. 

Liu depending on the levels of expertise they brought to the work. Despite their differing levels 

of contribution, what unified the students was their knowledge of the Chinese language, which, 

even if only for a short time, made each of them a vital partner in the intellectual project of 

interpreting Chinese culture in the United States. 

The mutual admiration between Charles Freer and D.K. Liu presage the influence that the 

most knowledgeable Chinese dealers exercised over art collectors in the United States. On the 

spectrum of duties from the clerical to the connoisseur, two dealers, You Xiaoqi (Seaouke Yue) 

and Ma Su, stand out as possessing the skills and expertise that also commanded Charles Freer’s 

respect, though in different ways. While You maintained a largely private and intellectually 

limited relationship with Freer as his dealer, Ma Su cultivated a more public persona by 

                                                
135 “D.K. Liu to Charles Lang Freer,” December 25, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 11, 

Freer Gallery of Art Archives; “Charles Lang Freer to D.K. Liu,” January 31, 1918, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 
14, folder 11, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

136 Liu’s books make up two of the eleven Chinese books in Freer’s library. See section on “Books in the 
Chinese Language,” in “Art Library, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection (L–Z),” n.d., Charles Lang Freer 
Papers, box 70, folder 1, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. 
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delivering lectures on Chinese art across the U.S. By disseminating Chinese art historical 

knowledge to their American client, You Xiaoqi and Ma Su performed a rare service that in 

some ways held Charles Freer in their thrall.  

Close readings of the catalogs circulated by Chinese dealers in the United States reveal 

how these merchants cultivated an image of the art dealer as connoisseur for American collectors 

like Charles Freer. In 1916, dealer You Xiaoqi issued Masterpieces in Chinese National Art, an 

illustrated catalogue featuring 98 bronzes, jade ornaments, paintings, and porcelains from his 

collection. Written in both English and Chinese, Masterpieces was clearly intended for 

distribution outside of China, and You used the catalog’s introduction to present himself as a 

connoisseur whose status and interests rose above the pecuniary. The author of the introduction 

was You’s friend, a gentleman named Chang Chi Tseng of Chekiang Province who identified 

himself as one of the “antiquarians of the present day.” Chang described the conditions in China 

that caused the influx of Chinese art on the market in the 1910s. “The corrupt Court and 

government of the last of the Ch’ing rulers, the Revolution, and the Republic, have brought so 

many changes into the social and public life of China that Imperial as well as private collections 

have come gradually into the market and were sold to retail dealers,” he wrote.137 Even as Chang 

celebrated the revelation of these magnificent collections, which had been “as difficult to see as 

if they were the horns of a unicorn or the feathers of the phoenix,” his tone evinced some 

concern that “the best art productions of those generations” would be treated as commonplace 

merchandise in the greedy hands of “retail dealers.” 

Enter You Xiaoqi, whom Chang styled not as one of these “retail dealers” but rather as “a 

connoisseur of antiquities, armed with the knowledge and experience of an expert...” Chang 

                                                
137 Masterpieces in Chinese National Art: The Collection of Mr. Seaouk’e Yue (Shanghai: Commercial 

Press, Limited, 1916), i. 
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touted You’s connection with a roster of illustrious Chinese collectors, as well as the tremendous 

financial outlay that You had made to purchase from these imperial and private collections: 

He has personally entered the rich and famous studios of the most prominent collectors 
such as H.E. Tuan Fang, Mr. King Po Shing, Mr. Ch’en Shou Chi, Messrs. Pang Tso 
Ying and Wu Ta Cheng. For their priceless treasures, the Hsia Kuei, the Shang Yi, the 
Chou vessels, as well as the Han jade, the Sung “Wu Ts’ai” porcelain, not to mention the 
other bronzes, gems, potteries and pictures, provided they were obtainable at a price, he 
gave all his means and bought them.138 

 
This passage subtly impressed readers with the financial value of the artworks, but, more 

crucially, Chang sought to portray You as a sophisticated and selfless collector for whom the 

business of art had almost been an afterthought. To affirm his portrayal of You as a financially 

disinterested aesthete, Chang concluded his commentary with a quote from You that, again, 

underplayed You’s commercial motives for printing the catalog:  

Since for the last few years many foreign collectors have come over to this land in search 
of what is to them the relics of an ancient civilization, and have purchased these at great 
prices and brought them back to their own museums or private galleries, I am not 
attempting too much to present all that I have collected during these years before their 
eyes, and ask for their judgment and valuation.139 
 

Evoking the image of literati gatherings that were often depicted in Chinese scroll paintings, You 

Xiaoqi’s characterization recast the international Chinese art trade into an enlightened circle of 

connoisseurs, with You as one of its knowledgeable and well-connected participants. 

Chang’s introduction to Masterpieces in Chinese National Art belied You’s extensive 

business dealings in Chinese art and antiquities. You operated the Poh Yuen Tsar curio company 

in Shanghai and was one of Charles Freer’s key dealers, ultimately placing some 250 artworks in 

Freer’s collection. You’s letters to Freer reveal that he was a tireless traveler who scoured the 

                                                
138 Ibid., i–ii. 

139 Ibid., ii. 
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country for valuable finds and maintained an expansive network of associates.140 Helped by 

chaotic conditions in China, he used his powers of persuasion to pry loose many treasured 

heirlooms from wealthy collectors and their families. For instance, in May 1917 You boasted to 

Freer that he had coaxed an important jade dagger-axe known as the “Red Sword” from the 

relatives of the late Duanfang, a noted collector and Qing official who had been assassinated six 

years earlier. “The family of the late Governor did not wish to sell this sword at first,” You wrote, 

“but I got them round through some friends.”141 Even after World War I made it difficult to carry 

on the art trade due to a shortage of ships and the diversion of funds for war bonds in the U.S., 

You continued to make purchases for Freer, promising to lay them up “in a safe place until the 

war is finished and peace restored; then the market will become favourable again and I can send 

them to America.”142 A shrewd capitalist, You focused steadfastly on the bottom line and looked 

for opportunities to maximize his profits. For example, You requested that Freer helped to 

dispose of the objects he did not care to purchase among other American collectors whose tastes 

                                                
140 You Xiaoqi’s professional relationships overlapped with several rival dealers and firms. For example, he 

worked for a time with Wang Jiantang, who ferried paintings to New York on You’s behalf in 1918. See “Charles 
Lang Freer to Seaouke Yue,” December 21, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 17, Freer Gallery of 
Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. You’s correspondence also 
shows that between 1917 and 1919 he partnered with Pang Zanchen, cousin to the Shanghai industrialist and 
collector Pang Laichen (see chapter five). See “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” November 21, 1917, Charles 
Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 17, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, D.C.; “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” May 24, 1919, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 
29, folder 19, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C. The Pang family was related by marriage to the family of Zhang Jingjiang, who founded Tonying & Company; 
Pang Laichen was affiliated with Tonying as an appraiser and consultant.. See Nelson Chang, Laurence J. Chang, 
and Luxia Song, The Zhangs from Nanxun: A One Hundred and Fifty Year Chronicle of a Chinese Family (Palo 
Alto and Denver: CF Press, 2010), 166. As I suggested earlier in this chapter, these intersections show how Chinese 
dealers collaborated together even as they ostensibly competed against one another. Boundaries between these curio 
companies were not always well defined and exclusionary. 

141 “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” May 13, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 17, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. A 
description of this piece, known as the “Red Knife,” is given in Thomas Lawton, A Time of Transition: Two 
Collectors of Chinese Art (Lawrence: Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas, 1991), 41. 

142 “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” March 11, 1918, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 18, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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were not as discriminating as Freer’s, because “it will not be necessary to store any of the goods, 

or to return them, which would be very expensive.”143 He also closely monitored the vicissitudes 

of the art market and their potential impact on his business. When the U.S. Congress considered 

imposing an excise tax on works of art as part of the Revenue Act of 1918, You penned a short 

essay warning of the deleterious effects of the proposed tax, which some dealers feared would 

reach as high as 25 percent, and shared it with Freer. He wrote: “[If] this is done very few works 

of art will be imported and the duties collected will not amount to much, while the progress of art 

in the country will suffer and be retarded.”144 Invoking a civilization argument that concealed his 

own financial stake in the debate, You’s essay represents a rare instance in which a Chinese 

dealer commented on American domestic politics. More so than he led the readers of his 

catalogue to believe, You Xiaoqi was in fact an experienced and intelligent art dealer who 

oversaw an international operation with judgment, skill, and, not least of all, a good deal of 

charm. 

You Xiaoqi procured more than artwork for Charles Freer. He also served as a trusted 

conduit of information about Chinese art and antiquities for the American, an important role in 

the development of a national collection of East Asian art. In late 1917, You succeeded in 

convincing Freer to purchase a second piece of jade known as “the Great Serrate Baton of the 

Chou Dynasty” to go along with the jade dagger-axe he had already acquired from the family of 

Duanfang. “I am very anxious to know what the Chinese books say about the two jade swords 

bought from you,” Freer implored as he approved the transaction. “Will you kindly send me 

translations and give me the name of the book and the dynasty in which it was published—
                                                

143 “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” July 25, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 17, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

144 “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” October 16, 1918, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 18, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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information of this kind is very much needed in this Country where many people are becoming 

interested in ancient Chinese art.”145 Freer’s persistent intellectual curiosity at this late point in 

his collecting career—when he was already recognized as the preeminent American expert on 

Chinese art—is remarkable, though perhaps unsurprising given that he was an autodidact who 

never finished high school. He regarded the knowledge he obtained from You as serving two 

purposes: in addition to advancing his own understanding of the subject, it would enlighten 

future generations of Americans who visited his collection as part of the Smithsonian Institution. 

Several months after buying the jade baton, Freer again plied You for information, this time 

regarding a scroll painting attributed to the Song dynasty artist Li Cheng that You had sent to 

New York with Wang Jiantang for Freer’s perusal. “As you will fully understand, students to 

whom this picture will be shown in the future will be anxious to learn about its history, and if 

you can contribute to their knowledge you will be adding increased interest, which will be 

appreciated.”146 These letters demonstrate how eagerly Charles Freer solicited knowledge about 

Chinese art from his dealer and how he understood their benefit, both to himself and to the 

American nation.  

You Xiaoqi answered Charles Freer’s call in the role of a bibliographer, helping him 

secure books from China relating to his interests. “You ask me also to buy some books for which 

will enable you to investigate the history of the Red Sword and the ‘Ya’ Baton, but such books 

are very scarce at the present time,” You warned Freer in March 1918.147 But he was able to find 

an unnamed title regarding the history of the Red Sword and promised to send it to Detroit. 

                                                
145 “Charles Lang Freer to Seaouke Yue,” December 21, 1917. 

146 “Charles Lang Freer to Seaouke Yue,” February 4, 1918, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 29, folder 18, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

147 “Seaouke Yue to Charles Lang Freer,” March 11, 1918. 
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Records for Charles Freer’s library do not tell us what that book may have been, but they do 

reveal that You gifted three other volumes in Chinese to Freer around December 1916: Mei Yuen 

Hwei Kuan, by An Chee, a late-Qing portfolio in six volumes of Chinese paintings; Sun Hieh 

Koh, a two-volume book on inscriptions in stone and paintings; and a third book with an 

untranslated title on bronze and stone inscriptions, written during the reign of the Kangxi 

Emperor by an author named Sung Ying.148 Nothing in the correspondence between Charles 

Freer and You Xiaoqi suggests that You went on to help Freer with translating or interpreting 

these works, thus leaving the American to interpret them on his own or with other Chinese 

assistants. In this way, You’s contributions, though important, were more limited than those of 

another Chinese dealer-expert in Freer’s network, Ma Su, whose knowledge and skills realized a 

full intellectual partnership between collector and dealer. 

Unlike You Xiaoqi, Ma Su seemed more interested in Chinese art as an avocation, though 

this did not lessen Freer’s regard for him. Ma represented the New York gallery of Tonying & 

Company, one of two truly international art firms owned by Chinese dealers (the other, Laiyuan 

and Company, was owned by C.T. Loo and has been studied by other scholars). Founded in 1903 

in Paris, Tonying & Company was the creation of Zhang Jingjiang, the scion of a wealthy salt 

merchant family from Zhejiang Province.149 Zhang arrived in France as part of a Chinese 

diplomatic delegation; family lore speculates that Zhang’s father-in-law helped secure his 

appointment in order to remove the hotheaded and anti-Manchu Zhang to a place where he was 

                                                
148 See section on “Books in the Chinese Language,” in “Art Library, Smithsonian Institution, Freer 

Collection (L–Z).” 

149 On Zhang Jingjiang and Tonying & Company, see Chang, Chang, and Song, The Zhangs from Nanxun; 
Nick Pearce, “Ton-Ying & Co.,” Chinese Art Research into Provenance, 2004, 
http://carp.arts.gla.ac.uk/essay1.php?enum=1096638570; Howard L. Boorman and Richard C. Howard, eds., 
“Chang Jen-Chieh,” in Biographical Dictionary of Republican China, vol. 1 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1967), 73–77. 



 

153 

less likely to become a political target.150 Zhang pivoted from diplomacy to trade after studying 

the European market, and, with $300,000 in startup capital from his father, opened Tonying & 

Company at 4 Place de La Madeleine in the 8th Arrondissement of Paris.151 While the business 

specialized initially in silks and teas, Zhang quickly expanded into more refined and profitable 

merchandise such as scroll paintings, jades, ceramics, bronzes, and snuff bottles. The enterprise 

was an immediate hit, thanks in large part to an intercontinental network of family members, 

acquaintances, and employees who helped to procure top-grade objects from Chinese collections 

for European buyers. Zhang turned over a significant portion of the proceeds from Tonying & 

Company to Sun Yat-sen, whom Zhang met on the S.S. Tonkin en route to Japan in 1906, in 

order to fund the revolutionary activities of Sun’s Tongmenghui.152 With Zhang Jingjiang at the 

helm, Tonying & Company served as a direct link between Chinese art and politics. 

In this way, Tonying & Company was a natural fit for Ma Su, who harbored political 

leanings that mirrored those of Zhang Jingjiang. Born in 1882 or 1883 in Shanghai, Ma received 

his education in Hong Kong, and worked as a teacher in Guangzhou and a professor of history in 

Shanghai in the early part of his career.153 He participated in the 1911 revolution and, afterward, 

became Sun Yat-sen’s secretary; in this capacity, Ma would almost certainly have known of—

and perhaps met—Zhang Jingjiang as Sun’s art-dealing financier. After starting the China 

Republican, a newspaper that quickly ran afoul of Yuan Shikai’s government, Ma was forced to 

                                                
150 Chang, Chang, and Song, The Zhangs from Nanxun, 161.  

151 Ibid., 162–166. 

152 On Zhang’s 1906 shipboard meeting with Sun Yat-sen and their subsequent relationship, see Ibid., 133–
141. 

153 Contemporary biographies of Ma Su include Warner M. Van Norden, Who’s Who of the Chinese in New 
York (New York, 1918), 71; “Who’s Who in China,” Millard’s Review of the Far East, December 4, 1920, 11. 
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leave China by the end of 1912.154 He arrived in New York City in 1915 after a year in London 

and studied at Columbia and New York University before taking a master’s degree in philosophy. 

It was during this period that Ma turned to art dealing as an occupation; by 1917, he wrote his 

letters under the letterhead of Tonying & Company’s office at 615 Fifth Avenue. Ma Su’s 

sudden entry in the Chinese art scene in the United States is remarkable because, as I have shown, 

nothing within his biography suggests that Ma was—like Li Wenqing, Wang Jiantang, or You 

Xiaoqi—a dealer with a long-standing interest in Chinese art. Indeed, given their overlapping 

alliances, it is possible that Sun Yat-sen arranged for Ma to receive employment with Zhang 

Jingjiang’s company after Ma was expelled from China. 

Despite the lack of any professional background trading in Chinese art and antiquities, 

Ma Su developed a strong rapport with Charles Freer on the basis of his knowledge about the 

subject—in particular his ability to help Freer translate inscriptions, to clarify artist attributions, 

and, most importantly, to conduct researches using Chinese art historical sources. As we have 

seen, Freer maintained a constant stream of Chinese translators, so it was rather the other two 

sets of skills that made Ma an invaluable collaborator for the American. Freer marveled at Ma 

Su’s connoisseurship in a letter to his friend and fellow collector Agnes Meyer:  

Mr. Ma is a wonder of another breed—an unwearying delver into the mysteries of seals, 
signatures and materials. He did great work during his ten days spent here and impressed 
us all with his intelligence, patience, and sympathy. He has amazing eyes and discovered 
ancient signatures which had been most modestly placed by the artists or painted over by 
thieves, dealers or owners who wished to disguise the originators.155 

                                                
154 “Republican Organ for Shanghai,” The North-China Herald, July 27, 1912; “The ‘China 

Republican’: Closure Applied in French Concession,” The North-China Herald, November 8, 1913; “Deportation of 
Mr. Ma Soo,” The North-China Herald, November 29, 1913. 

155 “Charles Lang Freer to Agnes Meyer,” July 29, 1917, Box 15, “Charles Lang Freer Jan-July 1917” 
folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. Freer’s 
excitement over Ma Su’s “intelligence, patience, and sympathy” may have something to do with the fact that Ma 
was able to confirm the attribution of one of Freer’s paintings to Xia Gui, an important Song-dynasty artist, which 
previously had been criticized as a counterfeit. 
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Freer’s endorsement of Ma was not fully disinterested, for Ma’s discoveries had the fortuitous 

benefit of increasing the value of Freer’s collection. “Think of finding a real signature of Hsia 

Kuei [Xia Gui] in one shade of ink under another shade of later appreciation and on the same 

painting only nineteen inches away a counterfeit signature of Ma Yuan,” Freer boasted to Meyer 

regarding the outcome of one of Ma’s examinations. “And this instance is one of many.”  

Of even greater value to Charles Freer was the fact that Ma Su was one of few Chinese 

acquaintances who could furnish Freer with Chinese art historical texts and, even rarer still, help 

him draw conclusions from them. Regarding some bronze vessels that Charles Freer intended to 

purchase in 1917, for example, Ma was able to provide definitive proof of the items’ defects by 

drawing on information from the company’s experts in China. As such, Ma functioned not as an 

expert in his own right, but rather as an intellectual intermediary who transmitted imperial 

knowledge cultivated during an earlier era. Referencing a forty-volume catalogue of Chinese 

ritual bronzes published under the direction of the Qianlong Emperor in 1751, Ma confirmed that 

the pieces that interested Freer were authentic. Ma wrote: “He [a “Mr. Tsang,” resident agent for 

Tonying & Company in Shanghai] informs me that they [the bronzes] are recorded in the ‘Si 

Ching Ku Chien’ [Xiqing Gujian]—the great Imperial Catalogue of Bronzes, and I find this 

information correct. They are recorded in Volume X of the Catalogue under the section of 

Chün.”156 But the same catalogue showed there was cause for concern. “Mr. Tsang further 

informs me that he had examined very carefully the covers for these bronzes and in his opinion 

they were made by later hands,” Ma warned Freer. “This fact is borne out by a reference to the 

Imperial catalogue where, in the drawing, there are no covers.” This transaction reveals how Ma 

                                                
156 “S. Ma to Charles Lang Freer,” April 9, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 15, folder 3, Freer 

Gallery of Art Archives. On the Xiqing Gujian, see Paola Demattè, “Emperors and Scholars: Collecting Culture and 
Late Imperial Antiquarianism,” in Rujivacharakul, Collecting China, 172–173.  



 

156 

Su helped Charles Freer supersede his limited understanding of these objects by embodying a 

link to the Chinese art historical tradition for ritual bronzes. 

In return, Charles Freer was an ardent champion of Ma Su, helping the Chinese dealer-

cum-political activist win new clients and build a national profile as an evangelist for Chinese art, 

especially painting. These actions achieved a circular effect by reinforcing Freer’s status as the 

central authority among Chinese art enthusiasts in the United States. In early 1917, Ma Su visited 

museums in Chicago and Minneapolis as part of a trip to cultivate relationships with American 

collectors in the Midwest.157 He made these journeys with Freer’s imprimatur, who introduced 

him to a curator at the Art Institute of Chicago as “an excellent Chinese scholar and well 

qualified to help out in literary questions in connection with the fine arts of his country”158 When 

Ma returned in New York, he discovered that Freer’s endorsements paid multiple financial 

dividends. While Ma was away, a customer named Mrs. Moore had stopped into Tonying & 

Company. Ma reported to Freer that she “bought a few things from us, and that she came 

because you spoke of us in very favorable terms.”159 These exchanges demonstrate Freer’s 

ability to use his influence among both individuals and institutions to favor Ma Su. 

Charles Freer gave Ma Su an even stronger vote of confidence when he suggested that 

the Art Institute of Chicago invite the Chinese dealer to deliver several lectures contemporaneous 

with an exhibition of early Chinese painting drawn from Freer’s collection, to be held in late 

                                                
157 Ma complained that his time in Chicago was unproductive on account of the fact that many of those who 

might be interested in Chinese art were away from the city, but Freer urged him on. “[Having] met a few of the 
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Lang Freer to S. Ma,” March 24, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 15, folder 3, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

158 “Charles Lang Freer to Frederick W. Gookin,” March 21, 1917, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 9, 
folder 22, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.  
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1917. Freer’s suggestions for the program highlight what he regarded to be Ma’s distinctive 

contributions as a Chinese dealer, while also giving us a rare glimpse into Ma’s physical manners:  

Mr. Ma is a scholar and could prepare statements of interesting facts concerning the 
artists and paintings direct from original sources so that the public would be given 
reliable information. […] Mr. Ma speaks in a very modest, low toned voice and I am 
inclined to think that short lectures given in his characteristic manner would harmonize 
with the paintings and prove a novelty to his audience.160 

 
In praising “original sources,” Freer sought to educate wider audiences using the same “reliable 

information” he had received from Chinese texts for his private collecting via Ma Su. For his 

part, Ma reciprocated Freer’s backing by deferring to his American sponsor when it came to 

arranging his talks at the Art Institute. “[As] there is no greater authority on Chinese art than 

yourself, the whole matter ought to be left to your sound judgment,” Ma wrote to Freer after 

speaking with several curators. “If you think I might speak on Chinese paintings during your 

exhibition, I would do so, but if you think otherwise, I would not do it.”161 In sum, knowledge 

about Chinese art from Chinese sources was central to the interlocking and mutually beneficial 

relationship between Charles Freer and Ma Su; the eminent American collector could not exist 

without the knowledgeable Chinese dealer. 

As I have shown, Charles Freer carried on numerous and varied relationships with 

Chinese dealers and translators during the 1910s; indeed, their interactions were crucial to 

making the decade a formative one for the development of Chinese art collections and 

knowledge in the United States. Some of these relationships lasted only several months; others, 

enduring for years, were cut short only by Freer’s death in 1919. Taken in aggregate, these 

relationships show that the Chinese were active partners in the art and antiquities trade. They 
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were savvy and mobile cosmopolitans who, it must be remembered, conducted thriving 

businesses around the strictures of Chinese exclusion. Chinese dealers provided some of the 

brains and much of the brawn for what is still one of the nation’s most important—and certainly 

its first—comprehensive collection of Chinese art. Spanning a spectrum of skills from packing 

and shipping artworks to translating inscriptions to providing art historical information from 

China, I argue that Chinese dealers were as vital to the movement of objects across the Pacific 

Ocean as they were in the transmission of ideas. Never completely docile or compliant, Chinese 

art merchants maintained an advantage in particular as guardians of the intellectual resources that 

a sophisticated American client like Charles Freer valued for their potential to help him reach 

closer to the original meaning of an artwork. In this way, Chinese dealers were, alongside their 

European counterparts, commercial and cultural brokers during the “golden age of East Asian art 

collecting.” 

-- 

This chapter has examined the commercial operations and intellectual contributions of 

Chinese decorative and fine arts dealers in the United States in the early twentieth century, in 

contrast to a historiography that has largely and unfairly treated them as bit players or, worse, as 

charlatans. Duveen Brothers exemplifies the art dealers whose stock in trade were the Chinese 

decorative art objects, especially porcelains, that captivated large numbers of Americans. The 

firm’s at times tense relations with its clients and with rival galleries were often a result of 

disputes over its expertise, confirming the degree to which Chinese art dealers regarded their 

profit and knowledge functions as being intertwined. As I also demonstrate, the standing of these 

art firms were buttressed by lesser-known agents like Edward Runge and art catalogers like John 

Getz, whose assertions thrived in an environment where truth claims about Chinese art circulated 
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unchallenged and unregulated. Art dealers from China serviced a smaller, more specialized 

clientele emanating from Charles Freer and his groundbreaking collection in Detroit. I chart the 

impact of Chinese labor on a spectrum of skillfulness, from the clerical to the connoisseur, in the 

making of Freer as an authority. I contend that these differentiated skills critically shaped the 

power relations between American collector and Chinese dealer, but, even so, Chinese dealers 

were never docile servants. Art dealers—whether Chinese or Euro-American—were important 

commercial and cultural brokers between the United States and China in the early twentieth 

century. 

Chinese art dealers and firms varied in their longevity. Ma Su was the first to relinquish 

his commercial work, returning to China in 1920 to take up the political responsibilities he had 

left behind several years before.162 According to immigration records, You Xiaoqi traveled once 

more to the United States in 1921 in the company of a young employee; he declared that his 

destination was New York City, to see and perhaps sell to Agnes Meyer, a fellow collector and 

devoted friend of the late Charles Freer.163 Wang Jiantang enjoyed a longer run: newspapers 

indicate that he continued to ship carved jades and Chinese paintings to New York to be sold at 

auction until 1925. Li Wenqing exceeded them all, making almost yearly trips to the United 

States throughout the 1920s. He bought and sold actively in the New York market until his own 

death in 1929, and the final auction of his collection of porcelains and jades, held in February 

1930, yielded $80,051—posthumous recognition of his connoisseurship and good reputation 
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among American collectors.164 On the whole, smaller curio shops such as those operated by Li 

Wenqing, Wang Jiantang, and You Xiaoqi lacked the institutionalized scale and resources to 

survive past the 1920s.  

As other scholars have documented, larger and better-capitalized firms such as Duveen 

Brothers, C.T. Loo’s Laiyuan Company, and Zhang Jingjiang’s Tonying & Company enjoyed 

commercial success for several more decades. Indeed, there is evidence that Li Wenqing and 

You Xiaoqi formed partnerships with Tonying & Company in the early 1920s, a sign of their 

adaptability in the face of difficult business conditions. Over time, however, even these major 

firms would have to contend with a changing intellectual landscape and the rise of university 

departments where Chinese art history would become ensconced, a development I will discuss in 

the epilogue. Regardless of their longevity, the legacy of Edward Runge, John Getz, Li Wenqing, 

Wang Jiantang, You Xiaoqi, and their contemporaries is clear: these art dealers, agents, and 

writers offer a new way to understand the era when the rules that determined how Americans 

would view and interpret Chinese culture had still to be codified. Each presented a framework 

that suited his skill: John Getz, unable to read Chinese, kept his catalogs to a descriptive rather 

than analytical mode, while Ma Su and You Xiaoqi happily supplied the “original sources” that 

Charles Freer celebrated for their “reliable information.” Taken together, their work effected the 

commercial dimension of an “enterprise of knowledge” about China and its culture that was 

inextricably linked to and that made possible other sites of representation, including private 

collectors, museums, and international exhibitions. In the next chapter, I turn to the first two of 

these three sites, and to the conflicting logics of their operation. 

                                                
164 Li Wenqing visited the United States in 1920, and each year between 1924 and 1928. “$4,200 Paid for 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A Chinese Art “Arms Race”?: Cosmopolitanism and Nationalism in Chinese Art Collecting 

and Scholarship Between the United States and Europe, 1908–1918 

-- 

In 1916, as World War I raged all around him in Europe, British Museum curator Laurence 

Binyon wrote dolefully to his friend Charles Freer, the noted American collector, “As far as 

Oriental art is concerned you deserve to get the best, for you have been more enterprising & 

serious than we have in Europe.”1 Few would have thought this admission possible just ten years 

earlier. More common were lamentations that “the United States is as yet far behind the old 

world in art”; that “museum directors in U.S.A. they are not yet the proper people”; that 

“thousands of people in America…are hungering for just the sort of uplift to be expected from 

the art of the Far East.”2 How did the United States transform into a powerhouse of Chinese art 

collecting and scholarship in the second decade of the twentieth century? 

The story of Chinese art collecting and scholarship in the United States is not only the 

story of changing relations between the United States and China, but also of changing relations 

between the U.S. and Europe. However, this is not a dimension of the history of Chinese art 

collecting that scholars have yet explored. As I have shown, through the end of the nineteenth 

century and into the earlier twentieth Europe—especially Great Britain, France, and Germany—

dominated the production of knowledge about Chinese art in the Western world. It led the 
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creation of Sinological posts at universities, the writing of survey texts, and the creation of 

museum collections. American collectors such as William T. Walter and James A. Garland 

admired these projects and drew upon them to launch similar efforts in the United States.  

I argue that this reversal of roles was the product of tension between cosmopolitanism 

and nationalism in America’s encounter with Chinese art during the early twentieth century. On 

one hand, a cosmopolitan ethos facilitated collaboration between American and European 

collectors, curators, and scholars. As Chinese art collecting began to flourish in the United States 

in the 1910s, it proceeded along three different but overlapping routes: private and public 

collections, including museums; print publications, including catalogs and research journals; and 

universities and educational institutes. Early on, Europeans lent critical support to these 

endeavors, because collectors and institutions in the United States still lacked the acumen to 

direct these cultural projects independently. Their intellectual curiosity and geographic mobility 

engendered a cosmopolitanism that prized affinity for a shared set of cultural values and 

practices revolving around Chinese art connoisseurship in addition to—rather than in place of—

their respective national allegiances. On the other hand, nationalist concerns fueled a competitive 

sentiment for Americans to win prestige in an area of culture that was of international 

importance. 

My analysis of Chinese art cosmopolitanism as a phenomenon during the 1910s adds to 

existing scholarship on different forms of cosmopolitanism. It is important to acknowledge that 

this art cosmopolitanism was not universalist in nature, most importantly because, with some 

notable exceptions, its adherents did not generally regard Chinese people as equals. However, 

Chinese art cosmopolitans did espouse a sense of unity that defied narrower identifications with 

their national background, a feeling made possible by technologies of intercontinental 
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communication and travel. At the same time, it was a hierarchical social system in which some 

members regarded themselves as superior to others on the basis of their knowledge about 

Chinese art. These external and internal boundaries of Chinese art cosmopolitanism reflect a kind 

of “middle ground” that Nico Slate has described in characterizing other forms of 

cosmopolitanism, and they resonate with the “broadly based, internally complex, multiple 

solidarities” of David Hollinger’s formulation.3 

Chinese art institution-building in the United States in the 1910s vis-à-vis Europe 

proceeded through three major turning points. The first of these turning point was the 1908 death 

of the Bostonian curator and scholar Ernest Fenollosa, which launched a period of searching by 

Charles Freer for a wide range of experts and fellow aficionados who could support his 

collecting activities and quench his thirst for knowledge as Fenollosa had done. The next turning 

point, in 1912, came with the first comprehensive exhibition showcasing Freer’s Chinese 

collection at the Smithsonian Institution. This show, which drew plaudits from the European art 

press, hints at a growing recognition from Europe that American collectors and institutions were 

finding their voice when it came to collecting and studying Chinese art. The final turning point, 

around roughly the midpoint of World War I in 1916, crystallized the effect of global armed 

conflict on the international field of Chinese art, as Europeans slowly realized the impact of the 

Great War on their collections and institutions and looked increasingly to their American 

counterparts for material and intellectual resources.  

-- 
                                                

3 Nico Slate, Colored Cosmopolitanism: The Shared Struggle for Freedom in the United States and India 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), 66; David A. Hollinger, Cosmopolitanism and Solidarity: Studies in 
Ethnoracial, Religious, and Professional Affiliation in the United States (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2006), xvii. My thinking on cosmopolitanism has also been informed by Robert J. Holton, Cosmopolitanisms: New 
Thinking and New Directions (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 17–22; Kwame Anthony Appiah, The Ethics 
of Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); Pratap Bhanu Mehta, “Cosmopolitanism and the Circle of 
Reason,” Political Theory 28, no. 5 (October 2000): 619–39. 
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Ernest Fenollosa, America’s first East Asian art expert died, on September 21, 1908, in 

London. For approximately the last decade of his life, one of Fenollosa’ s chief activities and 

sources of income was serving as an advisor to Charles Freer, whom he met in February 1901. 

The Bostonian’s influence on Freer cannot be overstated. As Freer wrote two weeks after the 

death of his trusted counselor: “Fenollosa, was one of my most intimate friends and the chief 

adviser and inspirer of my collection of Chinese and Japanese paintings. […] In losing Fenollosa, 

America is bereft of one of its greatest scholars and the brief occasioned thereby is being felt 

throughout America.”4 In many ways, Fenollosa left Freer on a precipice: having introduced the 

collector from Detroit to the great possibilities of Chinese art, Fenollosa left him alone to make 

sense of that world on his own. But who would help? 

Not surprisingly, one of the first sources to whom Charles Freer looked for Chinese art 

objects and knowledge were the American missionaries who claimed the longest track record of 

engagement with China. Freer’s foremost guide from the American missionary enterprise was 

Isaac T. Headland, a Methodist from Pennsylvania who lived in China between 1890 and 1907.5 

Headland taught theology and humanities at Peking University, and gained access to the daily 

workings of the Qing court under the Empress Dowager Cixi through his second wife Mariam, a 

physician to the imperial ladies. It was perhaps through this avenue that Headland procured some 

of the five hundred paintings he accumulated in China and later showed in the United States. 

Headland was one of the two “people of wide experience in China” whom Freer named in his 

                                                
4 “Charles Lang Freer to Laurence Binyon,” October 27, 1908, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 44, 

letterpress book, volume 25, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

5 “Dr. Isaac T. Headland,” New York Times, August 3, 1942. See also St. Clair, The Great Chinese Art 
Transfer, 73–74. 
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letter to Fenollosa’s widow Mary detailing his intention to further explore China, which he called 

“the great ‘wonderland’ and a country, as yet, so little known to me.”6 

By his own admission, Headland’s passion for Chinese painting was one that had to be 

learned. “I had been in China eleven years before I saw a good Chinese painting, but after 

finding one, and learning to appreciate it, I saw them on every hand,” he recalled in one of his 

many books about Chinese life.7 Headland happily shared his interest with Westerners he met, 

but those who did not share his curiosity and patience found these paintings and other Chinese 

artworks significantly less enchanting. James Woolworth, who met Headland on his trip to China 

and Korea in 1905, reported on his family’s less-than-enthusiastic reaction to the purchases he 

had made abroad. “Now as to the kamonos [kakemonos], the ladies of my family liked very 

much the Chinese lady with the three cats, also the one that I took last as you will remember, 

those two pictures are very much appreciated. The others the ladies of my family do not care so 

much about, and I now think that I was a little too wild in buying so many of them as I did,” 

Woolworth wrote. “I had to of course buy all these things very hastily, and did not take as much 

time as I ought to have done.”8  

Two catalogs show Isaac T. Headland to have been an opinionated collector who bucked 

the dominant preferences for Chinese art in the West at the time. During this period, few 

Westerners shared Headland’s passion for Chinese painting, and those who did favored older 

works depicting flora and fauna, or human figures. Headland forged his own path. For an 

                                                
6 “Charles Lang Freer to Mrs. Ernest Fenollosa.” 

7 Isaac Taylor Headland, China’s New Day: A Study of Events That Have Led to Its Coming (West Medford: 
Central Committee on the United Study of Missions, 1912), 46. 

8 “James Woolworth to Isaac T. Headland,” October 10, 1905, Missionary Research Library Collection, 
Series 6, Isaac Taylor Headland Papers, box 1, folder 17, Burke Library Archives (Columbia University Libraries) at 
Union Theological Seminary. 
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exhibition and the accompanying catalogue of his paintings held at the Century Club in New 

York in 1909, Headland selected forty pictures and penned an introduction outlining the major 

periods, techniques, and philosophies of Chinese paintings. Headland’s collection as represented 

by this catalogue was notable for two major reasons. First, in terms of subject matter he 

prioritized landscape painting to a degree that reflected Chinese rather than Western tastes. Of 

the paintings shown from Headland’s collection that can be categorized in terms of their subject 

matter, fourteen depicted landscapes, fourteen depicted human figures, and only nine depicted 

flora and fauna.9 Second, Headland prized Chinese painting from the Ming and Qing dynasties. 

Headland contradicted Western critics who spurned these later pictures as stylistically rigid and 

unimaginative when he wrote: “The Ming dynasty, in spite of all previous critics and criticisms, 

contains some of the most attractive work I have seen.”10 As for Qing pictures, he remarked that 

they could “command as high a price as those of the old masters.”11 These beliefs align Isaac T. 

Headland with the Chinese literati class and suggest that some of its members were likely his 

instructors in the subject. 

Charles Freer selectively adopted elements of Headland’s perspective on Chinese art in 

his early intellectual development as a collector. The two Americans began corresponding in 

1908 after an exhibition of Headland’s paintings at the Art Society in Pittsburgh, when Freer 

                                                
9 Isaac Taylor Headland, Exhibition of Chinese Paintings (New York: Irving Press, 1909). Some of the 

forty paintings are difficult to categorize in terms of their subject matter. For example, one piece, marked #8, was a 
tapestry woven with auspicious Chinese characters. 

10 Ibid., 5. As Wang Cheng-hua has written, such a view was also popular during the 1910s among certain 
intellectuals in China such as Xu Beihong and Kang Youwei. These cultural leaders associated the style of Song-
dynasty painting, or Songhua, with the pinnacle of China’s national spirit and its rich civilization, while artworks 
from Yuan and later dynasties represented degeneration and decline. See Cheng-hua Wang, “Rediscovering Song 
Painting for the Nation: Artistic Discursive Practices in Early Twentieth-Century China,” Artibus Asiae 71, no. 2 
(2011): 221–46; Zaixin Hong, “Florence Ayscough: Pioneer Promoter of Modern Chinese Painting in America,” in 
Steuber and Lai, Collectors, Collections, and Collecting the Arts of China: Histories and Challenges, 119. 

11 Headland, Exhibition of Chinese Paintings, 6. 
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offered to purchase any of the pictures that Headland had shown there. They finally met in late 

September, when Headland visited Detroit with his collection at Freer’s invitation: “Such a visit 

would enable us to make comparison of the two collections, and by this means we could 

determine whether or not the specimens in your collection would harmonize with those in my 

collection.”12 Out of this encounter Freer purchased Pavilion of Rising Clouds, by the Southern 

Song-Yuan artist Mi Fu. (Another sign that Headland aspired to practice the connoisseurship of 

the Chinese literati was the collector seal he affixed on the left edge of the painting with the 

transliteration of his name, He Delan, thus linking him to the lineage of six other collectors 

dating back to the Yuan who left similar imprints.13)  “[Each] time I have seen the Makimono 

purchased from you I have found additional beauty; it will I am sure, be the means of giving me 

much pleasure for a long time to come,” Freer happily informed Headland after the latter’s 

departure.14 Their letters foretell the beginnings of a partnership built on a shared recognition of 

the beauty and the significance of Chinese paintings. 

Although in material terms Charles Freer purchased only a single painting from Isaac T. 

Headland, in intellectual terms Headland left a considerably greater legacy. Perhaps his most 

significant contribution to the development of Chinese art collections and scholarship in the 

United States was his assertion that there were still rich collections in China for American 

collectors to explore, which spurred Freer and his associates to turn their energies in that 

direction. In 1908, Headland prepared a report for the Art Institute of Chicago in which he 

                                                
12 “Charles Lang Freer to Isaac T. Headland,” September 15, 1908, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 44, 

letterpress book, volume 25, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

13 Headland’s seal on Pavilion of Rising Clouds reads “He Delan yin” (��&	). See “Work Sheet for 
‘Pavilion of Rising Clouds,’” Freer Gallery of Art, May 6, 2010, 
https://www.asia.si.edu/SongYuan/F1908.171/F1908-171.Documentation.pdf. 

14 “Charles Lang Freer to Isaac T. Headland,” October 7, 1908, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 44, 
letterpress book, volume 25, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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detailed the number of collections of ancient paintings preserved in China. “[The] knowledge 

that any considerable number of paintings by the great masters of antiquity still exist in China, 

must cause a thrill of pleasurable excitement,” rejoiced Frederick W. Gookin, Chicago’s curator 

of Japanese prints, when he read the document.15 Freer relayed the same sentiment to a German 

diplomat named E.A. Voretzsch in 1909: “He [Headland] thinks it is possible to still buy in 

China a considerable number of early Chinese paintings, done during the Tang, Sung and Yuan 

periods. […] If I felt confident of securing thoroughly fine objects of these periods, I would be 

willing to devote several months to the experiment in Pekin.”16 Headland’s views contradicted 

those who believed that good collections of Chinese art had long disappeared to Japan, and in 

this way was instrumental to igniting interest in China among American collectors and curators. 

Just when it seemed that the two collectors had forged an enriching friendship, however, 

the documentary record ends. Although Freer lived for another decade and Headland even longer, 

until 1942, they exchanged no more letters—at least none that have been preserved in the papers 

of either man. Part of this may have been Headland’s doing: like Edward Runge, the art agent 

who fashioned himself into an expert on Chinese life on the basis of his business dealings in 

China, art formed only one aspect of Isaac Headland’s interest in that country. In later writings, 

Headland presented thoughts on court and home life, on the status of women, on the Chinese 

Revolution, and on the benefits of Christian missionary work.17 It is possible that, as Headland 

                                                
15 “Frederick W. Gookin to Isaac T. Headland,” October 26, 1908, Missionary Research Library Collection, 

Series 6, Isaac Taylor Headland Papers, box 1, folder 17, Burke Library Archives (Columbia University Libraries) at 
Union Theological Seminary. Unfortunately, Headland’s report for the Art Institute of Chicago does not survive in 
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16 “Charles Lang Freer to E.A. Voretzsch,” January 21, 1909, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 44, 
letterpress book, volume 26, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

17 Isaac T. Headland also authored: Court Life in China: The Capital, Its Officials and People (F.H. Revell 
Company, 1909); China’s New Day: A Study of Events That Have Led to Its Coming (Central Committee on the 
United Study of Missions, 1912); Some By-Products of Missions (Methodist Book Concern, 1912); and Home Life 
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turned his attention to matters other than art, he and Freer found less in common with each other. 

But we might also interpret this silence in the archives as the result of a disagreement in 

connoisseurship between an American collector who embraced Chinese literati tastes in 

painting—that is, for Ming and Qing paintings—after nearly two decades in China and one who 

did not. Whatever the reason, the relationship between Charles Freer and Isaac T. Headland 

shows how multiple approaches to Chinese art circulated among and were selectively adopted by 

different collectors on both sides of the Pacific Ocean. 

The second person of “wide experience in China” that Freer referenced in his letter to 

Mary Fenollosa was the German diplomat Ernst Arthur Voretzsch, who was then serving as 

consul general in Hong Kong. In Voretzsch Charles Freer found a fellow collector who delighted 

in helping him to hone his connoisseurship skills and to build a network of Chinese contacts. 

Freer and E.A. Voretzsch began corresponding sometime before they met in China in 1909, on 

Freer’s fourth trip to Asia. They remained in contact for the better part of the following decade, 

during which time Voretzsch became one of Freer’s chief sources for expert advice on a wide 

range of Chinese art objects from paintings to bronzes to ceramics. Freer and Voretzsch regarded 

each other as equals, and they distinguished themselves from other Westerners less by their 

national origins and more by their shared motives, their skills, and their social networks. Their 

fellowship was defined above all in analytical terms: Voretzsch led Freer towards a standard that 

demanded the dispassionate pursuit of art, informed by a historically grounded understanding of 

Chinese culture derived preferably from Chinese experts. Their epistolary exchanges give a great 

deal more detail about the Chinese art cosmopolitanism that spurred collecting and scholarship in 

the United States in the early twentieth century. 
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The first quality that Charles Freer and E.A. Voretzsch believed distinguished them as 

collectors from others who were interested in Chinese art was their devotion to the objects in 

their collection as devoid of financial value—literally priceless. They regarded those who 

crossed this line with suspicion. For example, when the German-Chinese collector A.W. Bahr 

published a catalogue for a 1908 exhibition in Shanghai that had featured his collection, both 

Voretzsch and Freer dismissed the publication for its commercial orientation. Voretzsch 

reasoned that the catalogue was “not worth much and is more or less an advertisement for China 

owned by Mr. A.W. Bahr,” while Freer wrote even more condescendingly that the catalog’s 

unremarkable pieces “amused me considerably.”18 Voretzsch did not seem to grasp the irony that, 

earlier in the very same letter, he had offered to Freer his own collection of “pictures, bronzes, 

and some really magnificent Sung-pottery” in order to raise the capital he needed to purchase a 

small estate back home. Every collector had his price. 

Other Chinese art cosmopolitans also reflexively embraced this outlook of commercial 

disinterestedness. When the anthropologist and curator Berthold Laufer of the Field Museum 

found himself in a financial bind in 1912, he asked Charles Freer if Freer would consider 

purchasing three paintings from his personal collection. “I had never thought of parting with 

these pictures, as I love them, but I am now forced to take this step owing to a sudden financial 

calamity which is beyond the control of my will,” Laufer wrote.19 “As I rather see these pictures 

go into your collection than to fall into the hands of a dealer, I take the liberty to ask you first 

whether you would be inclined to purchase the three or one of them.” Like Voretzsch and Freer, 

                                                
18 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” July 4, 1911, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 23, 

Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.; “Charles 
Lang Freer to E.A. Voretzsch,” September 1, 1911, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 23, Freer Gallery of 
Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

19 “Berthold Laufer to Charles Lang Freer,” December 8, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 13, folder 
32, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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Laufer recognized the imperative to treat the Chinese paintings in question first and foremost as 

objects that inspired passion and to which he would not dare to attach a monetary figure if it 

were not for circumstances “beyond the control of my will.” As I showed in chapter three, the 

lines between commerce and knowledge crossed frequently; indeed, some dealers like Duveen 

Brothers enthusiastically embraced this duality. But it was precisely because these lines were so 

blurred that non-dealers were so obsessed with policing the boundary between collecting and 

selling. Among non-dealers, rejecting the monetary value of their collections imparted to them a 

cloak, if not a reality, of intellectual purity as Chinese art cosmopolitans.  

Together E.A. Voretzsch and Charles Freer labored to define the boundaries of a new 

Chinese art connoisseurship that bucked dominant models in Europe. Writing from Hamburg in 

1910 while on leave from diplomatic service, Voretzsch was astonished that museum curators in 

his native Germany—“the men who ought to know”—were so ill-informed about Chinese 

paintings, pottery, and bronzes.20 Over time, Voretzsch noted the increasing popularity of ideas 

and approaches coming out of Japan among his European compatriots, but he urged Freer to 

resist them. “Of course you are far above of being influenced by Japanese critics, but here in 

Europe there is quite a school taking every word of Japanese connoisseurs as holy script,” 

Voretzsch warned Freer after visiting Japan in 1913.21 Harvard curator Langdon Warner 

confirmed the dominance of Japanese interpretations of Chinese art when he made a tour of 

continental collections the same year. Speaking of the German curator Otto Kummel of the 

Kunstgewerbemuseum in Berlin, Warner wrote: “In short he confessed that the only Chinese art 

which interested him was the Chinese art coming from Japan, and then only when he himself had 
                                                

20 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” July 21, 1910, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 23, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

21 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” September 13, 1913, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 
24, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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bought it. When I ventured to suggest that the events of the last six years had gone far toward 

proving that good paintings are still in China, he said it was ‘possible’ but that he had never seen 

anything good.”22 In contrast to this profoundly limited view of Chinese art, Voretzsch 

concluded “we must trust our own eyes and get at the bottom the truth by doing so.”23 

Indeed, Voretzsch got “at the bottom” not only by trusting his own eyes, but also by 

relying on the native experts to whom he had privileged access while residing in China. 

Although he could not read or write Chinese, E.A. Voretzsch modeled a style of connoisseurship 

that engaged Chinese sources. To this end, the Chinese were essential not only as sources for the 

objects that Voretzsch and Freer so eagerly sought, but also as teachers, brokers, and translators. 

Given that collections of Chinese art in the West remained largely underdeveloped, the 

opportunity to visit private collections in China—especially the Guangdong region where fewer 

Western collectors were active—and to view pieces firsthand gave Voretzsch a significant 

advantage in training his eye to recognize various nuances of Chinese art. Voretzsch owned a 

painting purportedly by the Tang dynasty painter Wu Daozi but doubted whether the work was 

in fact of a later period based on the artist’s renderings of flora. “[But] after having seen here at a 

Chinese collectors [sic] a Tang landscape which is by Chinese connoisseurs considered to be 

genuine and which showed the same foliage, I changed my mind and gave way to the thought, 

that the undoubtedly very finely conceived spring-landscape might really be the work of a Tang-

master too,” Voretzsch shared with Freer.24 Chief among the duo’s Chinese contacts was Chan 

Chik-yu (also known as Chun Tong), a collector who was born the son of a diplomat in Hawaii 

                                                
22 “Langdon Warner to Charles Lang Freer,” August 9, 1913, Langdon Warner additional papers (66M-

193), box 6, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

23 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” September 13, 1913. 

24 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” October 14, 1911, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 23, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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and later worked as a comprador for the Douglas steamship company.25 Voretzsch once confided 

to Freer: “[Between] us, you may believe me, we two, who learned from our good friend Chan 

Chik Yu we know much more about those things than all the professional men together.”26 The 

ambiguity in how expertise was defined and regulated in the early 1900s permitted individuals 

like Voretzsch who possessed social knowledge of Chinese art to challenge the professionalism 

of museum curators.  

With Chan’s assistance, Voretzsch disputed the scholarship of better-known experts, as 

when he pointed out that the authoritative Stephen Bushell had incorrectly translated the Chinese 

character qing in describing blue-green celadons. Though Voretzsch praised Bushell for 

consulting the classics “where jade is said to have the colour ‘ching’ and as everyone knows that 

jade to-day is emerald-green,” he noted to Freer that Bushell’s reading was historically 

inaccurate. “[With] the help of our friend Chun Chik Yü I found that the jade of old had not a 

green, but a distinctly blue-green a true ‘ching’-colour, that this blue-green jade was most highly 

valued and preferred to any other colour until the Sung-times.”27 Unlike other expatriates who 

studied the language and could produce scholarship based on their own interpretations of 

Chinese texts, Voretzsch’s knowledge was limited ultimately by what Chan Chik-yu and others 

shared with him. Nevertheless, these contacts were formative for Voretzsch’s as well as Freer’s 

intellectual development. 

In addition to introducing Freer to Chinese experts and funneling their expertise across 

the Pacific, E.A. Voretzsch supplied Freer with photographs that enabled the two collectors to 
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Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1992), 194. 

26 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” July 21, 1910. 

27 “E.A. Voretzsch to Charles Lang Freer,” May 1, 1913, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 24, 
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compare artworks remotely. Photography was an important technology for a collector like Freer 

who, unlike Voretzsch, did not have direct access to large and excellent collections of Chinese 

art.28 Freer recognized that “no one can judge correctly from a photograph,” but nevertheless for 

lack of an alternative relied on these reproductions to research potential acquisitions and to refine 

his artistic eye.29 In attempting to authenticate several paintings by the Yuan-dynasty painter 

Zhao Mengfu, for example, Freer asked Voretzsch to provide him with photographic evidence of 

the artist’s other works. After successfully verifying the picture, Freer thanked Voretzsch for 

making the process possible: “In all of the five specimens which I feel to be genuine, horses and 

horsemen appear and the coloring, drawing, silk and other characteristics, all of which seem right, 

seem to me even more right after having compared them with the beautiful photographs you sent 

me of your own beautiful painting. So you will see, my dear Doctor, that in sending the 

photographs, you did me a very great kindness.”30 Freer’s deepening sophistication as a 

connoisseur of Chinese art depended enormously on his ability to see and evaluate more and 

better works of art, and E.A. Voretzsch made crucial contributions—both intellectual and 

material—to this achievement. In time, Freer would come to occupy a position where he could 

provide photographs to others, and would use that ability to signal his approval for certain 

members of his network but not others. 

                                                
28 Scholars have noted the advantages of photography compared to other forms of media such as 

chromolithography and collotypes for collecting different types of objects. See, for example, Cheng-hua Wang, 
“New Printing Technology and Heritage Preservation: Collotype Reproduction of Antiquities in Modern China, 
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On the whole, Charles Freer welcomed the information and materials that Voretzsch 

provided from China to train his eye and build his collection. Voretzsch was an antidote to the 

cultural backwardness of the United States, especially after Ernest Fenollosa’s death in 1908. As 

Freer explained to Voretzsch in one letter: “Our American museums are all of them waking up to 

the importance of Chinese art and their chief difficulties are to secure specimens and to engage 

men competent to manage Oriental departments of the museums.”31 As I have discussed, Freer 

conferred with Voretzsch ahead of his 1909 trip to confirm reports from Isaac Headland that 

Chinese paintings and ancient bronzes were available for purchase in Beijing. Voretzsch’s 

answers to these questions guided Freer not only on where to find the specimens he wanted, but 

also on how to navigate the tricky terrain of the art market in China. For his visit, the German 

suggested that Freer make Beijing his headquarters for two to three months and hire explorers to 

go inland from the capital.32 During the same trip, Voretzsch introduced Freer to several Chinese 

collectors, and, after Freer returned to the U.S., he facilitated their communication. Freer 

appreciated the value of their knowledge to him as a budding collector of Chinese paintings, 

bronzes, and ceramics. In a 1910 letter to Voretzsch, Freer judged his own connoisseurship skills 

to be lacking still and expressed a desire to learn about Chinese art with the help of his German 

and Chinese friends across the Pacific:  

While in Peking last year, I made the acquaintance of a young native expert in bronze 
who aided me very much in my efforts to determine the difference between ancient and 
modern bronze. Some day I hope to be able to make this discrimination accurately. As 
yet I do not feel myself competent. I find the early paintings extremely difficult to 
accurately judge but I feel that I am making a little head way [sic] in that direction. […] 
Our good friend, Chun Tong [Chan Chik-yu], of Hong Kong, has certainly treated us, 
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32 Freer discussed Voretzsch’s advice in a letter to Ernest Fenollosa’s widow. “Charles Lang Freer to Mrs. 
Ernest Fenollosa.” 
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through your kindness, with great consideration. His knowledge of Ancient Chinese 
potteries surpasses that of all other experts whom I have ever met.33 

 
The connections that Charles Freer forged with Chinese experts through E.A. Voretzsch had 

lasting significance as local informants for the final decade of Freer’s life when he could no 

longer travel to China due to his deteriorating physical health. 

Beyond the assistance of Isaac Headland and E.A. Voretzsch, who both came to their 

expertise in Chinese art matters while working in China for other reasons, Charles Freer also 

sought the help of several Chinese art cosmopolitans with formal training to improve his 

knowledge and skill as a collector. To be sure, there were few such figures in the United States 

for Freer to call upon. As late as 1913, Langdon Warner would write that “America can boast but 

two Sinologues—Drs [Berthold] Laufer and [Friedrich] Hirth, both originally Germans.”34 Along 

with traveling European curators such as Laurence Binyon of the British Museum, these 

Europeans expanded American horizons when it came to Chinese art. 

As the first Dean Lung Professor of Chinese at Columbia University, Friedrich Hirth was 

the earliest of these European curators and scholars to make himself a part of American cultural 

and intellectual life. Trained at universities in Leipzig, Berlin, and Greifswald, Hirth spent 27 

years in China as a member of the Imperial Maritime Customs Service between 1870 and 1897, 

working in the agency’s statistical department and then as a commissioner at various ports.35 His 

appointment at Columbia in 1902 affirmed America’s lag in the field of Chinese studies 
                                                

33 “Charles Lang Freer to E.A. Voretzsch,” August 8, 1910, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 24, folder, 23, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

34 “Langdon Warner to Charles Lang Freer,” December 25, 1913. 

35 Accounts of Hirth’s life are given in obituaries written by his Columbia colleagues and printed in the 
New York Times. See “Prof. Friedrich Hirth, Chinese Scholar, Dies,” New York Times, January 10, 1927, Historical 
Biographical Files, box 138, folder 19, University Archives, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia 
University Library; Richard Gottheil, A.V. Williams Jackson, and Lewis Hodous, “Friedrich Hirth,” March 18, 1927, 
Historical Biographical Files, box 138, folder 19, University Archives, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Columbia University Library. 
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compared to Europe; the university recruited Hirth from the Bavarian Academy in Munich after 

failing to find a suitable American Sinologist to take the post.36 When he died in 1927, Hirth’s 

colleagues recalled that he “not only mastered the Chinese language, but his books enabled 

others to acquire this difficult language.” His teaching and scholarship “placed the study of 

Chinese civilization on an academic footing.”37 

It is unclear what training Friedrich Hirth received in the arts of China, but sources 

suggest that, like most Sinologists of his age, he studied the field informally and began 

publishing even while engaged in government service.38 As early as January 1903, one year after 

he arrived in New York City, Friedrich Hirth was invited by Columbia’s president Nicholas 

Murray Butler to give a series of lectures on Chinese art as part of a partnership with the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. Hirth assented, adding: “Since I intend to deliver a course on 

Chinese art during the second half of this year, this will give me an opportunity to arrange my 

thoughts on the subject and collect some illustrative material in the shape of lantern slides and 

book illustrations.”39 The proposal that Hirth compiled for the Met called for seven sessions, four 

addressing pictorial art and one each on bronzes, porcelain, and architecture and “miscellaneous 

                                                
36 “Gen. Horace W. Carpentier and Dean Lung,” n.d., Historical Biographical Files, box 52, folder 5, 
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37 Gottheil, Jackson, and Hodous, “Friedrich Hirth.” 

38 In his article surveying Chinese studies between 1886 and 1891 published in the European journal 
T’oung Pao, French Sinologist Henri Cordier praised Hirth as “one of the most successful workers in the large field 
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the 1897 International Congress of Orientalists in Paris, Hirth also presented a paper on “native sources of a history 
of Chinese pictorial art,” which would be issued in book form almost twenty years later. See Henri Cordier, “Half a 
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industries.”40 The series was postponed due to the death of the Met’s director in late 1904, but its 

design shows that Hirth prioritized Chinese painting as the most important mode of artistic 

production in China.  

 Hirth’s interest in Chinese art was made clearer in 1905, when he published 

Scraps from a Collector’s Note Book. Like Isaac T. Headland, Hirth embraced Chinese painting 

of the Ming and Qing dynasties, and in Scraps he offered a full-throated defense of these 

overlooked works. Hirth attributed the negative opinion held in the West about what he called 

“modern Chinese art” to a lack of information: there were no well-known lecturers on the topic 

of art as in other areas of Chinese life, and artworks were hard to come by because “the Chinese 

of the present day are utterly indifferent as to whether their art makes an impression on us…” 

“All this has tended to cause modern Chinese art to be neglected in a manner quite out of 

proportion with its real merit,” Hirth wrote.41 He disputed the contention by other scholars that 

there were no good writings on Qing paintings from which to make translations for Western 

readers. “In the voluminous native literature dealing with that period, I cannot discover anything 

like equanimity and resignation,” Hirth countered.42 In his estimation, the fault lay as much—if 

not more—with Western scholars who were inadequately trained in the Chinese language as it 

did with the Chinese. “Our sources are by no means scanty as regards criticism; but, to be honest, 

I must confess that, with our present insufficient knowledge of the work actually done, which we 

ought to have seen and studied…it is in most cases impossible to understand, without serious 

blunders, the terminology of native art writers.” To make his case, Hirth introduced six 

                                                
40 “A Course of Seven Lectures on the Fine Arts of China,” 1905, Central Files, box 321, folder 22, 

University Archives, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library. 

41 Friedrich Hirth, Scraps from a Collector’s Note Book: Being Notes on Some Chinese Painters of the 
Present Dynasty (Leiden: Oriental Printing-Office, 1905), 3. 

42 Ibid., 5–6. 
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biographical dictionaries of Qing painters published in the late eighteenth to mid-nineteenth 

centuries.  

While Charles Freer was clearly drawn to Friedrich Hirth as an expert in Chinese art, as 

in the case of his relationship with Isaac Headland, Freer absorbed this expertise selectively. 

Freer remained unshaken in his belief about the desirability of earlier Chinese painting over 

those from the Ming and Qing Dynasties, but his collaborations with Hirth proved fruitful in 

other ways. For one, Hirth’s knowledge of the Chinese language made him a useful contact for 

Freer, who, as I showed in chapter three, relied on an inconsistent and rotating team of Chinese 

student translators. Their earliest communication with each other, in 1910, served exactly this 

purpose, when Freer invited Hirth to give his opinion on several inscriptions on a painting 

attributed to Wu Daozi that Freer had purchased on his 1909 China trip.43 More significantly, 

Hirth was instrumental in connecting Freer and his collection to European circuits of knowledge. 

It was Hirth who in 1912 introduced Freer to T’oung Pao, a French-Dutch collaboration 

established in 1890 and the oldest international journal of Sinology in the world; Freer would 

later recommend this publication to others in his capacity as the leading authority on Chinese art 

in the U.S.44  

These exchanges did not serve only to advance Charles Freer’s education, but in fact 

could be mutually beneficial for both the German scholar and the American collector. Before 

Hirth traveled to visit a German collector in Dusseldorf in 1912, for example, Freer offered to 
                                                

43 “Charles Lang Freer to Friedrich Hirth,” February 25, 1910, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 46, 
letterpress book, volume 29, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, 
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44 “Friedrich Hirth to Charles Lang Freer,” May 7, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 11, folder 3, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. For example, 
when Richard Hollington, a director of the San Diego Art Museum, wrote to Freer asking for suggestions of “some 
book which treats in detail of Chinese painting,” Freer cited T’oung Pao as one of the serials that Hollington might 
consult to further his self-education in Chinese art. See “Charles Lang Freer to Richard Hollington,” August 16, 
1916, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 11, folder 8, Freer Gallery of Art Archives.  
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bring from his collection several paintings by the Northern Song artist Li Gonglin for Hirth to 

examine in New York “so that you will have had sight of more than one of my pieces to compare 

with his.”45 Such an offer certainly helped Hirth achieve a more comprehensive knowledge of 

Chinese painting in American and European collections, but Freer also profited from it by 

essentially certifying his holdings as being worthy of study by international scholars.  

In 1906, Friedrich Hirth was joined at Columbia University by Berthold Laufer, then a 

32-year old anthropologist with a doctorate from the University of Leipzig.46 Laufer lectured in 

anthropology and East Asian languages (of which he had a fluent reading knowledge of Chinese, 

Japanese, Manchu, Mongolian, and Tibetan) at the university while simultaneously holding an 

appointment as assistant in ethnology at the American Museum of Natural History, for which he 

led a three-year expedition between 1901 and 1904 to collect Chinese ethnographic materials—

including seven cartloads of ancient ceramics and bronzes. Laufer spent three more years in 

China between 1908 and 1910, when he spearheaded the Blackstone Expedition for the Field 

Museum in Chicago. All told, Laufer spent only a fraction of the time that Hirth did in China, but 

both because of his expansive linguistic training and his collecting experience—in total he 

amassed some 19,000 archaeological, historical, and ethnographic objects for the Field Museum, 

including pieces with artistic value such as jade carvings, sculpture, ceramics, bronzes, and 

paintings—Laufer became a formidable and important advisor to Charles Freer when he returned 

to Chicago in 1911 and took up the post of Associate Curator of Asiatic Ethnology at the Field 

Museum. 

                                                
45 “Charles Lang Freer to Friedrich Hirth,” May 16, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 11, folder 3, 

Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

46 For a recent biography of Berthold Laufer, see Bronson, “Berthold Laufer.” 
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Berthold Laufer was a serious—and seriously productive—scholar. When Agnes Meyer 

met him at the Field Museum in 1916, she reported to Charles Freer, “Laufer seems a nice, 

sensitive, thoughtful person, but oh so German!”47 Langdon Warner returned a less friendly 

impression when the two saw each other in China in 1923, calling Laufer “extremely secretive, 

& nasty about other people.”48 In truth, as Laufer’s biographer Bennet Bronson notes, the 

German scholar was not an outgoing man, and what energies he might have spent on socializing 

he channeled instead into his scholarship, especially in his earliest years in Chicago when he 

bitterly resented living in the Midwest. In his first four years at the Field Museum, Laufer 

published a total of fifty books and articles, including several relevant to Chinese art and 

antiquities.49 

Despite his ability to read Chinese, Berthold Laufer resolutely rejected philology as the 

sole basis for the study of Chinese art and antiquities, a position that put him in league with 

Charles Freer.50 In an article published in the German Sinological journal Ostasiatische 
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A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for Chinese Art and Culture; Cohen, East Asian Art and 
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Zeitschrift, for example, Laufer urged students of Chinese painting to go beyond the kind of 

scholarship that his former colleague at Columbia Friedrich Hirth had produced:  

I do not merely give my personal opinion, but express also that of several friends with 
whom I had occasion to discuss this subject, when I say that the Chinese accounts of 
painters are to some degree disappointing, and that they seldom contain what we should 
like to know about the artist. […] It therefore seems certain that the study of Chinese 
sources alone, however indispensable it may be, will never suffice to convey to us an 
adequate understanding of Chinese painting, and there is no doubt that to this end we are 
bound, first of all, to consult the most important documents, which are the paintings 
themselves.51 
 

One of the “several friends with whom I had occasion to discuss this subject” was almost 

certainly Freer. In a separate letter to the American, Laufer reiterated his view in more pointed 

language: “Every good painting is worth more than any document attached to it, while the finest 

and best attested eulogy cannot render a bad painting good.”52 For his later study on the origins 

of Chinese porcelain, Laufer similarly de-prioritized textual analysis in favor of a more scientific 

approach to ceramic objects. When he was given “a curious bit of ancient pottery, which at first 

sight bore all the characteristic marks associated with what is known as Han pottery, but which, 

on the other hand, exhibited a body and a glaze radically different from that ware,” Laufer 

employed recent archaeological finds as well as chemical analysis by the geologist at the Field 

Museum to ascertain, contrary to what the literature at the time could conclusively prove, that 

porcelaneous material had been produced during the Han dynasty. Based on this exercise, Laufer 

argued: “It was obvious that the problem of the origin of porcelain could be solved only by 

archaeological, not by philological, methods; and it is due to the investigations of Mr Nichols 

                                                
51 Laufer, “The Wang Ch’uan T’u, A Landscape of Wang Wei,” 30. Indeed, Laufer saw the issue not so 

much as the problem of one art historical approach versus another, but rather of art history’s inability on its own to 
comprehend the complicated totality of Chinese artistic production. An inveterate anthropologist, he believed that 
only ethnology could do that. 

52 “Berthold Laufer to Charles Lang Freer,” October 30, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 13, folder 32, 
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[the geologist] that we may now for the first time formulate certain opinions regarding the 

beginnings of porcelain, which are grounded on matter-of-fact observation, and not on a more or 

less arbitrary interpretation of texts.”53 Like E.A. Voretzsch, Berthold Laufer and his scholarship 

helped Charles Freer formulate a moderate interpretive approach to Chinese art between 

philological and formalist camps that respected the Chinese language and Chinese sources, but 

that did not hold to them slavishly.  

Over time, Laufer and Freer formed a productive partnership based on mutual recognition 

of each other’s specialized skills and on reciprocity for each other’s projects. Some element of 

their relationship was certainly based on a shared sense of struggle against their perceptions of 

the provincialism of the Midwest. The two cosmopolitans exchanged a variety of ideas and 

materials between Detroit and Chicago. Freer consulted Laufer for his advice on Chinese glass 

and on Chinese inscriptions in newly purchased objects; Laufer offered his assistance with 

inserting Chinese characters in a catalogue for an exhibition of Freer’s paintings at the Art 

Institute of Chicago. Freer lent Laufer photographs and slides of his collection, while Laufer 

shared several hundred pages of his research intended for publication in T’oung Pao. Their 

correspondence shows that, through eight years of collaboration from 1911 until Freer’s death in 

1919, there was, remarkably, only one instance in which the German and the American disagreed 

with each other.54 Their regard for each other is perhaps best expressed in the compliment Freer 
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paid Laufer upon the publication of The Beginnings of Porcelain in China: “Contributions of this 

sort are very much needed in America, and this publication, along with others which you have 

heretofore given to the public is spreading enlightenment in America on Asiatic civilization.”55 

I have shown that, in the aftermath of Ernest Fenollosa’s death, Charles Freer sought out 

a wide range of European and American cosmopolitans with whom he traded materials and 

debated ideas about Chinese art. A rich diversity of thought on what to collect and how to 

interpret these artworks circulated across the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans among collectors and 

curators both amateur and trained. Freer’s relationships with them were crucial to developing 

him into an internationally respected authority on Chinese art. Even during this early period, 

however, when Americans relied heavily on European authorities to help them find and interpret 

Chinese art, many were aware of and even resentful about their lagging position. As Freer 

declared in 1909: “Our people know so little concerning the truth of the Far East, and its 

awakening is so rapid that we owe it to ourselves as a nation to ‘take notice.’”56 In a period when 

institutional structures for Chinese art in the U.S. were only beginning to develop, however, there 

was little that Americans could do to heed Freer’s call. 

Chinese art was hardly the only artistic field that pitted Americans against Europeans 

during this period. Gilded Age magnates such as Henry Gurdon Marquand, J. Pierpont Morgan, 

Henry O. Havemeyer, Henry Clay Frick, and Peter A.B. Widener eagerly snapped up large 

numbers of both Old Master and, to a lesser degree, modernist paintings to burnish their 

reputations as men of commerce, while others such as Isabella Stewart Gardner amassed 
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collections that gave them pleasure and social status.57 European experts initially dismissed these 

forays into the world of European art as merely the uninformed and haphazard antics of 

dilettantes, but by the early 1900s they were forced to reckon with the fact that American buyers 

were systematically pursuing the best pictures under the guidance of skilled—if sometimes 

unscrupulous—professional connoisseurs such as Bernard Berenson. If, as Cynthia Saltzman 

writes of the Old Masters trade, “the stillness and beauty of the museum galleries reveal little of 

the rough and tumble involved in the very worldly pursuit of pictures,” the same can easily be 

said of the hunt for Chinese art in the early twentieth century.58 

In the case of China, competitive sentiments ran especially high around purchases of art, 

which in correspondence were sometimes treated like classified state secrets. Writing to 

Smithsonian Institution secretary Charles D. Walcott, for example, Charles Freer recounted his 

interactions with Professor Ernst Grosse in Beijing in 1909. Freer noted that Grosse was attached 

to the German embassies in China and Japan and represented the Imperial German Museums in 

those countries, thus posing a threat to American cultural interests in China. “I showed him one 

of my recently acquired paintings and two bronzes statuettes—all of early Chinese production,” 

Freer admitted, but he informed Walcott that he did not give Grosse any advantage in the 

scramble for art.59 “He, I know, would hear of some of my discoveries, so I showed him the three 

specimens; but, of course, said nothing about many others.” Similarly, while purchasing 
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paintings, potteries, and bronzes in China for the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1912, the 

museum’s agent John C. Ferguson noted to his client that he had observed German, French, and 

English buyers on the hunt for artworks in Beijing. Ferguson assured Met secretary Robert de 

Forest, “I have not once come into competition with them because I have bought privately.”60 

The prospect of international competition for Chinese art inspired American collectors and 

agents to various ruses and forms of subterfuge. 

Collectors in Europe were not oblivious to this contest, and dealers sometimes exploited 

international rivalry as an effective marketing tactic. When the English dealer Edgar Gorer 

advertised the Richard Bennett collection of Chinese porcelain in 1911, one newspaper lamented: 

“[What] was probably the last great private collection of early Chinese porcelain in England is 

doomed to dispersal or exile in America.”61 Gorer arranged for a high-profile visit by Queen 

Mary, a well-known aficionado of Chinese porcelain, and the resulting publicity led one 

collector to submit the winning bid of £275,000. In this case, both England and Edgar Gorer 

declared victory. 

The possibility of losing a collection that was available for sale to a European buyer 

likewise inspired nationalist feelings among Americans over Chinese art. One such prospect 

surfaced over the summer of 1911, when a Chinese collector named Lien Hui Ch’ing brought his 

paintings, bronzes, jades, and porcelains to Beijing at the behest of the Qing government to show 

to the visiting German Crown Prince. News that the Lien collection was on the market made its 

way to the U.S. via several channels, all of which played up the potential loss of the artwork—

this time to the Germans. Freer heard about the Lien collection from Luella Miner, the 
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headmistress of the American Board Mission School in Beijing and a friend of Lien’s. 

Referencing the royal visit, Miner informed Freer: “Some of us have feared that it might result in 

the paintings finding their way to Germany, and since the delay in the visit of the Crown Prince 

has given time for notifying American friends who are interested in art, we have been writing to 

a few.”62  

Miner continued to press Freer into the autumn about purchasing the collection—Lien 

asked for 60,000 silver taels—on the basis of its quality and German competition. “The 

collection is known to the highest in the empire, and if it were shipped abroad it would surely be 

reported, and its export might be forbidden,” Miner warned. “Our papers say that the German 

Crown Prince will visit China when the difficulties in regard to Morocco are settled, and I fear 

that when he leaves China Mr. Lien’s collection may be much diminished.”63 L.J. Hatch, an 

American working in the Imperial Chinese Bureau of Engraving and Printing, worked a different 

angle by writing to his friend and former teacher William H. Holmes, who was curator of the 

National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. “Almost every object in the collection is well 

known by other collectors in China of whom there are many,” Hatch informed Holmes. “I and a 

few other Americans here felt that it was proper & desirable that a knowledge of the opportunity 

should be known in America—as we feel that if these real old Chinese masterpieces are to leave 

China we would prefer to see them go to America.”64 Ultimately, Freer decided to pass on Lien’s 
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collection after he received word from Nan Ming Yuan, his agent from Tianjin, that “none of the 

objects were of fine enough quality to be added to my collection.”65  

Although the sale of the Lien Hui Ch’ing collection was unsuccessful, it reveals yet 

another facet of the connection between foreign art and U.S. nationalism in Charles Freer’s 

collection. Knowing that the pieces he collected would eventually become the property of the 

American people made Freer more, rather than less, discriminating in his acquisitions; he 

balanced the possibility that the Smithsonian might miss out on certain Chinese art collections, 

such as Lien’s, with his desire for the nation to see only the very best. Nevertheless, the episode 

demonstrates how concerns between competing nations infused collectors’ decisions about what 

to purchase.  

-- 

In the early 1910s, Chinese art collecting and scholarship in the United States began to hit 

its stride. The lessons of previous years, when collectors reached beyond the influence of Ernest 

Fenollosa to educate themselves on various approaches of Chinese art, began to pay dividends as 

they came to possess ever larger and more sophisticated collections. This growing confidence 

also took the form of new institutional projects, including the proposal of an American School of 

Archaeology and the establishment of the Department of Far Eastern Art at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York. However, it soon became clear that, even if these were projects 

were American in design and ambition, in execution they remained cosmopolitan endeavors. 

As Charles Freer’s connoisseurship skills, collection, and reputation improved, Freer 

achieved some level of parity in European circuits of collecting and scholarship. As early as 

1912, Freer began to receive international recognition for his collection in the United States. 
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Although Freer had contributed Asian pieces from his collection for various exhibitions around 

the U.S. beginning in the late 1890s, these were mostly ad hoc and featured Japanese works.66 

The first comprehensive exhibition showcasing Freer’s Chinese collection opened at the 

Smithsonian in April 1912 and won mention in major arts publications in Europe, including the 

German Ostasiatische Zeitschrift.67 When Agnes Meyer traveled to Europe in 1914, she relayed 

to Charles Freer signs there of his prominence abroad. “I cannot tell you how kind and 

considerate they all were,” Meyer wrote of curators in Berlin, Paris, and London, “and the 

regularity with which they first asked whether I knew Mr. Freer's collection was positively 

amusing.”68 One year later, Freer was elected an honorary member of the Burlington Fine Arts 

Club in London, an elite group of collectors, gentleman amateurs, curators, and other prominent 

members of the European art world.69 

Recognizing Freer’s growing prominence and skill, European curators also approached 

him for assistance. For a 1912 exhibition of Chinese paintings at the Musée Cernuschi, for 

example, curator Henri d’Ardenne de Tizac solicited photographs of Freer’s best pictures to be 
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Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

68 “Agnes Meyer to Charles Lang Freer,” July 13, 1914, Box 15, “Charles Lang Freer 1914” folder, Agnes 
Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 

69 Charles Freer believed that British Museum curator Laurence Binyon was responsible for nominating 
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Magazine 94, no. 589 (April 1952): 97–99.  
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placed in the museum’s galleries “at the disposition of amateurs and the parisian [sic] public.” “It 

is a matter of regret for all lovers of Art to be unable to admire in their own home the treasures 

that you have collected,” d’Ardenne de Tizac wrote.70 The French curator’s request promoted 

Freer’s collection to equal standing with European nations for display in one of the oldest 

museums of Asian art on the European continent. Freer happily obliged, assuring d’Ardenne de 

Tizac that “it will afford me pleasure to send you specimens for the Museum Cernuschi, which, I 

hope, you will consider worthy [of] your famous Museum.”71 The newfound prestige of the Freer 

Collection on the international scene demonstrates how American collectors gradually advanced 

from being students of European experts in the field of Chinese art to becoming equal partners in 

the pursuit of knowledge and objects. 

As Charles Freer became a more discerning collector, he also began to draw greater 

distinctions between those whom he believed shared his talents and experience as a connoisseur, 

and those who did not. These circles crossed national lines. Many of those curators, scholars, and 

diplomats whom he met during the immediate post-Fenollosa era between 1908 and 1912 he 

counted as his equals: the American missionary Isaac T. Headland; E.A. Voretzsch, Friedrich 

Hirth, and Berthold Laufer, all German-born collectors and curators; and Laurence Binyon, of 

the British Museum. In 1912, Freer explained to Laufer the criteria by which he would share 

photographs of his growing collection of Chinese paintings with various writers who requested 

to see them. “I do not intend to issue any without knowing positively the magazines in which 

they will appear, and I must know also that the writers are competent to express proper thoughts 
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concerning that paintings,” he wrote.72 This line between “proper” and “improper” thoughts hints 

that Freer regarded certain interpretations and approaches as valid, and rejected others. 

In these less solicitous interactions, we begin to see the knowledge-based divisions in the 

Chinese art cosmopolitanism of the early twentieth century. The German art writer Oscar 

Münsterberg was one who did not pass Freer’s test. In 1912, Münsterberg contacted Freer asking 

to view his collection in Detroit while visiting the United States. Freer was outwardly warm to 

Münsterberg, whom he had previously met in Paris, but in private the American gave very 

different instructions to the caretaker of his collection, Stephen Warring. “Dr. Münsterberg is a 

man to whom I must be polite, but he is a writer and wants to get photographs of my Chinese 

things,” Freer warned Warring.73 Believing that Münsterberg lacked the connoisseurship to 

evaluate the paintings in his collection, Freer asked Warring to display only the finest specimens 

of works by the artist Li Gonglin “so as to save his time and yours.” This step served to minimize 

the room for error that might result from Münsterberg picking through Freer’s collection 

independently, especially if it would link Freer’s collection with Münsterberg’s subpar 

interpretations in later publications. After the German departed, Warring reported to Freer that 

all had gone according to their plan. For Münsterberg, the visit to Freer’s home at 33 Ferry 

Avenue was a transcendent experience. “The hours in your wonderful house and the study of 

your unique collection of pottery, bronze, marble and—last not least—paintings, were for me 

like a service of worship,” he gushed.74 For Freer, however, this visit only confirmed his 
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73 “Charles Lang Freer to Stephen J. Warring,” October 13, 1912, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 26, 
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suspicions about Münsterberg’s ignorance. “Judging from your letter you had no trouble in 

discovering how little he knows,” Freer wrote to Warring.75 This begrudged encounter shows 

how perceptions about different levels of knowledge created divisions among Chinese art 

cosmopolitans—even while it reinforced the existence of a worldwide fellowship based on 

interest in Chinese art.  

At home in the United States, too, Charles Freer cultivated a network of cosmopolitans 

that shared his interest in Chinese art. The dynamic between Freer and the members of this group 

of American collectors of Chinese art was similar to his relationship with Oskar Münsterberg in 

that the collectors saw themselves as subordinate to Freer; it was different, however, in the sense 

that Freer wholeheartedly encouraged their learning and their participation in various collecting 

and research endeavors. Examining Freer’s leading position among Chinese art collectors in the 

United States reveals some of their shared psychic motivations, and also demonstrates how Freer 

exercised his authority to balance his desire to spread interest in Chinese art while ensuring that 

those around him adhered to the standards of connoisseurship and taste he had developed over 

several years’ time. 

Charles Freer’s chief acolyte in the United States was Agnes Meyer. Born to German 

immigrants in New York City, Meyer was one of the first female reporters hired by the New York 

Sun after her graduation from Barnard College in 1907.76 Marrying investment banker Eugene 

Meyer gave her the financial resources to become a serious collector of Chinese art, which she 
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had first encountered in 1909 at a London museum while studying in Europe at the Sorbonne. As 

Meyer recounts, she met Freer at a Fifth Avenue gallery in 1913, though “I had known for 

several years that Mr. Freer was the most zealous explorer of the Oriental art world”: 

Our common interest was bound to bring us together, as there were so few people at that 
time who cared as deeply as we did about the long and brilliant history of Chinese culture. 
[…] To be suddenly confronted by this hero in person was an overwhelming event. A tall 
man, his personality was aristocratic, with an intimidating aloofness that was tempered by 
gay, mischievous eyes. My first consternation soon gave way to delight when he 
astonished me by saying, “At last we meet! I have heard that you share my enthusiasm. 
When can you come to Detroit to visit me and look over some of my things?”77  

 
Meyer’s reminiscence of this pivotal moment confirms the exclusive, almost conspiratorial terms 

in which Chinese art cosmopolitans like she and Freer viewed their association with each other 

against those who did not share their reverence for the “long and brilliant history of Chinese 

culture.” 

The mystical tone of Agnes Meyer’s recollection of her first meeting with Charles Freer 

also highlights the emotional experience of collecting that was another important aspect of the 

fellowship among certain Chinese art cosmopolitans. After visiting Freer’s collection in Detroit 

in 1914, Meyer marveled at how deeply the art had affected her: “All the time we were with you 

I sat back in absolute wonderment at your handling of the human heart, feeling myself 

marvellously manipulated and gasping at the purely Eastern knowledge that such art implies.”78 

These feelings intensified over time, especially as her husband Eugene’s government service 

took the couple away to the nation’s capital where, Meyer felt, Washingtonians had no grasp of 

artistic matters. “Most of these people speak a different language from mine and I am homesick, 

—home sick for you, for the things I care about and for the world to which I irrevocably belong, 
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the world of beauty, of deep affection, the dream world which those who have once gained it, 

never lose but out of which they can never, never be happy,” she wrote from Washington in 

1917.79 Freer’s declining health in 1919 struck a deep blow to Meyer, who wrote heart-

wrenchingly about the significance of their short but intense friendship to her. “For days and 

weeks I have felt an ever-growing impulse to tell you what you have come to mean to me, how 

everything that you have taught me and stood for in my mind has, during our recent frank and 

intimate contact of spirit with spirit, crystallized itself into a powerful philosophy that rules my 

life,” she penned five months before his death. “This philosophy is nothing else than a firmly felt, 

firmly thought belief in the eternal power of visible beauty and with the belief in its power has 

come an ability to see beauty everywhere.”80  

Many other cosmopolitans articulated a spiritual connection to the arts of China and to 

each other. Freer once wrote of the time he spent with Laurence Binyon in Detroit: “I would not 

wish for years, but a few days with his gentle ways would help supress [sic] the demonic in my 

nature.”81 Even the cerebral Berthold Laufer reached a mystical plane when it came to his 

relationship with Charles Freer. “I feel that every new pilgrimage to your Temple of Heaven 

means a step further to me on the path to enlightenment and salvation, and acts as a stimulus to 

more profound research,” he penned after a 1917 visit to Freer’s house.82 Kathleen Pyne has 

argued that Charles Freer’s collection exemplified a late nineteenth-century “notion of the 
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aesthetic moment as a mystical experience of a world beyond…”83 The correspondence between 

these collectors, curators, and scholars shows that this “agnostic religion of art” could be 

communal as well as private and could sustain a network of cosmopolitans united in their 

appreciation of Chinese art. 

In constituting this American network, Freer showed great deliberation in considering the 

roles that his friends and fellow collectors would play as part of a larger system of presenting 

Chinese culture to the American public. Freer positioned himself at the center, with 

responsibility for building up a national collection of Chinese art. Others, like Agnes Meyer, 

Eugene Meyer, Louisine Havemeyer, and John B. Trevor served secondary but nonetheless 

important functions in passing on the knowledge that Freer gave to them. This cordial but 

hierarchical relationship manifested first and foremost in the arrangements that Freer often made 

for the Meyers and others to acquire objects from Chinese art dealers, specifically in the type of 

objects that he believed was suitable for their part in the constellation of collectors.84 Agnes and 

Eugene Meyer never seemed to have resented their discipleship. Agnes wrote to Freer after the 

Chinese dealer C.T. Loo showed her a catalogue of paintings and a stone figure: “As for 

purchasing something that you had not even seen, General, that simply could not be done. Please 

remember always that Eugene and I are glad to buy occasionally when you have indicated that 
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84 Instances of Freer “pre-screening” artworks for other collectors to study and purchase are numerous. In 
one particularly striking example, Freer invited Agnes Meyer and Louisine Havemeyer to visit him to view several 
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returned so you are to be spared from wading through rubbish…” “Charles Lang Freer to Agnes Meyer,” n.d. 
(1915?), Box 16, “From Freer—undated” folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library 
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for some reason you do not wish to buy but otherwise the idea of purchase does not even enter 

our heads.”85  

Charles Freer and his friends debated the latest researches out of Europe, and from these 

discussions further refined their ideas about appropriate methods for the interpretation of Chinese 

art. In 1914, for example, Agnes Meyer sent Charles Freer an article that the British Museum 

was readying for publication on a Tang dynasty luohan figure in its collection. Written by 

curator R.L. Hobson, the piece was a model of formalist analysis. In investigating the dynastic 

origins of the luohan, Hobson called attention to the “easy pose of the body, the refinement of 

the hands, the distant look in the eyes, the firm but compassionate lips, the general suggestion of 

mental power in repose, all combine to give this figure a peculiar fascination.”86 Freer rejected 

the article’s intellectual imprecision and used it to remind Meyer of their obligations as path-

breaking connoisseurs. “‘The distant look in the eyes’ is not enough for the student of today. And 

what about the digger of tomorrow and a million tomorrows?” Freer asked. “I really feel that we 

are ere long in some way to start the first cog of our little Chinese wheel and when that shall 

have revolved ever so little, murmurs of the truth about pottery will reach many anxious ears—I 

might add hearts!”87 By inspiring his circle of fellow collectors to challenge ideas about Chinese 

art from Europe, Charles Freer demonstrated a growing confidence befitting a connoisseur of his 

rank. 
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At a time when opportunities were few to pursue training in Chinese art, the network of 

collectors that Charles Freer cultivated in the United States served a vital educational purpose. 

Their salon-like gatherings were a chance to hone connoisseurship skills. Agnes Meyer described 

one such meeting in New York in 1918, held at the home of John B. Trevor: 

There, of course, we viewed the Kuo His [Guo Xi]. What a picture! One of the greatest, I 
should say. I had brought my own to compare it. No doubt, General, mine is a copy. The 
style is much less definite, the ink very much poorer and the silk inferior. It lost on every 
count, but it was a most instructive comparison that I would not have missed for 
anything.88 

 
Although Freer did not attend, he had introduced many of the participants to one another and 

helped them to acquire their own Chinese collections. For this reason, Meyer wrote in closing: 

“In all these doing your spirit presided and your name appeared again and again. Without you 

none of them could have been.” Given that American curators and scholars were still in short 

supply, the long-term vitality of Chinese art in the United States depended very much on a corps 

of engaged and thoughtful collectors. One of Freer’s greatest legacies was to bring together such 

a group of Americans interested in the arts of China. 

Charles Freer’s growing fame within and outside the U.S. was but one sign of the 

maturation of Chinese art as a field in America in the mid-1910s. There were other indications 

on a more institutional scale. As I noted in chapter two, in late 1912 the Archaeological Institute 

of America commissioned a survey of China to make recommendations regarding the 

establishment of the proposed American School of Archaeology in Beijing. The mission of the 

school was “to train men to interpret the art of the Orient to the Occident and to make intelligible 

the art of the Occident to the Orient,” with twin goals to “contribute effectively not only to the 
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cultural uplift [of the United States] but also to the peace of the world.”89 As yet another 

recognition of his preeminence among Americans interested in Chinese culture, Charles Freer 

was asked to effectively develop the school from the ground up, recruiting a committee of 

educational and civic leaders to join him in the endeavor.90 I have already discussed the reform-

oriented aspects of the school’s work, and the ways in which the various adventures (and 

misadventures) of the man tasked with exploring its feasibility, Langdon Warner, represented to 

concerned Americans the dangers of uninformed Americans for U.S.-China relations. 

But considered in the context of so much cosmopolitan collaboration in the quest for 

Chinese art and antiquities, a rather basic but important question remains: why did a school of 

Chinese archaeology need to be specifically American? E.A. Voretzsch posed this same question 

to Charles Freer when he heard news of Freer’s involvement with the project. “Couldn’t we 

make the school an international one?” Voretzsch asked Freer in a letter. “Or, what I should like 

better, an American-German one?”91 The Archaeological Institute of America clearly drew 

inspiration from other national field schools of archaeology, in particular the École Française 

d’Extrême Orient in Hanoi. In his report, Langdon Warner observed that the École Française 

played a vital role in the administration of French Indochina. “It was for purely political and 

financial reasons that the French School was placed in the French colony,” Warner wrote, “and 

                                                
89 “From the Report of the President of the Archaeological Institute of America,” December 1912, Charles 

Lang Freer Papers, box 232, folder 1, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt, but Roosevelt declined the nomination.  
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was obliged to undertake many local problems of languages and cultures peculiar to Indo-China 

before the staff was free to turn its attention to the more important subjects of Asia.”92 Warner 

concluded, “In planning our School in Peking we cannot do better than look upon the pioneer 

French School as our model and guide.”93 Yet while the École Française and other similar 

institutes and learned societies clearly facilitated the operation of European colonialism around 

the world, the logic for an American school in Beijing to advance the study of Chinese art was 

more subtle, given that the United States had no formal territorial interests in China.94 

The proposal for the American School of Oriental Archaeology exemplified the belief 

that the United States was uniquely suited among all Western nations to champion better 

understanding of Chinese culture in order to guarantee the prosperity and security of the Pacific 

Basin. An early proposal suggested that the geopolitics of the region made the necessity of 
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American involvement self-evident: “Opportunities of incalculable moment for the advancement 

of knowledge of Orient Art are opening up in China and Japan. To point out why our Nation 

should take the lead in contributing to a fuller appreciation of the contribution which the Orient 

has made to the world’s art ideals would be superfluous. Upon us more than on any other people 

rests the obligation to serve as an interpreter of the aesthetic culture of our neighbors across the 

Pacific.”95 Many prominent Americans took the collecting and study of Chinese art to be more 

than the pursuit of beautiful objects; they believed these activities realized a vision of U.S. 

exceptionalism, in particular its “manifest destiny” as a leader in Asian and Pacific affairs. 

Charles Freer and others also believed that the American School would take a more 

benevolent approach different from its European counterparts in the preservation and study of 

Chinese art and antiquities—a cultural manifestation of the “special relationship” that many 

Americans believed the United States shared with China.96 At the time, many Americans were 

becoming sympathetic with Chinese complaints that European excavation and collecting had 

amounted to wholesale looting of the country. Langdon Warner wrote worriedly to Charles Freer 

expressing these concerns after seeing Buddhist stone sculptures from the Longmen Grottoes at 

the Musée Cernuschi on his way to China: 

It was shocking however to see the mass of stuff that has been torn from the rock at 
Lungmen. And it is that I want especially to speak to you about. There were no less than 
a dozen important sculptures at this exhibition that were marked as coming from the 
Lung Men grottoes, and I suppose truly. [Marcel] Bing and other dealers have been 
sending [French sinologist Edouard] Chavannes’ photographs over to the Chinese who 
have been going in there with stone masons and ripping out huge blocks in such places as 
are marked in the photographs. They are quite shameless about it and in some cases have 
had the co-operation of the Chinese officials who live up to the law about removing dated 
objects by removing the statues from dated base and leaving the pedestals with the 
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inscriptions. If we have any luck and the school should find important sculpture, either on 
this expedition or any other, I fear that the same sort of looting would follow the 
publication of it. Such a thing would be terribly on my conscience.97   

 
Organizers of the American School intended to solve this problem by making one of its three 

objectives “to preserve objects of archeological and cultural interest in museums in the countries 

to which they pertain…”98 As I have shown, Americans were in fact one of the primary 

beneficiaries of European archaeology and art collecting in China, which helped to shore up the 

same fields of activity in the United States. Trumpeting European curators’ and dealers’ lack of 

scruples while ignoring the ways in which their work filtered across the Atlantic served to justify 

the logic of American exceptionalism behind the proposed school. 

No matter how nationalist the vision for this educational and research project, however, 

planning for its execution brought organizers of the American School of Archaeology in China 

back to the reality of their continuing dependence on European sources of knowledge. In his final 

report, Langdon Warner admitted that “the question as to how the scholarship is to [be] obtained 

is the difficult one…” He proposed identifying three young men with strong university training 

in the U.S. be sent abroad and rotated among three posts: one to train with Edouard Chavannes 

and Paul Pelliot in Paris, one to train at the French school for East Asian studies in Hanoi, and 

one to conduct fieldwork under the British-Hungarian archaeologist Aurel Stein. “Thus in three 

years there would be three young men each with a training (though not an experience) better than 
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regarding the Longmen Grottoes seems to represent an earlier stage of his ethical practice as an art historian and 
archaeologist. “Langdon Warner to Charles Lang Freer,” July 13, 1913. 

98 “Minutes of Committee Upon the Advisability of Establishing an American School of Archaeology in 
China,” January 3, 1913, 5, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 232, folder 3, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 



 

202 

that of any of their professors,” Warner promised.99 Although the plan was never put into action, 

Langdon Warner would play an outsized role in realizing its original ambitions by training the 

second generation of American scholars of Chinese art at Harvard University in the 1920s. 

Another major institutional milestone in the history of Chinese art collecting and 

scholarship in the United States was the founding of the Department of Far Eastern Art at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 1915. Although the Met received its first major 

collection of Chinese porcelain in 1879, Chinese art did not become important to the museum 

until the 1910s. Rather than following a rigorous definition, the Met’s Chinese art collection 

initially grew based on the whims of its donors, and the museum did not consider it significant or 

permanent enough to warrant a staff member. When Columbia University offered Friedrich Hirth 

for a joint appointment in 1902, Met director Luigi di Cesnola declined the proposal, reasoning 

that “most of the Chinese exhibits are only loans and liable to be withdrawn at any time.”100 

Forward-thinking leaders of the museum recognized the lack of such a department to be a 

shortcoming relative to its peers. Howard Mansfield protested the deficiency in 1905 on the basis 

of the Met’s national and international standing: “The importance of such a department has, for a 

long time, been recognized in Museums abroad, and in some Museums in this country, and it 

seems to me that the Metropolitan Museum with its great opportunities, should not lag behind in 

this particular.”101 Despite Mansfield’s prescient protests, the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

would not institutionalize Chinese art for another decade. 
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When the Met finally created the Department of Far Eastern Art in 1915, museum 

directors turned to a European candidate by appointing Sigisbert Chrétien Bosch Reitz from the 

Netherlands as its inaugural curator. Until Bosch Reitz’s selection, Chinese art had fallen under 

the purview of Wilhelm Valentiner, a German curator for decorative arts who was by training a 

specialist in Flemish and Dutch painting. When the Met convened a committee in 1913 

consisting of Valentiner, museum director Edward Robinson, Howard Mansfield, and Charles 

Freer to evaluate its first-ever purchase of Chinese paintings, the museum’s agent in China, John 

C. Ferguson, criticized the foursome’s lack of knowledge and mused sardonically about “the 

difficulty of the Committee coming to a decision in such a highly specialized subject as 

deciphering the seals and calligraphy of a language which they have never had the chance of 

studying.”102 Though the new curator did not satisfy Ferguson’s demand for Chinese literacy, 

Bosch Reitz claimed he had studied extensively the collections of Chinese ceramics at several 

major European museums, including the Kunstgewerbemuseum, the British Museum, the South 

Kensington Museum, and the Louvre.103 In some ways, as a porcelain specialist Bosch Reitz was 

                                                
102 “John C. Ferguson to H.W. Kent,” August 26, 1913, “Ferguson, John C., June - Dec. 1913, & 1967” 

folder, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. The story of John C. Ferguson’s 
confrontation with the Metropolitan Museum of Art over Chinese painting has become rather apocryphal in the 
history of collecting. A Canadian missionary-turned-educator and foreign advisor to the Chinese government, John 
C. Ferguson earned the respect of many Western and Chinese art collectors and experts for his diligent study of the 
Chinese language. Ferguson’s mastery of Chinese led him to adopt a textual mode of connoisseurship and, 
frequently, a dismissive attitude towards those who did not share his view that Chinese art ought only to be judged 
according to Chinese standards. For the Met, Ferguson had forwarded alongside the paintings he acquired a lengthy 
disquisition on the history of each artwork that he had painstakingly researched using not only the scholarship of 
such eminent Western scholars as Herbert Giles, Friedrich Hirth, Ernest Fenollosa, and Oskar Münsterberg, but also 
going back to the “original Chinese art histories.” Understandably, Ferguson reacted negatively when the Committee 
notified him that it believed that “some of the articles might not have the degree of antiquity and authenticity which 
you believed them to have.” On Ferguson's work for the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1912–1913, see Lara 
Jaishree Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for Chinese Art and Culture (Hong Kong: 
Hong Kong University Press, 2013), chap. 4. 

103 “Bosch Reitz (Sigisbert Chrètien),” 1914, “Bosch Reitz, Sigisbert Chretien, Correspondence, 1914–1917, 
1920–1921, 1923–1926” folder, B. 6505, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 
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already outdated upon his arrival at the Met, for the museum had begun an effort to collect a 

wider range of art objects, especially paintings, beginning a number of years before. 

Assessments of S.C. Bosch Reitz’s qualifications to lead the new department of East 

Asian art at the Met varied, but to those concerned with cultural life in America he represented a 

lifeline to the rich knowledge of Chinese art and antiquities that abounded in Europe. 

Announcing news of the hiring, the Evening World newspaper publicized Bosch Reitz’s 

credentials as a coup for New York City:  

He is well known among collectors of Chinese and Japanese art in Europe and especially 
among those interested in the ceramics of these countries. […] He has paid particular 
attention to the European collections of both Chinese and Japanese art as they exist in 
London, Paris and Berlin. He was just prior to the breaking out of the present war, 
considered for an official place with the Grandidier Collection at the Louvre, which is a 
very large and important European gathering. The museum considers itself fortunate in 
being able to secure his services.104  

 
The New York Times concurred that the museum and the city were lucky “in now having a first-

class authority on this important line of art”—though perhaps both papers exaggerated slightly 

given that Bosch Reitz had never before held a curatorial position.105 The Met’s agent in China, 

John C. Ferguson, was more measured in his assessment of Bosch Reitz’s hiring. “I am sure that 

you will find him charming. The Museum is fortunate in getting a man at last,” Ferguson wrote 

to Freer, sidestepping the question of Bosch Reitz’s qualifications.106  Charles Freer offered 

perhaps the fairest appraisal of Bosch Reitz’s potential contribution in a congratulatory note he 

sent to the new curator. “[The Met] has long felt the need of the establishment of this Department 

and now that the necessary steps have been taken, I am very sure that with your co-operation that 
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Museum will progress rapidly into this very interesting field of the Fine Arts.”107 As E.A. 

Voretzsch had done for Freer’s own collection, Bosch Reitz could transfer the knowledge he 

gleaned from more prominent collections of Chinese art abroad to the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, and in turn bring the United States “into the light.” 

S.C. Bosch Reitz served as curator of the Department of Far Eastern Art until he returned 

to his native Holland in 1927, traveling twice to Japan and China during his twelve-year tenure. 

Local papers hailed the legacy that Bosch Reitz left at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The 

New York Herald Tribune reported: “Coming to the museum in 1915, when the department was 

created as a separate division of the museum, he had to deal with a fairly large collection of 

objects which had been brought together in a haphazard manner, mostly through fits and 

bequests. Aside from the Altman collection, it contained few examples of first rate importance. 

Now it is said to be one of the most attractive units in the museum.”108 But Bosch Reitz’s impact 

was not limited to the Met. By taking up his post in New York, Bosch Reitz joined an existing 

contingent of Europeans that brought their training and expertise to U.S. institutions in the field 

of Chinese art and antiquities, including Friedrich Hirth at Columbia University and Berthold 

Laufer at the Field Museum in Chicago. Together, this network of cosmopolitans continued to 

transform Americans’ encounters with Chinese culture into the mid-1910s. 

-- 

The First World War caused major disruptions—both material and psychic—for Chinese 

art collectors, curators, and scholars on both sides of the Atlantic, but this global armed conflict 
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generally passes without comment in virtually all histories of Chinese art collecting.109 However 

difficult conditions were in the United States, they were even direr in Europe. In art collecting as 

in many other areas of life, both the fact that the United States entered the conflict later than 

belligerents in Europe and the fact that it was not a theater of war meant that the United States 

emerged in a stronger position. World War I was thus a major turning point for the development 

of Chinese art collecting and scholarship in the United States, cementing the reversal of the U.S. 

and Europe in terms of their long-standing positions in the field. 

Chinese art cosmopolitans in Europe quickly felt the effects of World War I after the 

outbreak of hostilities in July 1914. In a letter to Charles Freer written four months after Great 

Britain declared war on Germany, R.L. Hobson, an authority on Chinese ceramics at the British 

Museum, provided a good-humored glimpse into the war’s difficulties for a curator’s work. “For 

the moment the traffic in works of art has practically ceased in Europe & I suppose it is about at 

a standstill with you,” Hobson observed. “The collector has to make way for the destroyer over 

here, & all the surplus cash is invested in explosives.”110 The Great War stopped not only trade 

in Chinese art, but also the production of scholarship as well. Hobson explained that his book, 

which had been slated for publication three months before, had been delayed into the new year 

“unless a Zeppelin bomb drops on the firm of Cassells & demolishes their plant!” While Hobson 

joked about bombs and explosives, other European curators were perhaps in a less lighthearted 

                                                
109 Warren Cohen does not reference World War I at all in East Asian Art and American Culture. Neither is 

it mentioned in studies on the lives of major Chinese art figures who lived through the period, including Charles 
Freer and John C. Ferguson. The only scholarly analysis of the impact of World War I on Chinese art in the United 
States is by Daisy Yiyou Wang, who notes in her biographical study of the dealer C.T. Loo that the “detrimental 
impact of World War I on the European art market and the availability of early Chinese art offered America an 
excellent opportunity to compete with Europe in the collection of Chinese art.” Wang, “The Loouvre from China,” 
167–168. Interestingly, World War II has drawn much greater interest in terms of its impact on Chinese art 
collecting in this country, because there was a significantly greater Pacific dimension of that particular war. 

110 “R.L. Hobson to Charles Lang Freer,” December 8, 1914, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 11, folder 4, 
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mood. When Wilhelm Valentiner returned to Germany in 1914, the curator who had been in 

charge of Chinese art at the Met before S.C. Bosch Reitz’s arrival did not take up another 

museum position in his homeland but instead joined the first field artillery regiment in Munich. 

“The longer the war lasts the more firmly do I find myself taking root again in my native land, 

which becomes especially dear when one fights for it,” Valentiner wrote to his former colleagues 

midway through the war.111 Thankfully, Valentiner survived the conflict and resumed working in 

museums afterwards. 

The war’s impact was less immediate and also less disruptive in the United States, which 

did not enter World War I on the side of the Allies until its penultimate year. For two years, as 

Daisy Yiyou Wang has shown, the importation of Chinese art and antiquities into the country 

remained relatively robust and dropped precipitously only in 1918.112 In 1916, Freer wrote to 

Laurence Binyon almost apologizing for the unimpeded and uncontested progress that the U.S. 

could make in acquiring Chinese art. “The terrible catastrophy [sic] through which Europe is 

now passing has been the cause of sending many Oriental art objects to America, and it seems in 

a way unfair that America should profit during the great upheaval through which or friends are 

passing,” he penned to the British curator.113 Only when the U.S. joined the war effort did 

Charles Freer notify the Chinese dealer You Xiaoqi: “The money demanded for war purposes 

has very much lessened the purchases of Chinese art in this Country, and until after peace has 
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V 235, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 

112 According to figures from a study by a Chinese scholar named Futian Sheng, Chinese antique exports 
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the total to exceed 1916 numbers. See Wang, “The Loouvre from China,” 32.  
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been declared, I feel that it would be very risky to attempt to make further sales in this 

Country.”114 Even then, wartime American demand for Chinese art never completely halted, and 

in some areas it continued to grow and to call upon Freer for his guidance as the country’s 

leading authority. As the war entered its fourth year, Freer expressed his surprise in a letter to 

Agnes Meyer that institutions in the U.S. seemed inured from its effects. “Pittsburg [sic] and St. 

Louis Museums are really hungry and they must have sustenance,” Freer wrote. “I have agreed 

to advise both museums in determining the class of Oriental things to acquire—and 

notwithstanding the gloom of war rays of hope do occasionally shine out.”115 Although no 

figures for Europe are available, it appears that by comparison the flow of Chinese art and 

antiquities into the United States suffered a much shorter and less damaging interruption—and 

that, in turn, institution and field-building activities were able to continue and even expand in 

ways that would have made R.L. Hobson envious.  

Even before the war’s end, Americans already began to assess its implications for the 

production of knowledge about Chinese art internationally and to plot their reactions. One such 

response was a proposal for a new quarterly journal of Asian art based in the United States, the 

brainchild of the acting director of the Pennsylvania Museum and School of Industrial Art, 

Hamilton Bell. Not surprisingly, in seeking to drum up support for his venture, Bell first 

contacted Charles Freer to solicit his approval and raise funds for an endowment. According to 

the prospectus he submitted to Freer, the publication would feature articles with original research, 

records of existing collections, updates on new finds and sales, and reviews of exhibitions and 
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books on what Bell called “this very obscure and neglected subject.”116 This structure was 

intentionally modeled after existing journals in Europe that covered Chinese art, in particular the 

German Ostasiatische Zeitschrift and French-Dutch T’oung Pao. Bell sought an international 

staff of contributors from the United States, England, France, and Japan—although several of the 

Americans that Bell named were, in fact, Europeans living in the U.S.  

While Hamilton Bell recruited editors and writers from several different nations, he 

clearly envisioned the journal to be an American project. “It is well known to students that 

America easily leads, both in the number and quality of its collections of works of Far Eastern 

Art,” Bell declared in his prospectus. “The collections of the University Museum of 

Pennsylvania, the Cleveland Museum of Art, our own Metropolitan and American Museum, 

possess treasures which are not equaled in London, Paris, or Berlin. It is therefore fitting that this 

country should take the lead in the publication of a periodical review devoted to those arts.” 

Citing both Ostasiatische Zeitschrift and T’oung Pao, Bell contended that their stars had fallen 

after the Great War. “[Both] of these have either been killed by the war, or are, at any rate, 

unprocurable in this country at present. It is impossible to say how long it will be after the war 

shall have ended before the Berlin periodical will resume publication, and Toung Pao was 

primarily devoted to literary and historic criticism, and dealt only sporadically and occasionally 

with Art.” Postwar conditions made the field ripe for American scholars to take the lead. Bell 

thus concluded: “[The] proposed journal would have to itself a large and increasingly wide field, 

not only in this country, but in Europe and in Japan, where, as here, the interest in the subject of 

the Arts of the Far East is daily spreading.”  
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Hamilton Bell’s observations about the changing intellectual landscape of Chinese art 

scholarship confirm what historians have started to learn about the effects of World War I on the 

cultural landscape of Europe, especially its museums. Collections in Russia, Germany, France, 

and elsewhere struggled and even closed down as the Great War siphoned off human and 

financial resources.117 Laurence Binyon bemoaned this fate in a letter to Charles Freer: “[Heaven] 

knows when we shall ever get any grant again for making purchases—not for many years, I dare 

say—so we must be resigned to America getting all the fine things, & to our falling hopelessly 

behind.”118 Limited access to diminished collections not surprisingly weakened Europeans’ hold 

on the study of Chinese art, and it put Americans in the reverse position of providing their 

counterparts across the Atlantic with the information and resources that they had become so 

accustomed to receiving. Freer’s gift of three Chinese catalogs to Binyon in 1917 is a wonderful 

illustration of this turn. These books, for the collections of Li Wenqing, Pang Yuanji, and You 

Xiaoqi, were intended for Binyon to share with Herbert A. Giles, the elderly Sinologist at 

Cambridge who was preparing to revise his 1905 book on Chinese painting. Freer advised 

Binyon: “In these three books you will find the names in Chinese characters along with very 

poor English translations, of a number of important Chinese artists not mentioned by Giles, and 

inasmuch as nearly all of the pictures mentioned in the catalogues are now owned in America, 

the owners who consult the Giles’ book will be disappointed if in the book they can find no 

                                                
117 A range of papers presented at the 2014 conference “Mars & Museum” at the Bode-Museum in Berlin 

address the effects of World War I on European museums. While some museums such as the National Gallery in 
England and the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna managed to thrive, the war caused disruptions ranging from 
the evacuation of art collections to the repurposing of museum facilities for military use. See Alexandra 
Enzensberger, “Review of ‘Mars & Museum: European Museums During the First World War,’” H-Net, November 
2014, https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=42715. 

118 “Laurence Binyon to Charles Lang Freer.” 



 

211 

illusion [sic] to the painters.”119 After a decade, American collectors like Charles Freer stood 

ready to set the agenda for the scholarly study of Chinese art, much as they had also come to 

dominate its collecting.  

-- 

Many scholars have noted the role that private and public collections—especially 

museums—played (and continue to play) in shaping collective identities. However, these studies 

generally portray that process of cultural differentiation in an oppositional way; that is, America 

collects or studies China, and in doing so America comes to define itself by some degree of not 

being Chinese. Building upon this important scholarship, I contend that the U.S. was engaging 

not only with China through that country’s art but also with Europe, which American collectors, 

curators, and experts regarded as alternately a partner or a rival for international prestige 

depending on what they were trying to accomplish. These geopolitics of culture recall the 

carving up of China and remind us that, though the U.S. declined a territorial stake in the country, 

it was a willing and happy participant in more informal ways. To win the contest, Americans 

relied on their European teachers for knowledge about what constituted good Chinese art, where 

to find it, and how to analyze it. This history thus has significance not only for our understanding 

of U.S.-China relations in the early twentieth century, but also for the rise of American “soft 

power” in producing and organizing knowledge about foreign cultures on the international stage. 

In the next chapter, I will explore the complex historical contingencies of a particular event—the 

1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition—that exposed the limitations of this Western 

system of expertise.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Picturing China: Contesting Chinese Painting and Sources of Intellectual Authority at the 

1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition  

-- 

Prior to the advent of television and the Internet, gatherings like the 1915 Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition (PPIE) in San Francisco offered visitors the opportunity to see worlds 

beyond their own, neatly organized into categories of human endeavor like transportation, 

manufacturing, agriculture, education, metals and mining, and social economy. The PPIE did not 

disappoint in this regard: planned as a celebration of the opening of the Panama Canal and to 

signal America’s pivot to engage its neighbors around the Pacific Ocean, the exposition 

welcomed almost twenty million visitors to the Presidio district over ten months. 400,000 

attendees packed the fairgrounds on closing day alone. 43 states participated, and 24 foreign 

countries sent official delegations—including China and Japan to fulfill the promise of a Pacific-

oriented affair.  

Among the 11 exhibit palaces at the PPIE, fine arts held a special place because it 

elevated the fair to something more than a simple trade show. Director-in-Chief Frederick J.V. 

Skiff estimated that five times as many visitors would see the Department of Fine Arts as any 

other space.1 To serve this demand, exposition officials made an exception for the Palace of Fine 

Arts to remain open until 10 o’clock in the evening on Mondays and Fridays, while other exhibit 

palaces routinely closed at nighttime. This chapter on Chinese painting at the Panama-Pacific 

                                                
1 Frank Morton Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International 

Celebration Held at San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the 
Construction of the Panama Canal, vol. 1 (New York and London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons and The Knickerbocker 
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International Exposition explores one of the highpoints of a singular event in the history of U.S. 

relations with the Pacific world. 

In chapter four, I described the movement to define a rigorous body of knowledge about 

Chinese art in the United States in the 1910s through various forms of institution building, from 

establishing museum departments to publishing books, catalogs, and journals. These activities 

made several Americans—chief among them Charles Freer—into internationally respected 

authorities whose opinions were sought to appraise objects, facilitate sales, and validate 

acquisitions. They displaced European scholars, curators, and collectors who had previously 

dominated the field even as together they wove transnational networks of communication and 

exchange. This chapter follows on that analysis to examine how different types of expertise in 

Chinese art manifested within the context of a world’s fair and challenged the system of 

connoisseurship embodied by Freer. At the heart of disagreements over Chinese art at the San 

Francisco exposition was the controversial decision to exhibit within the official space of the 

Palace of Fine Arts a group of paintings belonging to a little-known collector from Shanghai 

named Liu Songfu, while a collection owned by a wealthy industrialist and that was backed by 

Freer languished outside the fairgrounds. I argue that this alternative configuration reflected 

competition between Chinese and non-Chinese sources of intellectual authority for Chinese art, 

and was made possible by the conditions of the PPIE as a cultural space. Examining the selection 

and display of Chinese art at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition—especially 

painting, which was the most prominent feature in the four galleries allotted to China—reveals 

the tensions and limitations of American knowledge-making about China in the early twentieth 

century. 
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I begin the chapter by exploring the various political meanings of the Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition within a longer tradition of China’s participation in overseas world’s 

fairs. Next, I show how the PPIE upended the intellectual apparatus outlined in chapter four that 

American collectors, curators, and scholars erected and relied upon to advance their interests. I 

analyze the socialization and training that Western connoisseurs received in China to show how 

forms of expertise different from the kind that Charles Freer possessed could challenge and 

confound it—and win the right to speak for China on an international stage. I focus in particular 

on the life of Florence Ayscough, who used the informal training she received from Chinese 

tutors in Shanghai and through the North China branch of the Royal Asiatic Society to shepherd 

Liu Songfu’s collection to the U.S. I conclude by examining a final challenge to Charles Freer’s 

authority in San Francisco, a simple case of theft at the PPIE that serves as a reminder for how 

tricky the terrain of Chinese art remained under the elaborate structures that had been built atop it. 

-- 

The history of world’s fairs and international expositions has drawn growing interest in 

recent decades, in particular as scholars have wrestled with them as sites of imperialism and 

racism. The central concern of this body of scholarship is the degree to which expositions were, 

to use Tony Bennett’s phrase, part of the “exhibitionary complex” with the power “to organize 

and co-ordinate an order of things and to produce a place for the people in relation to that 

order.”2 Robert Rydell’s scholarship on American world’s fairs between 1876 and 1916 broke 

the ground for this literature.3 Subsequent works have gone on to examine fairs and expositions 

in a thematic way, considering their impact in such areas as health and medicine, religion, 
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photography, and landscape design.4 Others have chosen to focus on individual fairs. While 

historians have been especially attentive to the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago, 

other expositions have also inspired more focused treatments.5  

The recent centennial of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition yielded new 

scholarly analyses that highlight the complexities of the 1915 gathering in San Francisco.6 

Scholars have already examined the significance of China’s participation at the Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition for Chinese nationalism in the Republican Era.7 However, China’s 

presence at the PPIE not only informs our understanding of modern Chinese history, but also 

illuminates a host of issues in U.S. history. Sarah J. Moore’s interpretation of the PPIE as a 

                                                
4 See, for example: John P. Burris, Exhibiting Religion: Colonialism and Spectacle at International 

Expositions, 1851-1893 (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2001); Julie K. Brown, Health and Medicine 
on Display: International Expositions in the United States, 1876-1904 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009); Erin L. 
Hasinoff, Faith in Objects: American Missionary Expositions in the Early Twentieth Century (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011); Cathy Jean Maloney, World’s Fair Gardens: Shaping American Landscapes (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2012). 

5 See Matthew F. Bokovoy, The San Diego World’s Fairs and Southwestern Memory, 1880-1940 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005); James Burkhart Gilbert, Whose Fair? Experience, Memory, 
and the History of the Great St. Louis Exposition (Chicago: University Of Chicago Press, 2009). 

6 Burton Bendict’s edited volume offers a reliable primer on various facets of the Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition. See Burton Benedict, ed., The Anthropology of World’s Fairs: San Francisco’s Panama 
Pacific International Exposition of 1915 (London and Berkeley: Lowie Museum of Anthropology in association 
with Scolar Press, 1983). 

7 Analyzing China’s visibility in its national pavilion, in the “Universal Halls,” and in the press, Susan 
Fernsebner argues that “the Republic’s grand display at the exposition was intended to attract the attention of 
‘overseas Chinese’ comrades in the Americas as well as a domestic audience on the Chinese mainland, encourage a 
patriotic (and, hopefully, financial) investment in the young Republic of China.”  These studies reflect contemporary 
responses to Chinese exhibits at the PPIE as signaling a turning point for China. According to PPIE historian Frank 
Morton Todd, “[the] year 1915…was the first time China had so officially participated in any exposition outside her 
own borders, and she showed in her Pavilion and throughout the exhibit palaces a revolution in ideas and ideals—
the tremendous intellectual turnover of a vast empire.”  See Susan R. Fernsebner, “Material Modernities: China’s 
Participation in World’s Fairs and Expositions, 1876-1955” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, San Diego, 2002), 
145–147; Frank Morton Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International 
Celebration Held at San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the 
Construction of the Panama Canal, vol. 3 (New York and London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons and The Knickerbocker 
Press, 1921), 287. On China’s participation at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, see also Burnett, 
“Inventing a New ‘Old Tradition’: Chinese Painting at the Panama Pacific International Exposition”; Zaixin Hong, 
“Comprador Liu Songfu and His Collection of Painting in the Modern Market,” Yishushi Yanjiu (The Study of Art 
History) 11 (2009): 483–511; Barbara Vennman, “Dragons, Dummies, and Royals: China at American World’s 
Fairs, 1876-1904,” Gateway Heritage: The Magazine of the Missouri Historical Society 17, no. 2 (Fall 1996): 16–31. 
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paragon of technologistic and masculinist ideologies comes from a Rydellian mold, while 

Abigail Markwyn contends that multiple forces—ethnic minorities, foreign governments, fair 

workers, and women—shaped the experience of the PPIE and competed for social and political 

power.8 In many ways, American organizers created the frames and set the terms for China’s 

participation in San Francisco. In doing so, they articulated a set of beliefs about China and about 

the place of the United States in the world in the early twentieth century. At the same time, these 

frames and terms—and the beliefs and assumptions that guided them—were never uncontested.  

Historians typically trace the advent of modern cultural and industrial fairs to the Great 

Exhibition of 1851 in London. Held to trumpet Britain’s advances in industrialization, the fair 

gathered 29 nations within its famed Crystal Palace.9 The United States hosted the first of its 

many comprehensive international expositions in Philadelphia in 1876 to celebrate the centenary 

of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. According to Bruno Giberti, the Centennial 

Exposition struck a compromise between its organizers’ vision for a “transparent, systematic, 

and tabular” event—one “appropriate to the Enlightenment”—and the visitors’ experience 

through “the distracted glance” of a messy and excessive spectacle.10 The Philadelphia 

exposition was significant for another reason: it marked China’s first appearance at a world’s fair 

in the U.S. Sending exhibits and erecting a national pavilion signaled, as Mae Ngai has written, 

“a nation’s status as part of the civilized world and as a member of the international 

                                                
8 Sarah J. Moore, Empire on Display: San Francisco’s Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915 

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013); Markwyn, Empress San Francisco: The Pacific Rim, the Great 
West, and California at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition. See also Heidi Applegate, “Staging 
Modernism at the 1915 San Francisco World’s Fair” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2014); Laura Ackley, San 
Francisco’s Jewel City: The Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915 (Berkeley: Heyday, 2014). 

9 On the Great Exhibition, see Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions Universelles, Great 
Exhibitions and World’s Fairs, 1851-1939 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991); Jeffrey A. Auerbach, 
The Great Exhibition of 1851: A Nation on Display (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). 

10 Bruno Giberti, Designing the Centennial: A History of the 1876 International Exhibition in Philadelphia 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2002), x.  
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community.”11 As Robert Rydell has shown, the Centennial Exposition offered for many of its 

visitors their first opportunity to experience both Chinese as well as Japanese culture firsthand.12 

While both countries performed admirably, Japan outshined China and impressed fairgoers by 

demonstrating the progress it had made on various indicators of Westernization. 

A brief period of withdrawal followed China’s participation in Philadelphia and the 1884 

world’s fair in New Orleans. After its debut, the Qing government boycotted the 1893 World’s 

Columbian Exposition in Chicago to protest discriminatory immigration laws enacted the year 

before.13 As a result, Japan once again mesmerized Americans when they visited the Great White 

City. There were commercialized displays of Chinese culture in the intervening years that were 

organized by profit-seeking members of the local Chinese American community—often stylized 

Chinatown environments in the amusement zone. China did not officially return to the American 

exposition scene until the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis.14 With this 

restoration, China presented 20,000 tons of goods—both commercial and cultural—in a variety 

of settings under the supervision of a delegation that included both Chinese and Euro-American 

representatives. (Indeed, until the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in 1915, China’s 

national exhibits were always organized either wholly or in part by the Westerners who 

dominated the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs Service.) As Ngai concludes: “[With] these 

                                                
11 Mae M. Ngai, The Lucky Ones: One Family and the Extraordinary Invention of Chinese America 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 96. 

12 Rydell, All the World’s a Fair, 29–31. 

13 Ibid., 49. 

14 On China at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition, see Vennman, “Dragons, Dummies, and Royals”; 
Ngai, The Lucky Ones: One Family and the Extraordinary Invention of Chinese America, chap. 8, “The Chinese 
Village.” 
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humble offerings—offerings not even fully under her control—China took a step onto the world 

stage that was the international exposition.”15 

In one respect, however, China still had not yet arrived as measured by its presence at 

international expositions: its traditional arts were excluded from the fine arts galleries of the fairs 

to which it contributed other kinds of exhibits. In 1904, for example, China was represented in 

four of the six categories under the heading of art, and Chinese carvings, paintings, bronzes, 

porcelains and other objects of artistic merit abounded throughout the St. Louis fairgrounds.16 

The exposition fine arts chief, Halsey C. Ives, ruled just hours before his building opened that 

there was no room for the Chinese pieces; unlike Japanese art, which was firmly entrenched in 

seven galleries, they were all reclassified as applied art and moved to the Liberal Arts Palace 

with the tacit approval of the Chinese Commission. Although Ives tried later to reinstate the art 

when space was found, the only “Chinese” work that was seen was a painting of the Empress 

Dowager Cixi by the American painter Kate Carl.17 The ambivalent treatment of Chinese art at 

the Louisiana Purchase Exposition demonstrates that, although organizers did not totally reject it 

                                                
15 Ngai, The Lucky Ones: One Family and the Extraordinary Invention of Chinese America, 103. 

16 Photographs in the official history of the 1904 exposition depict several displays within the Liberal Arts 
Palace that were classified as art in the text, including “art porcelains and cloisonné ware” from the Industrial 
institute of Peking (a Grand Prize and gold medal winner), “art work in jadestone, crystal, porcelain and bronze” and 
“bronze art work and carved elephant tusks” from Hubei province. See Mark Bennitt and Frank Parker Stockbridge, 
History of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, Comprising the History of the Louisiana Territory, the Story of the 
Louisiana Purchase and a Full Account of the Great Exposition, Embracing the Participation of the States and 
Nations of the World, and Other Events of the St. Louis World’s Fair of 1904 (St. Louis: Universal Exposition 
Publishing Company, 1905), 285–299. 

17 The expulsion of Chinese art from the Fine Arts Palace resulted in an overcrowded exhibit inside the 
Liberal Arts Palace. The official history complained that “[the] space was in no way commensurate with the 
importance and the number and class of articles brought to the Exposition from such a distance” but did not 
acknowledge that it was exposition administrators who had created this “unfortunate and serious drawback.”  
Regarding the treatment of Chinese art at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition, see Carol Ann Christ, “‘The Sole 
Guardians of the Art Inheritance of Asia’: Japan and China at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair,” Positions 8, no. 3 
(December 2000): 700–702. Christ argues that the perceived “topsy-turveydom” of the Chinese exhibits at the 1904 
world’s fair in fact derived from an “entrepreneurial framework to bring sorely needed capital into Chinese coffers 
seriously depleted by the Boxer Protocol.” 
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out of hand as some scholars have suggested, its place in the pantheon of world cultures as 

defined by American arbiters was far from secure. And if being recognized as possessing a rich 

artistic tradition was required in order to win full standing in the community of nations, then it 

was clear that in 1904 China still had some ways to go before it could make such a claim.  

Given the history of China’s participation in world’s fairs in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries and especially the way in which Chinese art was shown at these events, the 

Panama-Pacific International Exposition was a watershed moment coming four years after the 

overthrow of the Qing dynasty, in two major ways. First, China took charge of selecting and 

arranging its national displays—though, as we shall see, even then it could neither shake loose 

completely the influence of Euro-American outsiders nor avoid their meddling. The PPIE was 

also path breaking for Chinese art, a dazzling array of which was ensconced in the fine arts 

building where it had never been placed before. These unprecedented conditions signaled a 

change in how China was represented to the American public, and perhaps even in the very 

relationship between China and the United States. These changes make up the focus of this 

chapter. 

-- 

The Panama-Pacific International Exposition represented both opportunity and challenge 

for U.S.-China relations. On one hand, a robust showing at the PPIE by China would amplify 

American claims for the Panama Canal as a magnificent gift from the United States to the world 

for prosperity and peace. On the other hand, such high stakes could also magnify any missteps or 

errors in the planning and execution of the exposition. This dilemma gave some leverage to the 

Chinese and Chinese Americans who were so crucial to the success of the PPIE. 
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Exposition organizers were conscious that China’s participation in the PPIE was its first 

independent effort; indeed, this distinction factored significantly into their marketing of the 

yearlong event as a reflection of American geopolitical ambitions. PPIE leaders began recruiting 

Chinese participation five years before the opening of the exposition. San Francisco merchants 

William L. Gerstle and Robert Dollar first scouted for the PPIE on a visit to China in 1910; while 

there, they helped to organize the Consolidated Chambers of Commerce of China in Shanghai to 

facilitate future planning efforts across the country’s vast interior. “This will save a great deal of 

traveling and all work will be centralised,” Dollar enthused.18 A shipping magnate with lumber 

interests in northern China, Dollar returned consistently over the next several years to cultivate 

the prospects of a Chinese commission. In his communications with Americans and Chinese 

alike, Dollar emphasized the organizers’ hope for a strong showing by China as key to a 

successful PPIE. “In as much as it will be held on the shores of the Pacific Ocean, the Ocean that 

unites China to America, it is our wish to make [the exposition] distinctly Oriental,” Dollar 

explained in asking William J. Calhoun, the U.S. minister to China, to help solicit government 

support.19 He made the same point to a group of Chinese merchants assembled in Shanghai: “We 

want to make this Exposition distinctly Oriental, and we are depending on China for the best 

exhibit ever made of Chinese wares…”20  

Several obstacles made China’s participation in the PPIE far from certain. The fall of the 

Qing dynasty posed significant problems for Dollar and exposition officials. Roughly one month 

                                                
18 “Homer Boushey to Reuben B. Hale,” December 5, 1910, Panama Pacific International Exposition 

Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 135, folder 3, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

19 “Robert Dollar to Reuben B. Hale,” February 26, 1912, Panama Pacific International Exposition Records, 
BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 55, folder 14, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

20 “Address Delivered Before the Chamber of Commerce at Shanghai,” February 24, 1912, “Copies of 
speeches, etc. 1913–1914” folder, carton 5, Robert Dollar Papers, BANC MSS 69/113 c, The Bancroft Library, 
University of California, Berkeley. 
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before the abdication of the Emperor Puyi that ended 268 years of Manchu rule in China, Dollar 

reported on the unstable political situation and its implications for the PPIE to exposition vice 

president Reuben B. Hale. He wrote: “While I have taken the matter of Exposition up with the 

Chinese in Hong Kong and also in Canton, both in a private and also in a Government way, on 

account of the great tribulation through which they are passing, it is impossible to make any 

progress, as there is such a feeling of uncertainty as to what the final result will be, and while I 

will not relax my efforts in the slightest, I do not expect any favourable results, until after the 

government is formally established.”21 When it became apparent that the problem was too 

daunting for unofficial channels—even one so highly esteemed as Robert Dollar—exposition 

organizers turned to the U.S. government for assistance. Exposition president Charles C. Moore 

wrote to the State Department in September 1912 to inquire about the possibility of recognizing 

the provisional republican government, reasoning that a strong, central authority could better 

coordinate for the PPIE. While American recognition of the Republic of China would not come 

until 1913, the exigencies of East Asian geopolitics ultimately played to the San Franciscans’ 

advantage. “I have been talking about the matter to one of the experts on the Far East at the State 

Department, who tells me that from his knowledge of the Chinese he thinks it is safe to say that 

China will be sure to participate for the reason that Japan is going to take such a prominent part, 

if for no other reason,” the exposition’s diplomatic officer Charles F. Wilson notified Moore. 

“He also says that the new constitutional government will want to show the western world what a 

good exhibition it can make, and for this reason will make an extra effort to have a good 

display.”22 China ultimately accepted the organizers’ invitation to participate in the Panama-

                                                
21 “Robert Dollar to Reuben B. Hale,” January 4, 1912, Panama Pacific International Exposition Records, 

BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 55, folder 14, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
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Pacific International Exposition on October 14, 1912, but its decision came less as a result of 

American persuasion and more due to the desire of the Chinese government to impress the West 

and to match the efforts of the Japanese. 

In addition to political turmoil, PPIE leaders also had to overcome serious concerns about 

the treatment of Chinese merchants and laborers by U.S. immigration officials in order to 

convince both the Chinese and Chinese Americans to put on an appropriately impressive display. 

Unhappy memories of difficulties and humiliation at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in 

St. Louis made the Chinese wary about how they might be treated in San Francisco, and Chinese 

commissioners urged exposition organizers to press for a more lenient and respectful policy.23  

Chinese Americans in San Francisco likewise used the Panama-Pacific International Exposition 

as leverage against official discrimination.24 Although the PPIE did not bring about the end of 

                                                                                                                                                       
22 “Charles F. Wilson to Charles C. Moore,” September 24, 1912, Panama Pacific International Exposition 

Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 135, folder 3, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

23 The Chinese pressed on this question from a variety of official and unofficial angles. One Chinese banker 
wrote privately to the exposition president: “Personally I have received many letters from high class merchants and 
members of the gentry in Hong Kong, Canton and Shanghai, and they all ask how they are to be treated here if they 
conclude to make the expensive journey.”  Chinese exposition commissioner Chen Qi tried formal diplomatic 
channels, assuring U.S. minister Paul S. Reinsch that “a great many Chinese merchants and educated men would 
visit the United States at the time of the Panama-Pacific Exposition, thus strengthening materially the friendly 
relations between those two countries, if assurances could be given that they would not be subjected to harsh 
treatment upon landing at an American port.” U.S. minister to China Paul Reinsch in turn warned Secretary of State 
William Jennings Bryan: “Reports brought home by merchants who visited the Exposition at St. Louis in 1904, were 
not such as to encourage Chinese to visit and travel in the United States.” See “Look Tin Eli to Charles C. Moore,” 
October 9, 1914, Panama Pacific International Exposition Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 30, folder 20, The 
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley; “Paul S. Reinsch to the Secretary of State,” December 2, 1913, 
Panama Pacific International Exposition Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 135, folder 3, The Bancroft Library, 
University of California, Berkeley. 

24 When Moore realized that none of the Chinese living in San Francisco had purchased subscriptions to the 
stock of the PPIE, he asked James L. McNab, advisor to the Chinese Six Companies, to look into the matter. McNab 
returned a damning indictment linking the PPIE with U.S. exclusion laws: “The Department of Labor at Washington 
and the Commissioner General of Immigration at the present time are imposing upon the Chinese people restrictions 
of the most aggravating and humiliating nature, which if directed against any other than an Oriental race, would 
result in a breach of international relations. […] The result of these and similar restrictions is to create in the mind of 
the Chinese the feeling that they are being persecuted by a department of the Government. They know that the 
Panama Pacific International Exposition is recognized by the Government, and in fact, owes its existence to the act 
of Congress. […] Under these circumstances the Chinese people feel that they are being called upon to assist a 
Government Exposition, while at the same time, they are as they see it, being unduly haressed [sic] by a 
Government with which they are friendly.” “John L. McNab to Charles C. Moore,” January 17, 1914, Panama 
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Chinese exclusion laws in the U.S., the Bureau of Immigration did make certain concessions to 

PPIE organizers in order to help make the exposition a success.25 For example, when Charles C. 

Moore heard that U.S. consular agents in China had advised merchants that they had to 

personally accompany their exhibits to San Francisco, he complained to immigration 

commissioner general Anthony Caminetti that it would be “impracticable for merchants in 

charge of large business affairs to come to the Exposition themselves and they should be 

permitted to send their representatives in.”26 On this point, Caminetti relented and assured Moore 

that Chinese merchants could send their exhibits with employees. The campaign for an inclusive 

exposition and the roiling debate over Chinese labor and immigration reveal the great political 

stakes that were involved in the planning and administration of the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition. The organizers’ aspirations for a “distinctly Oriental” event, one at which China 

                                                                                                                                                       
Pacific International Exposition Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 135, folder 4, The Bancroft Library, 
University of California, Berkeley. 

25 In response to these protests, the U.S. Bureau of Immigration issued Department Circular No. 3 on 
March 25, 1914, extending the logic of the Chinese Exclusion Act for the purposes of the exposition rather than 
amending it. This “Regulation Governing the Admission and Return of Chinese Participating in the Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition and the Panama-California Exposition” established three classes of Chinese fairgoers to be 
policed: exhibiters, visitors, and laborers.  Only the Chinese who belonged to the exempted classes under the 
Chinese Exclusion Act were qualified to attend the PPIE as exhibiters or visitors. Chinese laborers could enter the 
United States to help with the construction and installation of exhibits, but Department Circular No. 3 limited them 
to a thirty-day stay backed by a $500 bond. Although these clauses were similar to those governing non-Chinese 
laborers (promulgated in a later circular), there was one marked difference between the two groups. While non-
Chinese laborers who wanted to remain in the United States or to become permanent residents could apply for 
admission after the conclusion of the exposition, their Chinese counterparts had no such option. See Bureau of 
Immigration, Department of Labor, “Department Circular No. 3. Regulation Governing the Admission and Return 
of Chinese Participating in the Panama-Pacific International Exposition and the Panama-California Exposition,” 
March 25, 1914, Panama Pacific International Exposition Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 135, folder 4, The 
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley; Bureau of Immigration, Department of Labor, “Department 
Circular No. 4. General Regulations Governing the Admission and Return of Aliens (Other Than Those Covered by 
Department Circular No. 3) Participating in the Panama-Pacific International Exposition and the Panama-California 
Exposition,” May 1, 1914, Panama Pacific International Exposition Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 30, 
folder 20, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.  

26 “Charles C. Moore to Anthony Caminetti,” December 30, 1914, Panama Pacific International Exposition 
Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 30, folder 20, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 



 

224 

would be a prominent contributor, created opportunities to challenge narratives of the Chinese as 

undesirable and inassimilable people.  

In the minds of its organizers, the Panama-Pacific International Exposition would be 

different than any other world’s fair before it, not only in its scale or its orientation to the 

“Orient,” but also in its planning and management. They envisioned an exposition run according 

to “modern business methods” that would be entirely removed from “the intermittent play of 

individual impulses.”27 Charles C. Moore led the way as president by drawing up a “fundamental 

definition of rights and mutual obligation” when negotiating his contract, including the 

stipulation that “patronage would be entirely eliminated, i.e., the Directors pledge themselves not 

to recommend to department chiefs any employees, but that the department chiefs be free to 

select their assistants and be held responsible for the results and the work of their department.” In 

this way, the PPIE hewed to the reformist agenda of the Progressive Era.  

This managerial approach touched all aspects of the San Francisco exposition. Using 

historical data to project revenues, for example, PPIE director made the exposition “the pioneer 

of expositions in the scientific making of budgets on the ratio basis.”28 Likewise, a preference for 

professionalism and expertise prevailed over amateurism and hunches in assembling the staff of 

the exposition. According to the exposition historian:  

Thus it happened that every department chief had some special knowledge of his subject, 
and most of them had had something to do with expositions. That is, it happened, by 
design. An exposition cannot develop like a slowly growing business, training its own 
specialists through a long course of years, advancing those that are adapted to its work 
and culling out those it cannot use. There is no time for experiments, and it must seize 

                                                
27 Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International Celebration Held at 

San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the Construction of the Panama 
Canal, 1921, 1:123–124. 

28 Ibid., 1:144. 
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upon expert knowledge and skill, whether they belong to the friends of influential local 
personages or not.29  

 
Indeed, the exposition’s roster was made up of a class of what might be called “expo men” who 

made their careers by working at multiple world’s fairs and international expositions in the 

United States and abroad.30  

John Ellingwood Donnell Trask was one of these professional exposition men, taking up 

the post of Chief of the Department of Fine Arts at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition 

in early 1913. Prior to his work for the PPIE, Trask served as secretary and manager of the 

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts (housed, incidentally, in an ornate Victorian-Gothic 

building designed for the 1876 Centennial Exposition by architect Frank Furness). Trask’s 

appointment to this post illuminates the politics of exposition work despite the San Franciscans’ 

attempts to be completely impartial. The Exposition Company’s first choice for the job in fact 

had not been John E.D. Trask, but rather the painter and writer Francis D. Millet. After Millet 

died in the sinking of the Titanic, PPIE president Charles C. Moore lamented that “there is no 

lack of candidates but…none seem to measure up to his standard.”31 Moore canvassed prominent 

                                                
29 Ibid., 1:241. 

30 Frank Morton Todd details the professional histories of these “expo men” in his history of the PPIE. 
Asher Carter Baker, Director of the Division of Exhibits at the PPIE, served as Commissioner in Mexico and 
Superintendent of the Marine Division for the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition, transportation staff for the U.S. 
Commission at the Paris Exposition of 1900, and the Assistant Chief of the Department of Transportation at the 
1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition. Alvin E. Pope, Chief of the Department of Education and Social Economy, 
worked as Superintendent of the Charities and Corrections section at the St. Louis exposition. Theodore Hardee, 
Chief of Liberal Arts, began his exposition career in 1894 at the Midwinter Exposition in San Francisco; he went on 
to work for expositions in St. Louis and Portland. G.W. Danforth, Chief of Machinery, had been detailed with the 
Navy Department at the 1904 St. Louis fair. George A. Dennison, Chief of Horticulture, was connected with the 
Louisiana Purchase Exposition and the Alaska-Yukon Exposition in Seattle. D.O. Lively, Chief of Live Stock, had 
worked in similar capacities at the International Live Stock Exposition in Chicago and the Pacific International Live 
Stock Show at Portland. So important was the record of exposition work in the qualifications of these men that Todd 
felt compelled to comment that Blythe H. Henderson, who became Chief of Transportation Exhibits “was one of the 
few officers of the Division that lacked exposition experience until he came into the Panama-Pacific International 
Exposition organization; but he had had a long service with railroads.” Ibid., 1:238–242. 

31 “Charles C. Moore to J. Pierpont Morgan,” September 25, 1912, Panama Pacific International Exposition 
Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 1, folder 19, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
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collectors including J.P. Morgan, Henry E. Huntington, and Charles Freer to fill the vacancy, but 

a rift opened when it came to the question of Trask’s appointment. Trask received “fifty or more 

very high endorsements many of them from apparently dependable quarters,” including Freer, 

but one very important collector withheld his support. “Morgan does not like Trask,” cabled the 

exposition vice president who managed the negotiation. “[Morgan] is certainly the most 

influential man in art in the East and many will not lend their pictures.”32  

J.P. Morgan’s objection to J.E.D. Trask’s appointment highlights what was at stake for 

many individuals in the creation of the Department of Fine Arts at the PPIE. Morgan could not 

have objected because Trask lacked experience in managing art affairs at expositions: Trask had 

represented the United States in earlier art gatherings in Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay. Perhaps 

Trask once offended Morgan in one of the many exhibitions at the Pennsylvania Academy, 

where he had earned a reputation for causing friction and being arbitrary in his decisions.33 For 

his part, Moore wondered whether Morgan had “real knowledge of any such valid objections or 

whether it is based on professional jealousy of Mr. Morgan's advisors.”34 While Trask ultimately 

won the job, the foregoing debate foreshadowed the fraught politics of the art section. As we 

shall see, to influence the organization of the Department of Fine Arts—and the knowledge that 

flowed from it—was to win a measure of cultural authority and potentially commercial success. 

For Morgan and many others, there was much more at stake in the Palace of Fine Arts than 

aesthetics.  

                                                
32 “I.W. Hellman, Jr., to Charles C. Moore,” October 30, 1912, Panama Pacific International Exposition 

Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 1, folder 19, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

33 “Trask ‘Quits,’” December 1, 1912, “Clippings” folder, John E.D. Trask Papers, Manuscripts Collection, 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts Archives. 

34 “Charles C. Moore to I.W. Hellman, Jr.,” October 28, 1912, Panama Pacific International Exposition 
Records, BANC MSS C-A 190, carton 1, folder 19, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. 
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John E.D. Trask envisioned the Fine Arts pavilion as a democratic and educational 

experience that would suit the abilities of all who came through its doors.35 His “theory of its 

function was that it should serve to promote cultural advancement, and help inform every visitor 

to the Exposition no matter what that visitor’s intellectual attainments might be.”36 “It was a 

school,” the exposition’s official history added, “wherein a person with a serious interest in the 

subject could learn something of the evolution of art…as an expression of genius and an 

adornment of life, and wherein he could see something of the latest phases this evolution had 

assumed.”  To carry out such a grandiose and comprehensive vision, Trask devised in February 

1913 an elaborate bureaucratic structure with curators, docents, and assistants alongside a 

number of selection juries and advisory committees that broke down and delegated responsibility 

for deciding which artworks would be included in the exposition.37  

The administrative scheme of the Department of Fine Arts embraced the same “modern 

business methods” that governed the rest of the exposition. First, the department simplified 

                                                
35 Analyzing the day-to-day operations of the Department of Fine Arts is difficult because its administrative 

records have not been systematically preserved. However, by reading the department’s publications and its 
correspondence with other departments we can begin to get an idea of how exposition staff conceived of and went 
about their work of organizing the art exhibits at the San Francisco exhibition. The Bancroft Library at the 
University of California, Berkeley, houses the records of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition. While other 
exhibit departments are thoroughly represented within this collection, the papers of the Fine Arts Department are 
missing.  

36 Frank Morton Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International 
Celebration Held at San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the 
Construction of the Panama Canal, vol. 4 (New York and London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons and The Knickerbocker 
Press, 1921), 10. 

37 Altogether, the paid staff of the Department of Fine Arts in San Francisco numbered eleven people. 
Trask’s assistant chief was Robert B. Harshe, who would go on to lead the Art Institute of Chicago. Charles Francis 
Browne had responsibility for the United States section. A number of women joined their male colleagues in the art 
pavilion: Jane De Maranville worked as department secretary, while Ella (Bond) Johnston, Dr. Elizabeth H. Denio, 
and Rose V.S. Berry comprised the docent service. Helen Wright assisted John G. Dunlap in the sales department to 
realize the goal of making Fine Arts a financially self-sustaining department. Eugene Pirard led a corps of office and 
gallery assistants. Finally, three men performed the arduous task of installing the artworks. Charles Francis Browne 
resigned from the department in April 1915. See Official Catalogue (Illustrated) of the Department of Fine Arts, 
Panama-Pacific International Exposition (San Francisco: The Wahlgreen Company, 1915), 1. See also Todd, The 
Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International Celebration Held at San Francisco in 1915 to 
Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the Construction of the Panama Canal, 1921, 4:12. 
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matters by ceding decisions over foreign art and artists to each national commission. American 

artists submitted their works to selection juries meeting in nine different cities around the United 

States and in Europe, with only a minority membership of local artists on each jury to avoid 

conflicts of interest.38 Finally, a national advisory committee and seven regional advisory 

committees composed of prominent collectors and artists assisted the Department of Fine Arts. 

Several American collectors interested in East Asian art served on the national advisory 

committee, including Charles Freer, Henry C. Frick, Howard Mansfield, Henry Walters, Joseph 

E. Widener, and Isabella Stewart Gardner (one of only two women among 36 members).39 

Advisory committees for Great Britain and Europe rounded out this set of panels.  

Debates over what Chinese art to show at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition fit 

within larger contests at the exposition about who should determine the size and shape of the fine 

arts exhibit as a whole. In line with the larger bureaucracy of the exposition, John E.D. Trask and 

his staff in the Department of Fine Arts set up administrative structures and devised procedures 

to project an aura of efficiency and objectivity. The specter of prestige and financial gain led 

artists and collectors to challenge these decisions, from Trask’s appointment as chief to the 

selection process for artworks to be shown in the Palace of Fine Arts. The PPIE was a politically 

charged space, not only in the sense of the formal politics of U.S.-China relations and 

immigration restrictions, but also in the contests over who would control the information 

presented there. 

-- 

                                                
38 The selection juries met in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Chicago, St. Louis, San 

Francisco, London, and Paris. See Department of Fine Arts Circular of Information (San Francisco: Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition, 1915), 9–13. 

39 Official Catalogue (Illustrated) of the Department of Fine Arts, Panama-Pacific International Exposition, 
5. 
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Widely considered the most beautiful building at the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition, Bernard Maybeck’s neoclassical Palace of Fine Arts sat on the western end of the 

fairgrounds. Its serene—even haunting—setting belied the struggle inside over what Chinese art, 

in particular painting, would be shown to the public. The opposing factions did not stand on 

equal footing. On one side stood Charles Freer, the preeminent East Asian art collector of his 

generation in the United States, and the collection belonging to Freer’s friend, the Shanghai 

industrialist and collector Pang Yuanji. On the other was Florence Ayscough, a Canadian-

American woman whose most notable accomplishment up to 1915 was serving as librarian of the 

Shanghai branch of the Royal Asiatic Society; she shouldered the responsibility of introducing 

some 350 paintings owned by Liu Songfu, a Chinese comprador who worked for her husband’s 

trading firm. By all accounts, Charles Freer and Pang Yuanji should have taken center stage in 

the Chinese galleries at the PPIE, but they were sidelined while the place of honor went instead 

to Florence Ayscough and Liu Songfu. This surprising reversal exposes the shaky foundations of 

the authoritative positions that individuals like Charles Freer claimed to occupy in the first 

decades of the twentieth century.  

Attention to Chinese art at the PPIE has only merited passing mention in most studies of 

the history of Chinese art collecting despite the importance of the PPIE as a venue for the serious 

introduction of Chinese art to the American public. On the whole, what has been written about 

Chinese art at the San Francisco fair has been biographical in nature. Liu Songfu and his 

Canadian-American collaborator with Florence Ayscough have received the most scholarly 

attention.40 Zaixin Hong has shown that Ayscough’s association with Liu influenced her 

                                                
40 Liu Songfu worked as a comprador in the trading company, Scott, Harding & Co. that also employed 

Florence Ayscough’s husband Francis. Zaixin Hong has written most extensively about the relationship between Liu 
Songfu and Florence Ayscough as part of his project on the transformation of Chinese painting through overseas 
collecting. See Hong, “Comprador Liu Songfu and His Collection of Painting in the Modern Market”; Zaixin Hong, 
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preference for modern Chinese painting and made her one of its foremost promoters in the early 

twentieth century. Lindsay Shen’s biography of Florence Ayscough shows Ayscough to be a 

“Renaissance woman” whose passion and learnedness encompassed not only art but also poetry 

and gardening.41 Turning to other figures, Ingrid Larsen focuses in her article on the Chinese 

dealer Pang Yuanji’s relationship with Charles Freer, showing how Pang and other dealers 

serviced the collecting priorities that Freer had developed under Ernest Fenollosa.42  

In the only study on the subject of Chinese art at the PPIE, art historian Katharine Burnett 

argues that the selection of paintings to represent China in San Francisco suggested a “a new 

tactic for display, and…a new legitimizing rhetoric being argued that would find a legacy in 

American museum exhibitions and popular conceptions: China as a nation with a well-

established and intelligible history that, even with a new political system, would be eternally and 

unchangingly powerful, and a reliable partner in world trade.”43 According to Burnett, the choice 

to present paintings with historical or religious themes to the audience in San Francisco—rather 

than literati shanshui paintings, or paintings with modern subjects or done in modern styles—

was a deliberate, “Hobsbawmian ‘invention of tradition.’” Burnett’s argument is invested in the 

idea that the collections of Liu Songfu and Pang Yuanji were similar, but it fails to explain the 

central conundrum of why the two collections were accorded different treatment at the PPIE. 

                                                                                                                                                       
“Florence Ayscough: Pioneer Promoter of Modern Chinese Painting in America,” Steuber and Lai, Collectors, 
Collections, and Collecting the Arts of China: Histories and Challenges, 119–150.  

41 Shen, Knowledge Is Pleasure. 

42 Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of 
Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011. On Pang Yuanji, see also Katharine P. Burnett, “Late Qing-Early 
Republican Period Taste and the Case of Pang Yuanji” (The Elegant Gathering: Art, Politics, and Collecting in 
China, Institute for East Asian Studies, Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, May 13, 2006). Burnett is also at work 
on a forthcoming book on Pang Yuanji as artist and art patron. 

43 Burnett, “Inventing a New ‘Old Tradition’: Chinese Painting at the Panama Pacific International 
Exposition,” 46. 
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Displaying Liu’s collection within the Palace of Fine Arts while relegating Pang’s collection to a 

hotel far from the exposition was a decision that was fraught with meaning, and one that was not 

taken lightly by knowledgeable observers like Charles Freer. Complicating Burnett’s argument is 

the fact that Westerners—especially Americans—were intimately involved in selecting, 

displaying, and publicizing Chinese art at the PPIE. “In the case of the PPIE,” Burnett writes, “I 

assert that China was inventing a new ‘old tradition’ via the art it displayed, especially through 

its paintings, and doing so because the Chinese understood this was what the world needed to see 

in order to see China advantageously.”44 If a new tradition was being invented, the Chinese were 

not the only inventors, and their desire to portray China in a positive light was not the only 

agenda at work in the Chinese galleries of the Palace of Fine Arts. Examining the systems of 

knowledge that generated competing Chinese art exhibits in San Francisco reveals that the 

Palace of Fine Arts was much more than a gallery; it was also a proving ground for questions of 

expertise and authority.  

China occupied four galleries—number 94 through 97—inside the Palace of Fine Arts, in 

the northwestern corner of the building.45 According to the official catalogue of the Department 

                                                
44 Ibid. 

45 Bernard Maybeck designed the Palace to be an oasis for the enjoyment of the fine arts away from the 
hubbub of the exposition. He opposed a proposal to build bridges across the adjacent lake, “so the Palace remained 
properly detached and aloof from the main body of exhibit buildings, with its own locale and atmosphere.”  This 
relative isolation from the commercialism of the exhibition halls for machinery, food products, manufactured goods, 
horticulture, and other commodities set apart—both physically and figuratively—the status of fine arts as an 
endeavor that made the PPIE more than just a trade show. Constructed at a cost of $631,929.92, the Palace of Fine 
Arts was the second most expensive exhibition building at the PPIE despite also being the smallest (148,558 square 
feet).  Like other exhibition halls for the arts at world’s fairs and international expositions before it, the Palace of 
Fine Arts in San Francisco was designed to be fireproof, thus ensuring that risk-averse collectors would be more 
inclined to lend their pictures and objects for public display. The distribution of gallery space within the Palace of 
Fine Arts reflected the hierarchy of the international art world, with some exceptions. As the host country, the 
United States claimed the vast majority of the galleries in the Palace (65 to 70 percent of the whole building, 
according to the exposition historian), a degree of representation disproportional to its generally lackluster reputation 
among the world’s art critics and aficionados.  Japan had 10 galleries, while France had 8 and Italy, 5. China’s 4 
galleries exceeded the number allotted to the Netherlands, Portugal, Argentina, Cuba, the Philippines, and Uruguay.  
Because Great Britain and Germany did not organize national commissions for the PPIE on account of the war, their 
artists were relegated to the International Section, a hodgepodge of non-American artwork. This location was 
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of Fine Arts, the Chinese rooms held a total of 442 objects in twelve categories: paintings and 

drawings; painted, molded, or carved lacquers; cloisonné; carved or painted ivory shells; 

precious stones and marbles; painted or carved glass (strass); embroidery and silk painting; 

designed patterns; wood and bamboo works; pith paper and straw works; fruit stone carvings; 

and porcelain. This made China the second largest exhibitor of fine arts among the 24 foreign 

nations that participated in the PPIE—although several countries including Italy, Japan, Norway, 

and Sweden sent fewer items but were still given a greater number of galleries. Paintings and 

drawings comprised the largest group, totaling some 112 works.46 Lacquerware (72 pieces), 

cloisonné (57 pieces), glass works (44 pieces), and ivories and shells (40) were also significant, 

each type of artistic production making up at least ten percent of the total number of objects on 

display. Conspicuously missing from the array were any large-format sculptures. Hundred more 

artworks could be found in the buildings of the Chinese national pavilion, but these 442 were 

highlighted within the Palace of Fine Arts as exemplars of China’s artistic heritage. 

A small group of collectors dominated China’s display at the PPIE. These 442 works 

came from 62 individual and institutional exhibitors, but in fact only 14 exhibitors lent almost 

two-thirds of the country’s entire fine arts exhibit. Key among them was the Shanghai comprador 

Liu Songfu, who contributed 358 paintings—making him the largest single Chinese exhibitor 

inside the Palace of Fine Arts—and who was the only one mentioned by name in Frank Morton 

                                                                                                                                                       
nevertheless better than the fate of the modernists, who were not even included in the Palace but instead confined to 
a separate building called the Annex. See Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the 
International Celebration Held at San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and 
the Construction of the Panama Canal, 1921, 4:18, 23; Frank Morton Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the 
Official History of the International Celebration Held at San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of 
the Pacific Ocean and the Construction of the Panama Canal, vol. 2 (New York and London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons 
and The Knickerbocker Press, 1921), 1. 

46 Statistical analysis by author, with figures taken from the report on the Chinese Section in the 
Department of Fine Arts. See Official Catalogue (Illustrated) of the Department of Fine Arts, Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition, 82–87. 
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Todd’s official history of the exposition.47 “The Chinese Section showed a rare collection of 

Chinese scrolls, brought over by Mr. Liu Sung Fu [Liu Songfu], of Shanghai, a collector. There 

were about 300 of them, and some were very old. They hung in two galleries, about 100 at a time, 

and were often changed. Their venerable owner was in regular attendance and in his rich Chinese 

costume added an Oriental dignity.”48 Liu Songfu’s indispensible helper in his successful 

showing in San Francisco was a Canadian-American woman, Florence Ayscough, who compiled 

the catalogue to his collection entitled Catalogue of Chinese Paintings Ancient and Modern. 

Who was Liu Songfu, and how did his collection come to stand for the whole country’s art? Who 

was Florence Ayscough, and how did a Westerner become associated with such a prominent 

collection of Chinese art? What can their intellectual and social development tell us about the 

types of knowledge about Chinese art that circulated across the Pacific and the ways in which 

these were validated on the world stage? 

A native of the Dinghai district in present-day Zhejiang province, Liu Songfu met 

Florence Ayscough while working as a comprador for her husband’s trading firm, Scott, Harding 

& Co. “He was a stout old gentleman who wore silks and satins of the most beautiful colours, 

and who had a passion for Chinese paintings,” Ayscough recounted in her memoir.49 They saw 

each other frequently for business reasons, and once or twice a year Liu showed Ayscough his 

                                                
47 Four Chinese collectors sent paintings to the Panama-Pacific International Exposition: Liu Songfu, Pang 

Yuanji, Li Wenqing, and Shen Dunhe. Of these four, Liu Songfu and Pang Yuanji presented the two most visible 
and well-recognized collections in San Francisco. Therefore, they form the focus of my analysis. Additional 
research may shed light on the roles played by Shen and Li in San Francisco—especially Shen, who was relatively 
well known in Shanghai, whose collection won multiple awards at foreign expositions prior to the PPIE, and who 
showed five paintings in the Palace of Fine Arts (though all were copies of older works). It is unclear is Li’s 
paintings were displayed on the grounds of the PPIE. 

48 Todd, The Story of the Exposition: Being the Official History of the International Celebration Held at 
San Francisco in 1915 to Commemorate the Discovery of the Pacific Ocean and the Construction of the Panama 
Canal, 1921, 4:29. 

49 Florence Wheelock Ayscough, Firecracker Land: Pictures of the Chinese World for Younger Readers 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1932), 100. 
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pictures—“a collection very famous in Shanghai”—and discussed them with her. In line with 

expectations from the period about the social standing of merchants, Liu had not received a 

classical education, but Ayscough noted that “he had a deep reverence for books and declared 

himself as being determined, when his active days should be over, to retire to the hills and live 

the life of a hermit.” Ayscough met Liu’s mother, a woman almost ninety years of age with 

bound feet, but never encountered his wife “as the old gentleman was very conservative, and did 

not think that the ‘ladies of his inner apartments’ should visit abroad.”50 Above all, Liu’s 

dignified bearing and reputation for integrity appealed to Ayscough. “Our friendship lasted until 

his death,” Ayscough wrote, “and I owe to him much of my understanding of his native country.” 

Liu’s preferences and habits as a collector can be gleaned from the toast that was given to 

him in Shanghai prior to his departure for San Francisco, a valediction that was then translated 

and reprinted in the introduction to Catalogue of Chinese Paintings. Offered by an unnamed 

body of Chinese supporters, the toast called Liu a “man of broad sympathies” and lauded both 

his taste and his tenacity. “Whenever he comes across a valuable piece, he does not stint any 

amount of money to acquire it. Through his sedulous efforts for several decades, he has secured 

several hundred pieces of great worth and beauty.”51 Referring to Liu’s collection as “the glory 

of his land,” this group of backers commended the assemblage to its audience in California as a 

prime example of the richness of Chinese culture. “As on the completion of the Panama Canal, 

an International Exhibition is to be held in commemoration of the increased communication 

between the American and Asiatic continents, it is felt that the prized collection of Mr. Liu, 

which represents the material civilization of China in recent centuries, should find a place at this 

                                                
50 Ibid., 102. 

51 Florence Ayscough, Catalogue of Chinese Paintings Ancient & Modern (Shanghai: The Oriental Press, 
1915), 1. 
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unique celebration of the world, and that to suffer the collection to remain in obscurity would 

neither do justice to the life-long efforts of Mr. Liu nor tend to enhance the national excellencies 

of the Chinese nation.”52 As the catalogue pointed out, at the PPIE Liu Songfu paintings stood 

not only for China’s past, but also for its future.  

However, clearly not many Americans could match Liu Songfu’s expertise in 

independently recognizing the Chinese paintings before them as masterpieces and national 

treasures. To vouch for the quality of the pictures that visitors could see at the PPIE, the 

catalogue reported that they had been shown previously in Shanghai to great acclaim. 

“Connoisseurs at once hastened to see the collection,” the catalogue boasted of the earlier 

exhibition. “They were gratified, as they admired what before they had never seen.”53 If this was 

true, it would have gone against traditional practices of art collecting in China. According to art 

historian James Cahill, Chinese collectors generally resisted commoditizing the pleasure of their 

art objects by restricting access to them or storing them up; unlike Western collectors, they were 

willing to let go of a work of art if and when it ceased to bring enjoyment to themselves or to 

their fellow collectors.54 To the extent that Liu foregrounded the rarity of his collection as its 

defining value, he may have been trying to appeal to the notions of art appreciation of a Western 

readership. 

In Florence Ayscough, Liu Songfu found his match in intellectual curiosity and mental 

agility. Born in Shanghai to Canadian and American parents, Ayscough was a well-traveled 

youngster and circled the globe several times by the time she was 9-years old. She spent her 

                                                
52 Ibid., 1–2. 

53 Ibid., 1. 

54 On traditional Chinese art collecting practices, see James Cahill, “Collecting Paintings in China,” Arts 
Magazine, April 1963. 
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teenage years in Boston, where she attended a progressive school for girls run by the daughter of 

the renowned geologist Louis Agassiz and where she befriended the future Pulitzer Prize-

winning poet Amy Lowell.55 Returning to China as a 22-year old, Florence married Francis 

Ayscough in 1898 and settled into a comfortable life in the coastal entrepôt. In the years before 

Ayscough became interested in Chinese studies, her life revolved around making social visits; 

gardening; attending plays, races, and prizefights; and playing croquet and tennis at the country 

club. Ayscough’s interest in Chinese culture moved from the realm of the theoretical when she 

first purchased a Chinese dictionary in July 1905.56 Later that year, Ayscough visited the Ming 

Tombs and the Great Wall as part of a trip to Beijing, where, for the first time, she commented in 

her diary on the aesthetic quality of her surroundings in China. Ayscough found the temples in 

the area “beautiful, most impressive in its simplicity & dignity,” and the drums and stones she 

saw there she called “very fine” and “very sad too in its neglected state.”57 These early 

impressions formed the basis for a more sophisticated understanding of Chinese art, especially 

painting, in later years. 

Ayscough’s education in Chinese art began roughly a decade before the Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition, and she owed her acumen to a small group of Chinese teachers. She 

employed a series of five Chinese tutors, rejecting several because they did not share her interest 

in or were not sufficiently knowledgeable about poetry.58 Finally, Ayscough settled on Nong Zhu, 

                                                
55 Shen, Knowledge Is Pleasure, 20–25. 

56 See entry for July 14, 1905, in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1903–1907, Harley Farnsworth 
MacNair and Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diaries, 1903-1945 (MS Am 2549), 4, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University. 

57 See entry for October 5, 1905, in ibid. 

58 Ayscough’s experience with hiring Chinese teachers suggests that she was already equipped in some way 
to judge the qualifications of the candidates she met. For example, one  “venerable old Manchu gentleman” whom 
Ayscough engaged to help her with her translations of Chinese poems proved “hopeless, and the mistakes he made 
were devastating.” Since Ayscough was not yet fluent in Chinese, it is possible that she was consulting with the 
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from whom she learned the “Seven Arts of China”: calligraphy, painting, playing the table-lute, 

playing chess, writing poems, drinking wine, and cultivating flowers. Visits with Nong, Liu 

Songfu, and the dealer Li Wenqing broadened Ayscough’s horizons and pushed her to 

independent explorations of the Chinese art market in Shanghai: 

I have told you of the compradore’s [Liu Songfu’s] Chinese paintings which gave me so 
much pleasure when he would consent to take them out of their beautiful boxes lined 
with soft yellow silk. I used often to go, too, to the mansion where the dealer Lee Van 
Ching displayed his precious porcelains, jades, crystals, and potteries. And I loved to 
poke in the dirty little shops which lined Pig Creek, a stretch of the moat running below 
the wall of the native city, where I purchased many treasures. The shops in the city itself 
were delightful, and I went there whenever I wanted a real “thrill,” because I quickly 
overcame the repulsion to the dirt which I felt on my first visit. But I never thought of 
Chinese art in a comprehensive fashion until I talked with Mr. Cultivator-of-Bamboos.59 

 
Though driven primarily by a search for pleasure and for thrills, Ayscough was not a dilettante; 

she received serious training as a motivated and critical student of Chinese art. 

Florence Ayscough took on the role of cultural broker for other Westerners in Shanghai 

as her knowledge of Chinese art expanded. Ayscough gained exposure to larger portions of Liu 

Songfu’s collection as their relationship deepened over time. In addition to the paintings which 

Liu showed her, Ayscough was also interested in Liu’s snuff bottles, small containers for 

powdered tobacco commonly made of glass, porcelain, jade, or ivory that were popular among 

Western collectors for their intricate decorations.60 On at least one occasion, she brought another 

collector to see Liu’s collection before guiding him to the curio shops in the northern area of the 

                                                                                                                                                       
comprador Liu Songfu to evaluate her prospective teachers. On Ayscough’s Chinese tutors, see Ayscough, 
Firecracker Land: Pictures of the Chinese World for Younger Readers, 33–35. 

59 Ibid., 197. 

60 Snuff bottles were among the first Chinese objects to enter the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. Heber R. Bishop, a notable collector of snuff bottles in addition to jade pieces, donated his collection of these 
petite vessels to the Met in 1902, where they can still be seen today.  
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city known as Pig Creek.61 Ayscough’s ability to mediate between a Chinese collection and 

Western interest foreshadowed the brokering work that she would do in San Francisco in 1915. 

Meanwhile, Ayscough assembled her own collection of Chinese art. Her first recorded 

acquisitions came on a visit to Beijing in 1903, when Ayscough bought, among other objects, 

two vases and a hanging scroll painting of peonies. If the prices for these pieces are any 

indication, these were not major purchases.62 Ayscough continued to buy during her years in 

China, both through perusing curio shops in Shanghai and Beijing and by frequenting auctions. 

Her observation at one such auction of Chinese curios in 1906 that the pieces fetched “absurd 

prices” suggests that Ayscough was beginning to grasp the intricacies of the market for Chinese 

art and antiquities. While a comprehensive record of Ayscough’s collection does not survive, 

contemporaries respected her knowledge and skills. A survey of notable local collections of 

Chinese art assembled by the Literary Department of the American’s Women Club in Shanghai 

listed Ayscough in the company of notable Chinese and European collectors such as Shen Dunhe, 

Li Wenqing, and E.A. Strehlneek.63 “Mrs. Ayscough disclaims the title of collector, yet her 

                                                
61 See entries for October 8 and October 12, 1906, in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1903–1907. 

62 According to her diary, Ayscough paid $2 for one vase and $4 for the other; for the “paeony kake. 
[kakemono],” she also paid $2. See memoranda section for 1903 in “Document Notes,” n.d. 

63 As noted earlier, Shen Dunhe and Li Wenqing also exhibited objects in San Francisco on the occasion of 
the PPIE in 1915. Li, who operated the Vun Yuen Tsar Art Store in Shanghai, counted several notable Western 
collectors including Charles Freer as his clients. Shen was a mid-level official and collector in Shanghai. Shen’s 
catalog, entitled A Selection from Modern Chinese Arts for the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, calls 
attention to the fact that porcelains from his collection had been awarded the grand prix at world’s fairs in Brussels 
(1910) and Turin (1911). On Li Wenqing, see Lee Van Ching, Description of Famous Chinese Paintings from the 
Very Large Collection of Mr. Lee Van Ching (Shanghai: Mercantile Printing Co., Ltd., 1915), i–iii. On Shen Dunhe, 
see Zaixin Hong, “Florence Ayscough: Pioneer Promoter of Modern Chinese Painting in America,” in Steuber and 
Lai, Collectors, Collections, and Collecting the Arts of China: Histories and Challenges, 124–125. On E.A. 
Strehlneek, see Zaixin Hong, “From Stockholm to Tokyo: E. A. Strehlneek’s Two Shanghai Collections in A Global 
Market for Chinese Painting in the Early 20th Century,” in Moving Objects: Space, Time, and Context, ed. Terry S. 
Milhaupt (Tokyo: National Research Institute of Cultural Properties, 2004), 111–34. 
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objects include ideal pieces,” the group praised. 64 Ayscough’s contact with Chinese 

connoisseurs undoubtedly helped her achieve a minor level of fame as a collector. 

It is important to note that, like many in her generation with an appreciation for Chinese 

art, Ayscough did not escape the gravitational pull of notable collections in Japan. Ayscough 

occasionally traveled to Japan while living in China and was especially fond of visiting Mount 

Fuji. While there in July 1908, Ayscough made notes in her diary regarding several collections 

she studied near the sacred mountain. On one visit she saw the treasures of the Matsui family, 

while on another she viewed the collection of a former local mayor.65 In this regard, Ayscough 

shared a similar experience with Charles Freer, who, according to James Cahill, just one year 

earlier benefited from “a crash course in the higher levels of Far Eastern art” from two eminent 

collectors in Japan that seemed to have “brought about a great turn-around in Freer’s taste and 

understanding.”66 Unlike Freer, however, Ayscough’s sojourns to Japan were supplementary 

rather than formative; her residence in China and her deep ties with Liu Songfu and Nong Zhu 

made her much more a product of their instruction than of the collectors she met in Japan. 

Florence Ayscough’s knowledge about Chinese art gained through private study and her 

self-directed explorations in China and Japan became formalized through her association with 

the North China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (NCBRAS). Founded in 1857 as the 

                                                
64 Mary Matteson Wilbur, “Notable Local Collections of Chinese Art Objects” (Reprinted from the Papers 

of the Literary Department, American Woman’s Club, Shanghai, n.d.), 4, Mary Matteson Wilbur Papers, 1880-1995; 
MC 561, box 18, folder 2, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 

65 See entries for July 30 and July 31, 1908, in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1908–1911, Harley 
Farnsworth MacNair and Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diaries, 1903-1945 (MS Am 2549), 5, Houghton Library, 
Harvard University. 

66 These two Japanese collectors were Hara Tomitaro and Masuda Takashi. See James Cahill, “CLP 26 
‘Foreign and Local Traditions in the Collecting of Chinese Paintings,’ Univ. of Oregon, Eugene Symposium,” 
Cahill Lectures and Papers, 1997, http://jamescahill.info/the-writings-of-james-cahill/cahill-lectures-and-
papers/230-clp-26-1997-qforeign-and-local-traditions-in-the-collecting-of-chinese-paintings-univ-of-oregon-
eugene-symposium. On Freer’s 1907 visit to Japan, see Lawton and Merrill, Freer, 70–73. 
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Shanghai Literary and Scientific Society, this group became affiliated with the Royal Asiatic 

Society in 1858 and thereafter was the largest and most active of the RAS branches operating in 

Asia, sponsoring talks and publishing a research journal through the late 1940s.67 In 1907, 

Ayscough was named honorary librarian of the NCBRAS—and by extension a member of its 

administrative council. By her own admission, Ayscough had no qualifications for the post other 

than her enthusiasm. Her reminiscence about becoming honorary librarian of the NCBRAS 

demonstrates how an individual without any formal training might be put in charge of a 

repository with “the most important books on China and the Far East”: 

I did not feel in the least adequate to work in such a learned society. The other members 
on the council were all venerable gentlemen noted in the field of scholarship. […] Of 
course, if we had been in America or England where professional librarians were to be 
had, this would have been absurd, but as it was, some inexperienced person had to do it 
and I was very fortunate to be the one chosen. One of the great advantages of living far 
from the centre of things is that one has all sorts of opportunities denied to people who 
live where professionals can be turned to at any moment.68 
 
Ayscough’s work in the NCBRAS library expanded the breadth of her knowledge about 

Chinese culture. An article in the North China Herald hints at the extent of her responsibilities, 

as well as the depth of her learning as she pursued this work: “The Library has been completely 

overhauled by the present Hon. Librarian, Mrs. F. Ayscough, and her assistants, Mrs. Komowski 

and Mr. Wong. Every book has been carefully examined, placed under its correct heading 

according to the Dewey system, re-numbered and, where necessary, rebound.”69 Her diary 

entries from the autumn of 1907 suggest that Ayscough embraced her duties eagerly, spending 

two or three mornings each week at the branch library. Ayscough recalled, “It is difficult to 

                                                
67 On the history of the NCBRAS, see Harold Otness, “Nurturing the Roots for Oriental Studies: The 

Development of the Libraries of the Royal Asiatic Society’s Branches and Affiliates in Asia in the Nineteenth 
Century,” International Association of Orientalist Librarians Bulletin 43 (1998): 9–17. 

68 Ayscough, Firecracker Land: Pictures of the Chinese World for Younger Readers, 36–37. 

69 “The Royal Asiatic Society’s Library,” The North China Herald, July 11, 1908. 
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imagine more fascinating work than that which leads along the roads trodden by great writers of 

the past and present, and even though one cannot read all the books one catalogues, the mere 

handling of them brings an awareness of their being.”70 The NCBRAS library provided Florence 

Ayscough with the resources to transition from private to public engagement with Chinese art. 

Through the NCBRAS Ayscough also became a colleague of John C. Ferguson, a 

missionary-turned-bureaucrat who played a critical role in developing American taste for and 

collections of Chinese art.71 Both members of the NCBRAS council, Ayscough and Ferguson 

met in their official capacities, as well as on a more informal basis. When the pair found 

themselves in New England around the same time in June 1907, they spent several hours 

together over the course of three days, talking at a local library and shopping—perhaps perusing 

the stores operated by Matsuki Bunkio or Yamanaka Sadajiro that peddled the East Asian curios 

that were all the rage in turn-of-the-century Boston.72 

Ferguson was important to Ayscough’s intellectual growth because he provided a link to 

the restricted world of Chinese scholars and collectors. During the same decade as Ayscough 

was learning about Chinese culture, Ferguson underwent an important intellectual discovery of 

his own. As foreign advisor to Duanfang, the Viceroy of Liangjiang, Ferguson benefited from his 

                                                
70 Ayscough, Firecracker Land: Pictures of the Chinese World for Younger Readers, 37. 

71 According to Lara Netting’s biography, Ferguson joined the NCBRAS in 1896 before being appointed to 
the society’s administrative council in 1901. He was responsible for reviving the group during the ensuing decade 
after it had apparently gone through a period of inactivity. Ferguson gathered funds for the renovation of the 
NCBRAS building in 1905 and recruited Dr. Arthur Stanley of the Shanghai Health Department to become curator 
of the society’s museum. See Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for Chinese Art and 
Culture, 37–44. In Firecracker Land, Ayscough credits Ferguson for her appointment as honorary librarian after a 
dinner during which the two “talked at great length about books, about the library, about Chinese matters in general, 
and about the difficulties of administrating the library in particular. See Ayscough, Firecracker Land: Pictures of 
the Chinese World for Younger Readers, 36. 

72 See entries for June 10, June 12, and June 18, 1907, in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1903–
1907. On East Asian curio shops in Boston in the early 1900s, see Chen, “Merchants of Asianness: Japanese Art 
Dealers in the United States in the Early Twentieth Century”; Lawton, “Yamanaka Sadajiro: Advocate for Asian 
Art.” 
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employer’s interest in jinshi scholarship and his willingness to share both this new emerging 

research and his growing collection of ancient bronzes with a Western student.73 According to 

Ferguson’s biographer Lara Netting, “[no] Western contemporary of Ferguson whom we know 

of has a record of learning directly from Duanfang, Liu Tieyun, Wu Dacheng, and others who 

shaped the late Qing jinshi field.”74  

Ferguson also held himself forward as an expert on Chinese painting, as evidenced by a 

book review he penned for the NCBRAS Journal in 1906. Taking stock of Herbert Allen Giles’ 

An Introduction to the History of Chinese Pictorial Art and Friedrich Hirth’s Some Chinese 

Painters of the Present Dynasty, Ferguson dismissed both works as “ponderosities of sinology.” 

He wrote: “Apart from giving a few examples of ordinary pictorial art such as could be seen by 

any visitor to a shop in almost any large city in China and leaving these to speak for themselves 

without any attempt at criticism, the work of both Professor Giles and Professor Hirth is merely a 

translation from a few well known Chinese books.”75 As Netting points out, although Ferguson 

referenced a Song-dynasty record of the imperial collection of paintings in his annotated copy of 

the Giles book, his expertise in Chinese painting was likely less comprehensive than the 

knowledge he absorbed from Duanfang about ancient bronzes. For this reason, Ferguson’s 

review is telling not because it confirms his authority over Chinese painting, but rather because it 

                                                
73 Part of the movement for kaozheng investigations that emphasized close study of classical and historical 

texts, jinshi scholarship involved the research of characters inscribed on metal and stone artifacts. On the rise of 
jinshi scholarship in the late Qing, see Brown, Pastimes. 

74 Netting, A Perpetual Fire: John C. Ferguson and His Quest for Chinese Art and Culture, 33. 

75 John C. Ferguson, “Review of An Introduction to the History of Chinese Pictorial Art and Some Chinese 
Painters of the Present Dynasty,” Journal of the North China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 37 (1906): 206. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, these publications received much more favorable reviews in European publications. For 
example, in the Dutch journal T’oung Pao the Sinologist Edouard Chavannes praised Giles for helping Westerners 
to better understand Chinese notions of art and to appreciate its products. See “Review of An Introduction to the 
History of Chinese Pictorial Art,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 7.29 (August 1905): 405; Edouard 
Chavannes, “Review of An Introduction to the History of Chinese Pictorial Art,” T’oung Pao 6.2 (1905): 251.  
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demonstrates the grounds upon which he claimed that authority within the intellectual space of a 

research journal. For Ferguson, “any visitor to a shop in almost any large city in China” who 

seriously studied the paintings inside—perhaps, for instance, a Canadian-American woman who 

regularly browsed the curio shops in the Pig Creek district of Shanghai—could rival a learned 

Sinologist writing from afar with only books to guide him. 

For both Ferguson and Ayscough, the 1900s were a decade of learning on the way to 

becoming internationally recognized authorities on Chinese art. Their paths differed in some 

respects. If Ayscough’s Chinese contacts were less illustrious than Ferguson’s, she received from 

them exposure to a wider variety of artistic production. Despite these differences, however, they 

shared one important similarity: their knowledge about and approaches to Chinese art came from 

local sources. This intellectual lineage carried political significance. As Ferguson later wrote:  

There can be no doubt of the inherent right of an artistic people to interpret its own art 
and to determine its own standards of relative values. It is naturally for some concern for 
us to know what impression Chinese art objects have made upon neighboring nations, 
upon western students and western art critics, but such opinions as may have been 
expressed in these quarters have no finality, except in so far as they are based upon 
accepted canons found in the extensive art literature of China. […] [In] the realm of 
Chinese art studied by itself, its own standards must prevail.76 
 

In educating themselves in the “standards of relative values” of the collections belonging to 

Duanfang, Liu Songfu, and Li Wenqing, and others, Ferguson and Ayscough came to carry the 

banner of Chinese connoisseurship as Western collectors and experts. 

In addition to bringing her into closer contact with John C. Ferguson, the NCBRAS gave 

Ayscough entrée into the public world of Chinese art through a pioneering exhibition in 1908. 

Drawn primarily from the holdings of the German-Chinese industrialist-turned-collector Abel W. 

Bahr, this exhibition of over 3,000 ceramic, glass, enamel, jade, lacquer, and ivory objects also 

                                                
76 John C. Ferguson, Outlines of Chinese Art; the Scammon Lectures for 1918 (Chicago: Art Institute of 

Chicago, 1919), 1–2. 
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received support from a number of Chinese collector-officials.77 Bahr’s biographer noted the 

groundbreaking nature of the show: “The Shanghai Exhibition of Chinese Art marks an epoch in 

the annals of art-collecting. A vision of beauty and antiquity was unfolded before the wondering 

eyes of the Western connoisseur. […] From the day that the exhibition was opened the arts of 

ancient China took their place composedly on the high dais of artistic appreciation besides the 

masterpieces of Ancient Egypt and Moslem Persia, of Classic Hellas and Renaissance Italy: in 

certain aspects China instantly and unopposed took the head of the table.”78 Although the writer 

no doubt exaggerated his claims about the importance of the 1908 show in order to play up its 

place in the annals of Chinese art history, there was a kernel of truth to his statement as the 

Chinese historically regarded collecting as a private pursuit or an activity for a small group of 

intimates to practice together.79 Additionally, as Nick Pearce has written, “if the Shanghai 

Exhibition�of Chinese Art in 1908 cannot be considered to have truly represented Chinese taste 

                                                
77 A.W. Bahr conceived the exhibition as a way to initiate the process of building a municipal art museum 

in Shanghai, which would repay his debt to China for the success Bahr felt he had found in the country. According 
to Bahr’s biographer Charles Richard Cammell: “China had given him so much: could he not now give something in 
return to China -- the recognition by the Western connoisseur of her exquisite achievement in the realm of high art?” 
Rich and extensive private collections belied a lack of public galleries that reflected Chinese collecting sensibilities. 
Cammell writes: “To the Chinese connoisseur a museum is a "cold-storage house" for art -- so he terms it. Chinese 
owners of works of art are the personal guardians of their treasures and are unwilling to allow even their nearest 
friends to see every object they possess. Only in moments of extreme excitement, in the heat of discussion, to 
illustrate or prove a point of argument, or to satisfy their natural vanity, will they produce for a friend's or visitor's 
inspection some beloved masterpieces. The Chinese virtuoso of things precious, when he is in his accustomed quiet 
mood, unheated by animated discourse, will not disclose his most darling bibelots to any eyes but his own: it is a 
hard case to persuade him to unlock his cabinets and treasure chests and reveal the chefs-d'oeuvres that you would 
delight in seeing.” Charles Richard Cammell, “Memoirs of a Collector” n.d., A.W. Bahr Papers, box 1, folder 3, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. Gift of 
Penelope Jane Bahr, November 12th, 2001. For an account of the exhibition, see Nick Pearce, “Shanghai 1908: A. 
W. Bahr and China’s First Art Exhibition,” West 86th 18, no. 1 (March 1, 2011): 4–25. 

78 Cammell, “Memoirs of a Collector.” 

79 The first Chinese museum arguably did not open until 1905, and existing museums in Shanghai showed 
specimens of natural history rather than fine arts. Qin Shao traces the first Chinese museum to Nantong, Jiangsu 
province, in 1905. He argues that it represented a desire on the part of reform-minded elites “to become part of a 
modern cultural world as they perceived it.” See Qin Shao, “Exhibiting the Modern: The Creation of the First 
Chinese Museum, 1905-1930,” The China Quarterly 179 (September 2004): 684–702; Pearce, “Shanghai 1908,” 7–
9. 
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in historical terms, it can at least be said to have represented the age by anticipating changes in 

knowledge and taste in the collecting of Chinese art both by Chinese and by Westerners.”80 The 

1908 NCBRAS exhibition was an opportunity for organizer and visitor alike. 

Ayscough’s involvement in the 1908 exhibition represents an intermediate step in her 

development as a Western broker for Chinese art. Planning for the exhibition—Ayscough 

referred to it as the “Porcelain Show” in her diary—began in late May 1908, six months in 

advance of its opening on November 12. Ayscough was chiefly responsible for the arrangement 

of the art objects, which were displayed on the top floor of the Shanghai Mutual Telephone 

Company building in three long rows of glass cases, a fourth row across one end of the room, 

and tables along each side. In his opening remarks, Shanghai Municipal Council chairman David 

Landale acknowledged Ayscough’s efforts. He made “special reference to the arrangement of the 

cabinets, in which connexion he would say that Mrs. Ayscough had been untiring in her labours; 

for several days past she had led a most strenuous life and her efforts were highly appreciated by 

the Committee.”81  For her part, Ayscough expressed satisfaction that the show was a “great 

success” and that “people thronged”—both foreign and Chinese residents attended, and some 

came from as far as Canton with their own pieces—to see the “most lovely things” sponsored by 

the NCBRAS.82  

The 1908 exhibition was significant to Florence Ayscough’s intellectual development 

because it expanded her social networks and honed her connoisseurship skills. Participating in 

                                                
80 Pearce demonstrates that Bahr pioneered the display of burial wares and Song dynasty ceramics, but the 

omission of painting, calligraphy, and early bronzes “was…a major drawback for an exhibition that had claims to 
being representative.” See Pearce, “Shanghai 1908,” 22. 

81 “The Porcelain Exhibition,” The North China Herald, November 14, 1908, 422. 

82 See entries for November 12 and November 13, 1908, in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1911 
1908. 
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the organizing committee of the 1908 exhibition—notably, she was the only woman in a group 

of fourteen—exposed Ayscough to a formidable group of American, European, and Chinese art 

collectors whose sophistication and eminence enhanced what she had learned from her previous 

teachers.83 The exhibition deepened Ayscough’s already fruitful relationship with John C. 

Ferguson. The viceroy and collector Duanfang loaned pieces to the exhibition with Ferguson’s 

encouragement; Hwang Chung Huei, an official from Beijing, did as well. Through the 

committee, Ayscough also came into contact with Shen Dunhe, whose collection was later 

shown at the PPIE, and Stafford M. Cox, who worked alongside Shen at the Chinese Red Cross 

Society and penned the preface to Shen’s PPIE catalog.84 Ayscough had privileged access to 

these marquee objects as the show’s arranger and could study them closely. She recorded that 

she “examined the things with hands” on her third consecutive day visiting the “Porcelain 

Show.”85 The show was preceded by a visit to the NCBRAS from Sven Hedin, the noted 

Swedish explorer of Central Asia. Ayscough socialized with Hedin during his time in Shanghai, 

thus confirming her inclusion in a network of recognized experts on Asia. 

Still, it is clear that Florence Ayscough had not yet achieved the status in Shanghai in 

1908 that she would seven years later in San Francisco as the interpreter of Liu Songfu’s 
                                                

83 Of the fourteen members of the organizing committee for the 1908 exhibition, ten were Westerners and 
four were Chinese. The Westerners were C. Oswald Liddell, A.W. Bahr, John C. Ferguson, Florence Ayscough, 
Arthur Stanley, Stafford M. Cox, F.E. Wilkinson, T.W. Kingsmill, M. Chapeaux, and G.H. Thomson. Hoo Erh Mai, 
Shen Tun-Ho, Zung Song Ching, and Wang Kai Zur comprised the Chinese contingent. Three of the four Chinese 
members (Hoo, Shen, and Zung) appear in a 1908 yearbook of notable people, companies, and institutions in China 
produced by an English publishing company to provide “full and reliable information with reference to the outlying 
parts of Empire” and “devote attention to every important phase of life.” The exclusion of Ayscough’s teachers Liu 
Songfu and Nong Zhu from this volume suggests that they did not rank as highly in Shanghai’s social scene as the 
collectors and officials whom Ayscough met through the NCBRAS. Arnold Wright, Twentieth Century Impressions 
of Hongkong, Shanghai, and Other Treaty Ports of China: Their History, People. Commerce, Industries, and 
Resources (London: Lloyd’s Greater Britain Publishing Company, Ltd., 1908), 526, 532, 556.  

84 Cammell, “Memoirs of a Collector.” 

85 See entry for November 14, 1908, in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1911 1908. In addition to 
arranging the exhibit, Ayscough is listed in the catalogue of the exhibition as the lender of an ivory carving of “an 
old man kneeling by a stag, a very attractive and well executed work.” 
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collection to the American public. The NCBRAS issued a pamphlet to accompany its “Porcelain 

Show.” “Written for the information and guidance of those visitors to the Exhibition whose 

knowledge of Chinese porcelain may be limited,” the brochure provided a chronological 

classification of the ceramics from the “Primitive or Sung period” to the late Qing.86 It also 

discussed the history of Chinese porcelain in Europe and guided readers on “how to distinguish 

old China.” The pamphlet’s author was not Ayscough but rather Frederick Edgar Wilkinson, the 

British vice consul in Shanghai. Wilkinson, who also contributed several vases to the exhibition, 

wrote in the role of a compiler collating existing commentaries rather than offering original 

insights.87  Although Ayscough had served on the same committee and even visited Japan with 

Wilkinson in the months leading up to the exhibition, her role in the Porcelain Show remained in 

the background. 

In the intervening years between the Shanghai exhibition in 1908 and the San Francisco 

exposition in 1915, Ayscough’s diary entries and news items reveal a woman with an 

increasingly cosmopolitan understanding of Chinese artistic production. When she traveled to 

England en route to the United States in 1910, Ayscough saw several important collections of 

Chinese porcelains in those countries, stops that she had not made in previous trips along the 

same itinerary. These included the Burlington Fine Arts Club and George Salting’s collection in 

London, and J.P. Morgan’s at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.88 During these 

years, Ayscough contributed to the NCBRAS in Shanghai in ways that were more substantive 

                                                
86 F.E. Wilkinson, Notes on Chinese Porcelain for the Guidance of Visitors to the Shanghai Exhibition of 

Old Chinese Porcelain and Works of Art (Shanghai: Kelly & Walsh, Limited, 1908), 5. 

87 In the NCBRAS pamphlet, Wilkinson cited four books: Stephen W. Bushell’s Chinese Art (1904), W.G. 
Gulland’s Chinese Porcelain (1898), Cosmo Monkhouse’s A History and Description of Chinese Porcelain (1901), 
and Mrs. Willoughby Hodgson’s How to Identify Old Chinese Porcelain (1907). Ibid., 15. 

88 See entries for May 30, June 1, and September 26, 1910 in “Florence Wheelock Ayscough Diary,” 1911 
1908. 
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than the administrative tasks she previously performed as honorary librarian. More than simply 

cataloging existing books and journals, she took on the vital role of identifying and filling gaps 

in the society’s holdings, especially in the realm of Chinese art. In 1912, for example, when the 

NCBRAS received a set of Charles Freer’s photographs of the Buddhist sculptures in the 

Longmen Caves, Ayscough annotated the images using the research of the French Sinologist 

Edouard Chavannes.89  She was also selected by the Latvian collector E.A. Strehlneek in 1913 to 

compile the catalogue of his collection of Chinese paintings, which he intended to sell via public 

exhibition.90 Ayscough clearly comprehended the larger significance of her work. “In the study 

of Far Eastern Art especial progress is being made, and the works relating thereto, though 

necessarily of great cost, are of no less importance,” she wrote in her librarian’s report in 1912. 

“This importance is emphasized in China itself where there exist no museums to aid in the 

training of the eye and understanding by placing before the student acknowledged masterpieces 

of the form of art he may be studying.”91 Her travels and her participation in the Shanghai 

outpost of the Royal Asiatic Society suggest that, while she felt deep affection for her Chinese 

tutors and colleagues, Ayscough regarded her work as directed primarily to an international and 

Western audience. 

In 1914, Ayscough’s knowledge of Chinese art and social contacts finally won her top 

billing in an exhibition in Shanghai on the eve of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition. In 

                                                
89 “Royal Asiatic Society. Annual Meeting,” The North China Herald, June 29, 1912, 921. 

90 Lindsay Shen argues that Strehlneek’s collection of Chinese painting was influential despite several 
mistaken attributions because it fostered an appreciation for Chinese art among Western collectors. She writes, 
“Handling this artwork, talking with Strehlneek, and discussing Chinese scholarship must have been truly 
inspiration for Ayscough.” See Shen, 54–55. On E.A. Strehlneek, see also Zaixin Hong, “From Stockholm to Tokyo: 
E. A. Strehlneek’s Two Shanghai Collections in A Global Market for Chinese Painting in the Early 20th Century,” 
in Moving Objects: Space, Time, and Context, ed. Terry S. Milhaupt (Tokyo: National Research Institute of Cultural 
Properties, 2004), 111–134. 

91 From Ayscough’s “Report of the Librarian,” quoted in “Royal Asiatic Society. Annual Meeting.” 
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October of that year, the American Women’s Club sponsored an exhibition of Liu Songfu’s 

collection of paintings at the Palace Hotel in Shanghai ahead of its departure for San Francisco.92 

The North China Herald reported: “The collection of Chinese pictures, part of that of Mr. Liu 

Sung-fu, which was exhibited at the Palace Hotel on Tuesday afternoon previous to being sent to 

the Panama Exposition, was inspected by a very large number of people and was greatly 

appreciated.”93 This time, Ayscough took the lead in explaining the significance of the art shown 

to novice visitors. She delivered “a notable lecture” classifying different types of Chinese 

paintings, outlining the history of the art form, and explaining the “philosophy…which has given 

the Oriental his marvelous comprehension of nature in all her moods and work, be these of the 

most trivial.”94  Ayscough admonished the Westerners in her audience to respect that philosophy. 

“To appreciate Chinese painting at its true worth,” she cautioned, “the Occidental must adopt a 

point of view differing in many ways from that in which he has been educated.” These lessons, 

which were later incorporated into the introduction to Liu Songfu’s catalog, reflected the 

ideology she shared with John C. Ferguson that Chinese art had to be judged on its own terms. 

But Ayscough was also careful to clarify the limits of her knowledge, especially 

regarding the knotty problem of attributions in Chinese painting. According to the Herald, “Mrs. 

Ayscough said it had never been her good fortune to see a collection of Chinese pictures about 

which the critics did not disagree. For herself, she claimed no acumen; indeed she felt strongly 

that the real value of a picture lay in its aesthetic appeal, and not to its age, though, of course, this 

                                                
92  Liu Songfu’s paintings had been shown in Shanghai at least one other time, at the Royal Asiatic Society 

in late March 1913. The annual report of the NCBRAS in the North China Herald notes an “exhibition of Chinese 
Paintings of the later years of the Ch’ing dynasty by Mr. Liu Sung-fu, and from his collection.” Ayscough was likely 
instrumental in organizing the show given her acquaintance with Liu and her affiliation with the NCBRAS. See 
“Royal Asiatic Society. Annual Meeting of the Local Branch,” The North China Herald, June 7, 1913, 718.  

93 “Exhibition of Chinese Art,” The North China Herald, October 10, 1914, 94. 

94 Ibid., 95. 
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might add to its interest historically.”95 With this admission, Ayscough demonstrated her 

mindfulness of a key difference between herself and other Chinese connoisseurs. Unlike 

individuals such as Ferguson who emphasized understanding the textual origins of art and 

antiquities, Ayscough remained a formalist interested primarily in the color, composition, and 

other artistic qualities of a picture. If, in the eyes of some, this approach made her a less 

sophisticated or rigorous critic, it also made her a more accessible interpreter for a fair-going 

public that was only beginning to appreciate the fine arts of China. 

Ayscough’s participation as a mediator between Liu Songfu’s collection and visitors to 

the Chinese galleries in the Palace of Fine Arts was not coincidental. Rather, it was the result of a 

years-long process of learning and networking, and represented a particular form of knowledge 

and claim to authority. Ayscough came to her role on the international stage of the PPIE partly 

through the good fortune of being in the right place at the right time to take advantage of the 

opportunities available to expatriates living on the margins of empire, but also in large measure 

through individual study and membership in institutions like the North China Branch of the 

Royal Asiatic Society. These activities brought Ayscough into the orbit of Western collectors 

who embraced what a contemporary observer called the “Chinese taste”: “a term insinuating the 

subtle difference between the consummate taste of the Chinese connoisseur, with his age-old 

traditions behind him, and that of the foreign collector for whom appreciation of Chinese art is a 

comparatively recent enthusiasm.”96 Ayscough cultivated her own brand of this “Chinese taste” 

that made her a useful partner to Liu Songfu in representing China at the PPIE. 

-- 

                                                
95 Ibid., 94. 

96 Cammell, “Memoirs of a Collector.”  
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Liu Songfu was not the only Chinese collector whose paintings were shown in San 

Francisco in 1915, and, according to some, he was not even the best of this group. Facing off 

against Florence Ayscough, Liu Songfu, and their associates at the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition was the collection of the well-known Shanghai industrialist and collector, Pang 

Yuanji (b. 1866). Backed by Charles Freer, Pang still found his collection excluded from the 

Chinese galleries inside the Palace of Fine Arts. By examining how Pang’s collection reflected a 

different approach to Chinese art, we can understand the politics of knowledge behind the 

seemingly counterintuitive selection of Liu Songfu to represent China.  

According to his biographer, Pang descended from a family with interests in the silk 

production business that expanded to drug and munitions manufacturing, real estate, and even a 

hospital. 97 These extensive holdings gave Pang the financial resources to assemble the collection 

he desired at a time when China’s political turmoil brought many significant pictures and objects 

to market. (Unlike many contemporaries, Pang made his collection with the help of advisors 

during his lifetime rather than inheriting one developed over generations by his family.) Pang’s 

tastes ranged widely, but he focused primarily on painting—especially landscapes in the literati 

style—to create possibly the largest private collection of important works in this medium outside 

of the Forbidden City.98 As Katharine Burnett notes, Pang “is important because…his collection 

is emblematic of late Qing-early Republican collecting values.”  

                                                
97 Burnett, “Late Qing-Early Republican Period Taste and the Case of Pang Yuanji.” 

98 By some accounts, Pang Yuanji owned one-third of all Song and Yuan dynasty paintings and 
calligraphies, the rest of which were held in the palace collection. See Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: 
Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011, 20. 
According to Katharine Burnett’s analysis, over 65% of Pang’s paintings were of landscapes; 18% treated 
miscellaneous subject matter (e.g., rocks, gardens, old trees, etc.); 6% treated human figures; 5% treated flowers; 3% 
treated animals; and 2% treated birds and flowers.  
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To be sure, Pang Yuanji also had connections in the circles that Florence Ayscough, Liu 

Songfu, and John C. Ferguson occupied. It was through Ferguson that Pang first met the 

American who would become his foremost patron and champion in the United States, Charles 

Freer. On Freer’s second trip to China in 1910–1911, he saw Pang’s famous collection for the 

first time in Shanghai and noted that it had “fine things” in his diary entry for the day.99 The 

Chinese and the American developed a close friendship built on mutual respect for each other’s 

knowledge about and taste in Chinese art. In 1915, Pang wrote to Freer: “I am aware of the fact 

that you are a great collector in the whole of America and stand without peer. I also love picture 

to my bones, and it may well be said that in your good self I have one of same mind beyond the 

seas.”100 Pang was also acquainted with Duanfang, having sold the viceroy several important 

paintings.101 In the interconnected world of Chinese art collecting, Pang Yuanji was the 

consummate insider. 

In 1915, Pang sent his paintings to San Francisco with his cousin Pang Zanchen and the 

dealer C.T. Loo. In the accompanying catalog, Biographies of Famous Chinese Paintings, Pang 

explained in a preface translated from the original Chinese how he had come to possess such a 

remarkable assemblage: “For more than thirty years I have been a collector of Chinese paintings. 

Since the political troubles of 1861 and 1900, articles from the Imperial Collections of the 

Ch’ing Dynasty have been accessible.”102 Pang staked the quality of the paintings he showed at 

                                                
99 Lawton and Merrill, Freer, 93–94. 

100 “Pang Laichen to Charles Lang Freer,” June 28, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 18, folder 14, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

101 Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of 
Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011, 23. 

102 The catalogue does not list a translator for the English version of the preface, but the bilingual essay 
suggests that Pang received assistance from a Westerner in preparing his collection for the PPIE. The count of 72 
pictures excludes four “minor collections” that were also listed, which brought the total paintings shown to 120. 
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the PPIE on both Chinese and Western grounds. “It is also an interesting fact that most of the 

paintings in my collection have been mentioned in the famous art histories of China,” he wrote. 

“In recent years, moreover, they have repeatedly stood the scientific scrutiny of many Westerner 

connoisseurs, who, happening to be in Shanghai, never omitted to call and see them.” Pang’s 

reference to “scientific scrutiny” suggests that he was most concerned about questions of 

authenticity that fairgoers would raise about his pictures. Indeed, Pang tried to preempt these 

concerns by acknowledging that one picture, “A Snow Scene,” was potentially a Qing dynasty 

copy of a Southern Song piece. 

The selection of paintings that Pang sent to San Francisco was not representative of his 

own personal collection. Of the 72 pictures that Pang brought to California, over one-third (27) 

dated from the Song dynasty. The remainder included 4 that were listed as Tang dynasty 

paintings, 3 from the Five Dynasties period, 16 from the Yuan dynasty, 14 from the Ming 

dynasty, and 7 from the Qing dynasty. This ratio of dynastic periods was exactly the reverse of 

the proportions in Pang’s personal collection in China. According to Katharine Burnett’s 

quantitative analysis of Pang’s catalogs, his personal collection in fact skewed heavily toward 

pictures from recent dynasties rather than ancient ones. Slightly over half dated from the Qing 

dynasty, one-third from the Ming, and the remainder from earlier eras.103 This inversion suggests 

that Pang chose to present paintings in San Francisco that catered to tastes that were different 

than his own. 

Although the preponderance of early Chinese paintings did not reflect Pang’s preferences, 

they met the expectations of his wealthy American patron, Charles Freer, under the enduring 

                                                                                                                                                       
P’ang Lai Ch’en, Biographies of Famous Chinese Paintings from the Private Collections of L.C. Pang, Chekiang, 
China, 1915. (Shanghai: Mercantile Printing Co., Ltd., 1914), 3. 

103 Burnett, “Late Qing-Early Republican Period Taste and the Case of Pang Yuanji.” 
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influence of Freer’s private curator Ernest Fenollosa. Art historian Ingrid Larsen has analyzed 

how Fenollosa shaped Freer’s preference for early Chinese painting and the ways in which 

Chinese collectors and dealers subsequently catered to this view of what constituted “good” 

Chinese painting.104 As Larsen and other scholars have documented, Fenollosa reached these 

conclusions by evaluating Chinese art not according to Chinese standards—as Ayscough and 

Ferguson insisted that collectors and scholars should do—but rather in a wider frame that placed 

Chinese art in conversation with the artistic production of other East Asian countries, most 

notably Japan. After Fenollosa’s death, Freer went straight to the source: he made a 

transformative visit to Japan in 1909 and absorbed all he could from important collectors such as 

Hara Tomitaro and Masuda Takashi who were eager to share their collections with the 

American.105 The power of these lessons from Fenollosa, Hara, Masuda, and others endured: as 

Larsen shows, the catalogs compiled by both Pang Yuanji and Li Wenqing for the PPIE showed 

that the two Shanghai dealers “clearly understood Freer’s preferences and had assembled these 

collections with him in mind.”106 

When Charles Freer attended the Panama-Pacific International Exposition in April and 

May 1915, he was dismayed to learn that the pictures he so treasured from Pang Yuanji had been 

relegated to a venue outside the fairgrounds. As a member of the national advisory committee, 

Freer received special treatment from the staff of the Department of Fine Arts on his visit. John 

                                                
104 Larsen writes, “Charles Lang Freer’s taste for early Chinese painting is less a reflection of the dealers or 

of the contemporary art market than it is evidence of the enduring influence of Ernest Fenollosa, who viewed 
painting of the Song and earlier dynasties as the foundation for a unified collection of Chinese and Japanese 
paintings. Freer’s unwavering commitment to this unique vision explains why the Detroit industrialist…was blind to 
the literati landscape traditions of the Yuan or the far more abundant and often less expensive paintings of the Ming 
and Qing dynasties.” See Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major 
Collection of Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011, 31. 

105 On Freer’s 1909 visit to Japan, see Lawton and Merrill, Freer, 70–74. 

106 Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of 
Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011, 22–23. 
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E.D. Trask arranged for a room to be placed at Freer’s disposal during his visit “so that you 

[Freer], as the most distinguished connoisseur in America of Chinese paintings would have an 

opportunity of seeing the entire collection.”107 Trask offered to show Freer the full complement 

of Liu Songfu’s collection in this room, since space limitations in China’s four galleries 

prevented the display of early Chinese paintings that he knew Freer favored, but Freer declined 

the invitation. To see Pang’s paintings, on the contrary, Freer had to leave the PPIE grounds and 

return to the Fairmont Hotel in Nob Hill where he was staying and where Pang’s paintings were 

shown. Freer spent the day at the hotel on April 29 in the company of Pang Zanchen and C.T. 

Loo, viewing the art and eventually purchasing thirteen paintings for $16,500.108  

What did Charles Freer see in the Chinese galleries of the Palace of Fine Arts that so 

offended his sensibilities? A rare photograph of one of the four Chinese galleries gives a sense of 

how a visitor might have experienced Chinese art at the PPIE. Unlike the cluttered feel typical of 

many museums during this era, the bright and airy room is arranged symmetrically and sparsely, 

allowing visitors to move around each object and study it closely. Tasseled wood-and-paper 

lanterns hang from the ceiling, next to a sign that proclaims provenance from “The Republic of 

China.” Five large ceramic or cloisonné pieces stand in the center of the room, though none 

seems to be labeled with any information regarding its production or origins. Flanked by a stone 

lion and standing vase on each side, a five-paneled screen sits at the center of the back wall with 

two incense burners in front. Paintings of various sizes hang throughout the room on the back 

and side walls. Many of these likely belonged to Liu Songfu, whose paintings featured 

prominently in these rooms. Over half of the pictures displayed originated from his collection, 
                                                

107 “J.E.D. Trask to Charles Lang Freer,” May 8, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 23, folder 15, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

108 Larsen, “‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of 
Chinese Painting in an American Museum,” 2011, 22. 
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and roughly two-thirds of these were modern pictures from the Ming or Qing Dynasties or 

later.109   

Freer’s dissatisfaction with his visit to the Chinese art galleries at the Panama-Pacific 

International Exposition stemmed from several reasons. First, as Freer noted in a letter to John 

E.D. Trask, he had endured “insolent treatment…on different occasions from two of your 

barbarous guards.”110 The way some pictures had been hung also irked Freer. Most significantly, 

Freer protested Pang’s exclusion from the Palace of Fine Arts and Liu Songfu’s inclusion in it; in 

Freer’s opinion, the comparative quality of the two picture collections did not justify such a 

decision. Freer recounted that Liu Songfu’s collection had been on sale three years prior, but a 

“native expert” had pronounced it as containing “nothing of real importance.” “[Therefore] while 

I was in San Francisco I did not devote much time to inspecting those hung at that time,” Freer 

explained, “but during the three different visits made to the department in which they were 

shown, I saw enough to convince me that they represented ancient Chinese paintings most 

unworthily.”111 Liu’s collection clearly did not align with Freer’s judgment, learned from 

Fenollosa, that the best Chinese art came in the Yuan dynasty or earlier; rather, Freer believed 

                                                
109 Of the 112 paintings and drawings listed in the official catalogue of the Department of Fine Arts, 62 

(55%) belonged to Liu Songfu. I cross-referenced these 62 works with Florence Ayscough’s Catalogue of Chinese 
Paintings Ancient & Modern: 21 (34%) are listed as Tang, Song, or Yuan-dynasty paintings; 41 (66%) are listed as 
Ming or Qing-dynasty. An additional 6 paintings were either undated or could not be traced back to Liu’s catalog; I 
omitted these from my analysis. Furthermore, Taiwanese scholar Fang-mei Chou has conducted research to show 
that between April and July 1914 the Shanghai Branch of the Preparation Committee for PPIE organized several 
competitive exhibitions to select paintings by contemporary Shanghai artists that would also be featured at the PPIE. 
Thus, Liu’s collections shared space in the Palace of Fine Arts with some three dozen pictures by living artists from 
different provinces of China. While we have no record of Freer’s reactions to this set of Chinese paintings, it is 
unlikely given his preferences expressed elsewhere that Freer would have seen them in a favorable light. 

110 “Charles Lang Freer to J.E.D. Trask,” May 17, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 23, folder 15, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

111 Ibid. 
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that the Ming and Qing pictures on display in the Palace of Fine Arts represented Chinese 

painting at the nadir of its creativity and beauty. 

Not surprisingly, Freer contended that the Department of Fine Arts should have made 

Pang Yuanji’s collection the central highlight of the Palace. Freer informed Trask: “While 

writing of Chinese Art, I cannot resist telling you that during the first few days of my recent stay 

in San Francisco that a really important group of early Chinese paintings well-known through the 

Orient, and which the owner once intended to exhibit in your Department, was entirely dispersed 

to eager American Museums and collectors and that some day ere long, the public will have an 

opportunity to study in Philadelphia and other Eastern cities of our country really fine, 

representative, original Tang, Sung and Yuen paintings.”112 The “really important group of early 

Chinese paintings” to which Freer referred belonged to Pang. It catered specifically to this 

preference for “really fine, representative, original Tang, Sung and Yuen paintings” with more 

than two-thirds of the 72 pictures from the Yuan dynasty or earlier, and Pang gave Freer the 

option to make the first purchase from it.113  

If Liu’s collection was clearly so inferior to Pang’s in the estimation of “the most 

distinguished connoisseur in America of Chinese paintings” (as Trask called Freer), why was it 

selected to represent China at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition? What does this 

choice tell us about the way in which different schools and approaches of Chinese art knowledge 

were validated on the international stage? The Panama-Pacific International Exposition presented 

a convoluted path to authority over knowledge about Chinese art. Despite its unilateral and 

                                                
112 Ibid. 

113 By Larsen’s count, 99 of 120 paintings listed in Pang Yuanji’s catalogue were Yuan dynasty or earlier. 
Another dealer, Li Wenqing, brought 100 paintings to San Francisco, of which 97 were early works. See Larsen, 
“‘Don’t Send Ming or Later Pictures’: Charles Lang Freer and the First Major Collection of Chinese Painting in an 
American Museum,” 2011, 23. 
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oppressive connotations, authority, like all other forms of power, inherently involves a two-way 

dynamic. To be an authority, one must be recognized as such by others. Florence Ayscough and 

Charles Freer came to the PPIE with differentiated claims of authority over Chinese art. 

Ayscough had in-depth training, but this training had, until 1915, only limited currency within a 

small network located primarily in China. Freer was by far the more powerful and better-known 

authority in the field, as evidenced by his appointment to the advisory committee of the 

exposition’s Department of Fine Arts and the deferential treatment accorded him by its chief. 

However, the exposition did not simply magnify this difference in authority; in some ways, the 

PPIE upended it, if only temporarily. Liu Songfu’s collection to which Ayscough was attached 

functioned in many ways as China’s official collection, while the collection that Freer backed 

was not shown at all on the fairgrounds.  

The existing literature offers two explanations for this conundrum. The first, by the art 

historian Katharine Burnett, emphasizes petty politics among Chinese collectors. As Burnett 

notes, “It is curious that Liu’s collection was included while Pang Yuanji’s was not, as his was 

the much more eminent, sizable, and renowned collection. This occlusion, which could be 

nothing but purposeful, suggests political maneuverings on the ground”—though she offers no 

evidence for the animosities that might have motivated such maneuvers.114 The second 

explanation is more practical: Liu Songfu’s record of working and socializing with Westerners 

made him an ideal representative for China in San Francisco. According to one history of the 

Shanghai Consolidated Chamber of Commerce, the group advanced Liu Songfu as one of its 

delegates in response to a call from the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce to recommend 

“candidates who understand industry conditions and are well-respected pillars of the community, 

                                                
114 Burnett, “Inventing a New ‘Old Tradition’: Chinese Painting at the Panama Pacific International 

Exposition,” 53.  
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to offer assistance as they see fit so as to strengthen the progress of the exposition.”115 

Additionally, his paintings had already passed what Lindsay Shen calls “the litmus test of foreign 

approval” in an earlier exhibition.116 As Shen concludes: “In retrospect, perhaps it wasn’t 

eminence but reassurance that was the then perceived strength of Liu’s collection.”117 But neither 

is this interpretation completely convincing, for, as I showed in chapter three, several of the 

Chinese dealers who exhibited at the PPIE including Pang Yuanji and Li Wenqing had 

established and successful records of dealing with Western clients, especially Charles Freer.  

I contend that there is a deeper reason aside from shadowy politicking and practicality 

that may explain the shape of the Chinese art exhibit at the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition, an explanation that recasts the PPIE as a proving ground for competing claims of 

authority over Chinese art among an international set of collectors, dealers, and self-proclaimed 

experts. As I have shown, the decision to elevate Liu’s collection above all others at the PPIE 

was wrapped up in a host of other factors, including a long history of art collecting and 

information exchange predating the exposition by at least a decade. Thus, the debate over 

Chinese painting at the PPIE can also be seen in terms of its sources of intellectual authority: 

whether that art was legitimized on Chinese or Western-Japanese terms. Liu Songfu and 

Florence Ayscough represented a more homegrown interpretation of Chinese painting and its 

                                                
115 Original text: “��7�-.6
�4�#�+3&����)��(�'���� 5�"� 

“* ��!��,$�%/�����8�2��	��1…” See “Section Four: Participating in 
International Trade Conferences (��0,
��9���5),” Shanghai Municipal Records Office (�����
��	), accessed January 28, 2015, 
http://www.shtong.gov.cn/node2/node2245/node4538/node56987/node57006/node57008/userobject1ai45396.html. I 
thank Chris Chang for helping to translate and clarify the bureaucratic lexicon in this passage. 

116 Shen, Knowledge Is Pleasure, 62. In March 1913, the NCBRAS sponsored an “Exhibition of Chinese 
Paintings of the later years of the Ch’ing dynasty By Mr. Liu Sung-fu, and from his collection.” See “Royal Asiatic 
Society. Annual Meeting of the Local Branch,” The North China Herald, June 7, 1913, 718.  

117 Ibid., 63. 
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development. Ayscough’s close ties to Ferguson and to her Chinese trainers, most of all, 

imparted a “Chinese taste” to the paintings that were presented at the PPIE—most explicitly in 

the predominance of pictures from the Ming and Qing dynasties that demonstrated, as Zaixin 

Hong has written, “a great art tradition had not become fossilized in modern times.”118 Pang and 

Freer, on the other hand, represented a more foreign perspective drawn from Freer’s association 

with Ernest Fenollosa, whose criteria for evaluating Chinese painting were defined largely in 

Japanese terms. 

The policy for PPIE organizers to delegate decision-making powers over art exhibits to 

national commissions rather than to the American advisory committee made it possible in the 

case of Chinese painting for the exposition to unintentionally subvert an existing hierarchy in the 

U.S. and Europe that acknowledged Freer at its top. As John E.D. Trask explained to a friend: “I 

have no desire at all to exert any influence upon the various foreign national commissioners 

suggesting either the character of their exhibits generally or any individual exhibits to be 

included.”119 This did not completely eliminate conflicts over what each nation would show, but 

instead moved them to a different register. In the case of China, debates over what paintings to 

show in the Palace of Fine Arts were removed from Charles Freer’s sphere of influence, in the 

process exposing intellectual politics over how Americans in the early twentieth century might 

view and interpret Chinese culture and, more importantly, who would validate these views and 

interpretations. 

-- 

                                                
118 Zaixin Hong, “Florence Ayscough: Pioneer Promoter of Modern Chinese Painting in America,” in 

Steuber and Lai, Collectors, Collections, and Collecting the Arts of China: Histories and Challenges, 131. 

119 “John E.D. Trask to John Beatty,” September 13, 1913, Carnegie Institute, Museum of Art records, 
1883-1962, bulk 1885-1940, box 109, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. I thank Heidi Applegate 
for sharing this quotation with me. 
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Midway through the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, scandal rocked the 

Chinese art galleries at the Palace of Fine Arts when news broke that several paintings worth tens 

of thousands of dollars belonging to Liu Songfu had been pilfered and sold—to none other than 

Charles Freer. The culprit was a young Chinese man named Lee Kee Son: to some, Lee was an 

ardent but misguided revolutionary; to others, he was no better than a common thief.120 The case 

of Lee Kee Son at the PPIE has been documented in passing, but it has always been noted as an 

interesting anecdote and never analyzed for its significance to the history of collecting or U.S.-

China relations.121 When considered in the broader context of American knowledge about 

Chinese artistic production, Liu Songfu’s stolen paintings stand for the constructed and unstable 

nature of expertise about Chinese art in the early twentieth century. It demonstrates how even an 

experienced and respected collector like Charles Freer could be manipulated. The elite back-and-

forth among collectors and experts of Chinese art was not immune to the machinations of others 

who wanted to appropriate the occasion of the Panama-Pacific International Exposition for their 

own purposes.  

As I discussed in chapter three, the relationship between even the best-intentioned early 

dealers and collectors of Chinese art was fraught with the potential for error or, worse, deceit. A 

major reason for this was structural: collectors like Freer had few genuine examples available for 

comparison. As Freer’s biographer Thomas Lawton writes: “Several decades were to pass before 

Chinese, Japanese, and Western specialists could gain entrance to those collections and establish 

a firmer basis for the connoisseurship of Chinese painting.”122 As a result, collectors depended 

                                                
120 I have not been able to identify the proper pinyin Romanization for Lee Kee Son. One of its alternate 

spellings in the Freer papers (“Li Chi-ch’un”) suggests that the name might be rendered in pinyin as Li Jichun, 
though no records independently verify that formulation. 

121 See for example Shen, 67–68. 

122 Lawton, Freer: A Legacy of Art, 107. 



 

262 

on dealers as much for their integrity as for the knowledge of the objects they sold, a dependency 

that could occasionally be exploited to the advantage of one party over the other.  

Although swindles were commonplace, Charles Freer devised an approach to avoid 

falling prey to avaricious sellers. According to Thomas Lawton, the former industrialist applied 

his business acumen from manufacturing railroad cars to collecting art. Lawton writes: “Just as 

he was a steadfast friend and client, however, Freer could also be a formidable adversary if he 

believed a dealer had behaved improperly.” Courteous but demanding, Freer insisted on 

obtaining as much information as he could for each purchase and relied on his “natural 

intelligence” to guide him the rest of the way.123 As we shall see, however, at a time when so 

much of the information they received could be inaccurate or willfully falsified, seeking more 

information was hardly a reliable bulwark against fraud for collectors like Freer. 

Charles Freer first met Lee Kee Son in 1914 through Frederick McCormick of the Asiatic 

Institute, and Freer’s receptiveness to Lee’s thieving overtures perhaps stemmed from the fact 

that he and Lee had previously concluded a legitimate sale. McCormick announced Lee’s arrival 

in New York in November with a cargo of 176 Chinese paintings he wanted to sell. The 

paintings came from the collection of Lee’s father, Li Ping-shu, a noted collector, civil servant, 

and antiques dealer from Shanghai and cousin to Freer’s regular dealer Li Wenqing.124 “You 

may have heard of these pictures since Li Ping-shu was a man of wealth in Shanghai a year and a 

                                                
123 Lawton, 99. 

124 Li Ping-shu’s career as a dealer drew in large part from his connections in Japan and his belief in the 
significance of a regional market between China and Japan. See Zaixin Hong, “Moving onto a World Stage: The 
Modern Chinese Practice of Art Collecting and Its Connection to the Japanese Art Market,” in Joshua Fogel, ed., 
The Role of Japan in Modern Chinese Art (Berkeley: Global, Area, and International Archive and the University of 
California Press, 2012), 123–125. Hong misidentifies Lee Kee Son as an alias for Li Wenqing. Correspondence 
from McCormick and John C. Ferguson confirms that Lee Kee Son was the son of Li Ping-shu; furthermore, Li 
Wenqing and Freer carried on extensive and affectionate relations with many more sales after the conclusion of the 
Lee Kee Son affair in 1915. Given Freer’s demanding attitude toward his Chinese dealers, it is highly unlikely that 
Freer would have continued patronizing Li Wenqing if he and Lee Kee Son were the same person, as Hong claims. 
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half ago and was rated at about three millions Mexican,” McCormick recounted. “Since then his 

property has been confiscated because of his connection with the ‘second revolution.’”125 In fact, 

the family’s circumstances were not quite so dire as McCormick had been made to believe. 

According to Zaixin Hong, while the “Second Revolution” did pose some difficulties, Li found 

financial success in Japan as an exhibitor at the Tokyo Taisho International Exposition in 1914. 

Given that Li had reaped proceeds of over 5,000 yen only four months before McCormick’s 

letter to Freer, it is possible that Lee Kee Son tailored the backstory to add an element of human 

interest for his foreign buyer. 

Although the Li family clearly was experienced in dealing Chinese art and antiquities, Li 

Pingshu and Lee Kee Son marketed the 176 paintings to Freer in a way that downplayed their 

own success. Lee Kee Son paid homage to Freer while extoling the quality of his stock: “I know 

perfect well that you are an expert in art so I request you to purchase all I have. These paintings 

are very valuable—so valuable that you can hardly secure them all at once in China.”126 

McCormick reiterated this view after meeting with Li in New York. “He says the pictures he has 

brought to my place are a few of the best,” McCormick reported to Freer. “I am not sure he 

knows much about them—but several of them are very interesting.”127 To evaluate the pictures, 

McCormick recruited “a Chinese friend, who is acquainted with such things,” to look over the 

paintings. Their joint examination determined that “of about twenty which we examined, there 

were possibly two which you might consider adding to your collection.” McCormick noted, “The 

man is rather a severe critic, but it may be that he is not too severe. In any case you will know 

                                                
125 “Frederick McCormick to Charles Lang Freer,” November 10, 1914, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, 

folder 5, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

126 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” n.d., Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 5, Freer Gallery 
of Art Archives. 

127 “Frederick McCormick to Charles Lang Freer,” November 10, 1914. 
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how to judge of the whole matter.”128 The ploy succeeded: after taking the paintings on 

consignment and meeting with Lee in Detroit, Freer bought an unknown number of artworks for 

his collection.129 Recognizing Freer’s status as an art collector served the dual purpose of 

advancing Li’s sale through flattery.  

Eight months after he first approached Freer, Lee Kee Son again sought out the American 

collector for another sale. This time, he wrote from the Panama-Pacific International Exposition 

in San Francisco, where he held some 50 “antique paintings.” Lee treated the artworks almost 

strictly as commodities, ignoring their historical or aesthetic value in his message to Freer. 

“There is a few in this assortment that you have seen last year,” he wrote. “[If] you desire any in 

this assortment you can make a estimate of what it is worth to you.”130 Furthermore, Lee hoped 

to exploit Freer’s position at the center of the American market for Chinese art. “I still have some 

of the paintings of last year if you can find some one that I can sell these paintings to,” Lee 

requested of Freer. Rather than selling only to Freer as he had done previously, Lee moved to 

take advantage of Freer’s status and social network as an authority in the field. 

Over the course of the summer, Lee employed a number of different strategies to interest 

Freer in his lot of paintings. Some of these appealed to Freer’s knowledge of Chinese art. The 

market in San Francisco was hot, especially given the heightened interest in Chinese art at the 

PPIE, and Lee urged Freer to act quickly in order to secure the best pieces. He wrote: “Although 

at present quite a number of gentlemen are here in this city from east, who are also interested in 
                                                

128 “Frederick McCormick to Charles Lang Freer,” November 19, 1914, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 16, 
folder 4, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

129 Although Frederick McCormick had included a list of Li Pingshu’s paintings in his letter to Freer on 
November 10, that list has not be preserved in the Freer Gallery archives. McCormick’s letter of November 19 and 
subsequent correspondence between Freer and Lee Kee Son suggest that the two sides consummated a sale in late 
1914. 

130 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” June 15, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 5, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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Chinese paintings, yet I wish to let you have the first chance to view these paintings…”131 He 

also vouched for their quality, testifying that “all these paintings, were duly passed by the most 

welknown [sic] Chinese art critics in China, who were unanimous in their verdict that they are all 

valuable originals.”132 Lee did not take the trouble to name these “wellknown Chinese art critics 

in China.” 

There were personal factors, too, that Lee asked Freer to consider. He alluded to the 

family’s tragic circumstances in asking Freer to give his quote: “Here send the painting 31pieces; 

I will beg you kindly give ma a little high price, my family is all oblige you.”133 Li assured Freer 

that the income from the sale would go toward a good cause: 

With regard to these paintings, I wish to say that they are my Uncle’s most favorite 
pieces. In his letter to me, he expressed his great sorrow & pain that he has to part with 
them, on account of meeting the needs of some philanthropic undertaking, which he 
thought a most sacred duty to perform. For the last ten years, he has been the sole 
supporter of a private school in Shanghai city, to which all the sons of the poorer classes 
are admitted absolutely free. Because of the recent political crisis in China, my Uncle is 
now not in a financial position to continue such a charitable work, which step is really 
deplorable to him. He gives me the definite instruction that the proceeds from the sales of 
this lot will go entirely to the school fund so as to enable the school to continue its 
work.134 

 
The Chinese dealer concluded his pitch with a nod to Freer’s vanity: “Will you kindly honour me 

with a photograph, as my Uncle wishes to have it hung in this school as an everlasting memory 

of your kind timely assistance.”135 This negotiation between Charles Freer and Lee Kee Son 

                                                
131 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” August 24, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, 

Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

132 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” August 31, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

133 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” August 12, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

134 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” August 24, 1915. 

135 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” August 31, 1915. 



 

266 

demonstrates the myriad considerations involved in the sale of Chinese art at the turn of the 

twentieth century. A human element complicated the already murky questions of authenticity 

and connoisseurship. Freer ultimately purchased 87 paintings for $5,250 from Lee Kee Son, but 

he declined to help Lee make additional sales by arranging introductions to other American 

collectors.136  

Trouble began one month after Charles Freer concluded his summer acquisitions. As 

Freer soon learned, Lee’s paintings were not his to sell in the first place. While Lee insisted that 

these paintings belonged to his uncle, a telegram in late September from Robert B. Harshe, 

assistant chief of the Department of Fine Arts at the Panama-Pacific International Exposition, 

revealed the true owner of the paintings Freer now possessed. “Three cases Chinese paintings 

shipped you Aug. thirty first property Lieu Siung Fu [Liu Songfu],” Harshe warned Freer.137 Liu 

asked Freer to withhold payment from Lee Kee Son, who had been acting as Liu’s agent in San 

Francisco and who was now on the lam. The preeminent collector of Chinese art in the United 

States suddenly found himself at the center of a criminal investigation that stretched across two 

continents. 

Newspapers as far away as Singapore reported on the intriguing case after Lee Kee Son’s 

arrest by Pinkerton detectives on September 29 in San Francisco. In his room, police recovered 

additional paintings and artworks that were valued at over $80,000 and that had also been 

intended for the exposition, including some belonging properly to a collector named Wong Fu. 

                                                
136 “Henry Eickhoff to Charles Lang Freer,” September 28, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 

6, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. We do not know which paintings Freer purchased from Li, though the archival 
record indicates that the purchases were made in at least two installments, one for 20 paintings worth $1,500 in June 
and 6 more for $250 in August. The case of Lee Kee Son at the PPIE has been documented in passing, but it has 
always been noted as an interesting anecdote but never analyzed for its significance to the history of Chinese art 
collecting.  

137 “Robert B. Harshe to Charles Lang Freer,” September 23, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, 
folder 6, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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Lee’s statement to the police admitted making the sale to Freer, but insisted that Liu Songfu had 

authorized him to do so according to a long-standing plan to dispose of the pictures after the 

PPIE.138 The 87 paintings Lee sold to Freer were part of a group of artworks that had to be 

rotated out on account of the lack of space in the Chinese galleries at the PPIE. Lee, a “well 

dressed and highly-educated Chinese” according to the San Francisco Chronicle, pocketed the 

proceeds from the transaction and defrauded his employer.  

Most remarkable was the reason that Lee gave for his deceit, implicating Chinese art in 

political organizing and fundraising across the Pacific Ocean. To the police, Lee kept to his story 

of his family’s financial difficulties in Japan. “I thought we are all compatriots of same nation, so 

through friendship Mr. Liu might be agreeable to my request to relieve my family’s distress,” he 

testified.139 To Charles Freer, however, Lee proffered a different explanation. “The Young China 

party in which I am interested is in financial difficulty,” Lee explained, “so I only meant to place 

Mr. Liu’s painting in your custody in order to get some cash money as a sort of advancement to 

further the revolutionary movement.”140 Freer was unusually forgiving towards the young 

Chinese, believing that he had been “used for a purpose and should not be prosecuted.”141 He 

showed less forbearance with Liu: “I have no sympathy for those whom you say [Lee Kee Son] 

represented.” While Freer informed Liu’s lawyer that he was perfectly willing to return the 

                                                
138 Berkeley Daily Gazette, 9/30/1915.  

139 “Statement of Lee Kee Son,” September 29, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, Freer 
Gallery of Art Archives. 

140 “Li Chi-Ch’un to Charles Lang Freer,” October 6, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

141 “Charles Lang Freer to Henry Eickhoff,” October 2, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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comprador’s pilfered artworks, there were some two dozen pictures that were likely 

“unrecoverable” because he had dispersed them to fellow collectors.142   

The facts of the case will perhaps never fully be known, but its prosecution underscores 

how easily knowledge about Chinese art could be exploited and even made to contradict itself. 

According to Liu’s lawyer, Lee Kee Son could not be trusted, and his various statements and 

admissions were “palpably untrue” and “plainly inconsistent.”143 Politics were possibly to blame. 

“[Lee] may have gotten mixed up in some of these political matters in such a way that he is 

unable or unwilling to tell all he might,” the lawyer wrote. However, what is clear from this tale 

of intrigue and deceit is that even a preeminent expert like Charles Freer had his limits: as 

strenuously as he might object to the quality of Liu’s collection while visiting the Palace of Fine 

Arts, the purchases Freer made from Lee Kee Son spoke louder than his words of condemnation 

to John E.D. Trask just five months earlier. With vague guarantees of quality from Chinese art 

critics and a dose of pathos, Lee could convince Freer to add to his collection pictures that Freer 

had said “represented ancient Chinese paintings most unworthily.” 

The case of Lee Kee Son illustrates the pitfalls that attended Chinese art collecting in the 

United States in the early 1900s. The Panama-Pacific International Exposition brought together 

American buyers and Chinese collectors with their art, but it could not regulate their interactions. 

Neither could Charles Freer, his expertise and authority notwithstanding, resist being pulled into 

a plot; indeed, his prominence among American collectors made him the perfect conduit for 

stolen Chinese paintings. The elaboration of an extensive and transnational system of labor 

around Chinese art—featuring not only the seller and the buyer, but also their agents and 

                                                
142 Ibid. 

143 “Henry Eickhoff to Charles Lang Freer,” October 4, 1915, Charles Lang Freer Papers, box 14, folder 6, 
Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 
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consultants on both sides of the Pacific—created room for error and fraud. “Rascality and fine 

arts seem to be closely allied,” Freer lamented in a letter to John C. Ferguson after he learned the 

truth about Lee Kee Son. To order an increasingly voluminous and unruly trade based on a new, 

foreign, and seemingly inscrutable body of knowledge was the quixotic task of Chinese art 

collectors in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. 

-- 

Measured by the official awards it received and by the commentary of visitors, Chinese 

art at the 1915 exposition enjoyed only mixed success. Chinese exhibitors and artists won 38 

awards at the PPIE; China tied with Italy as the third-most decorated country in the category of 

fine arts after the United States (386 awards) and Japan (101 awards).144 Two Chinese 

commissioners sat on the juries that made these determinations for oil paintings and sculpture, 

respectively, thus ensuring some measure of representation. Compared to Japan, which won 3 of 

the 10 grand prizes given out at the PPIE, China won none of these top-tier awards. Painter 

Kiang Ying-seng’s Hall Picture: Snow Scene was given a medal of honor, the next highest prize, 

while others collected 4 gold medals, 11 silver medals, 8 bronze medals, and 13 commendations 

for honorable mention. Somewhat surprisingly, no Chinese porcelain or cloisonné garnered any 

prizes. On the other hand, paintings and drawings, which made up only about one-fourth of 

China’s art exhibits, won almost half of the country’s 38 awards. While none of Liu Songfu’s 

paintings won awards, his Tung Fong Su at the Golden Horse by the Qing-dynasty painter Pao 

Yun-ting was selected for the Department’s illustrated catalogue as one of two Chinese 

reproductions alongside the Kiang Ying-seng landscape. 

                                                
144 Report of the Department of Fine Arts, 1915, 12. The report states that China received 37 awards at the 

PPIE in the fine arts, but the department’s catalogue lists 38. The discrepancy is likely for the artist Ku Chia-chun, 
shown by Shen Dunhe, who received two silver medals for his “Portrait of Amitabha” and “Genie Riding on Wind” 
but was only credited for one. 
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Contemporary responses to the Chinese art exhibit at the PPIE were less generous than 

the juries of the International Awards System. The galleries in the Palace of Fine Arts inspired 

several guidebooks, but most authors avoided discussing the Chinese section in detail because 

they found it impenetrable.145 Author and art critic Sheldon Cheney’s An Art-Lover’s Guide to 

the Exposition was typical in this way: “There is a wealth of interesting material in the display, 

but it really requires a great amount of study for full appreciation.”146 Artist and University of 

California professor Eugen Neuhaus was the exception in attempting to explain and evaluate the 

Chinese art he saw for his readers in The Galleries of the Exposition, and he was decidedly 

unimpressed. Neuhaus labeled the works that he saw in the Chinese galleries “applied art,” in 

effect demoting China from the status of a nation that could produce fine art. Like Cheney, 

Neuhaus found that “to the casual observer much of the pleasure of looking at the varied 

examples of applied art is spoiled by the necessity of having to read all of the long-winded 

stories attached to many of them.”147 More importantly, he criticized the Chinese art on view at 

the PPIE as emblems of a static civilization:  

There is no real life in any of the work here displayed, and most of it consists of modern 
replicas—some of very excellent quality—of their oldest and best art treasures. The 
Chinese seem to be absolutely content to rest upon their old laurels, the fragrance of 
which can hardly ever be exhausted; but nevertheless that does not relieve them of the 
obligation of working up new problems in a new way. […] The freshness of youth, the 
spirit of progress, which enliven the Japanese section, are entirely missing in this display, 

                                                
145 These guidebooks include: Arthur B. Clark, Significant Paintings at the Panama-Pacific International; 

Christian Brinton, Impression of the Art at the Panama-Pacific Exposition, Rose V.S. Berry, The Dream City: Its 
Art in Story and Symbolism; Michael Williams, A Brief Guide to the Department of Fine Arts, Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition; Sheldon Cheney, An Art-Lover’s Guide to the Exposition; Eugen Neuhaus, The Galleries 
of the Exposition. 

146 Cheney, 94. Cheney notes that the Chinese Commission prepared a catalogue that was available in the 
gallery. I have not been able to identify this publication, but it is possible that Cheney was referencing Florence 
Ayscough’s catalogue of the Liu Songfu collection.  

147 Neuhaus, The Galleries of the Exposition, 38. 
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which seems like a voice from the past—a solemn monument to an old civilization 
without any connection with the New Republic and its modern pretensions.148 

 
If, as Katharine Burnett argues, the Chinese had intended their art (especially painting) at the 

PPIE to impart an aura of stability and permanence to the upstart Republic of China, Neuhaus’ 

comments suggest that perhaps they succeeded too well.  

The consensus in published accounts that the Chinese art in the galleries of the Panama-

Pacific International Exposition was incomprehensible to casual observers in the United States 

testifies to the necessity of a class of brokers and interpreters who could “translate” for an eager 

audience. This was the role that Florence Ayscough and Charles Freer vied to play in San 

Francisco in 1915. As I argued in chapter four, Charles Freer’s position at the center of East 

Asian art collecting in the United States was the product of his wealth and his immersion in a 

cosmopolitan network of information and material exchange, primarily between Europe, the 

United States, and Japan. But the PPIE frustrated Freer’s desire to present a set of “really fine, 

representative, original Tang, Sung and Yuen paintings” that he believed best represented 

China’s cultural patrimony. 

 Freer’s primary challenger at the PPIE was Florence Ayscough, whose qualifications 

came from her training with Chinese tutors in Shanghai and, later on, a more formal role as 

honorary librarian and organizer of exhibitions for the North China Branch of the Royal Asiatic 

Society. Through her experience, we can observe Ayscough’s evolution into an expert whose 

conception of and knowledge about Chinese art were defined by her embrace of the traditions 

and practices of Chinese connoisseurship. To a certain extent, administrative politics and 

procedures made it possible for Ayscough and Liu’s collection to take center stage at the 

Panama-Pacific International Exposition, even though they were less well-known and, according 
                                                

148 Neuhaus, The Galleries of the Exposition, 38–39. 
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to some, inferior to Pang Yuanji’s collection that had Charles Freer’s backing. More importantly, 

I argue that Ayscough’s and Liu’s embodiment of Chinese connoisseurship made them the most 

compelling ambassadors for China at this unprecedented exposition.  

Organizers intended the Panama-Pacific International Exposition to usher in a new era of 

relations between the United States and its neighbors around that vast ocean, especially Japan 

and China. The exhibition of Chinese art at the PPIE advanced their progress toward that 

objective by showing scroll paintings, ceramics, and carvings explicitly under the rubric of fine 

arts for the first time. In 1915, there was no consensus yet on what forms of knowledge about 

Chinese art should confer upon its possessor the authority to stand for the richness of China’s 

artistic heritage in the eyes of the many millions who stopped into galleries 94 through 97 inside 

the Palace of Fine Arts. That authority was contingent and variable, but, as I will suggest, the 

consolidation of Chinese art knowledge under professional and scholarly rubrics in ensuing 

decades fundamentally reshaped which ideas about Chinese culture would hold sway and how 

they would be transmitted.  
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EPILOGUE 

-- 

In 1929, Detroit Institute of Arts curator Benjamin March authored China and Japan in Our 

Museums as a survey of the progress of East Asian art collecting and scholarship in the United 

States. Even if March had not intended the report as a tribute to Charles Freer, it was a fitting 

paean to the collector on the tenth anniversary of his death. March observed that American 

interest in the visual and material cultures of Asia had proceeded into its fourth phase, with 

“concern especially for the whole art of China,” and that the state of the field—within the 

nation’s museums in particular—was strong. 28 institutions in the U.S. reported holdings of 

Chinese art and antiquities.1 Ten of them employed curators devoted to East Asian art, and more 

were being trained by the day. March credited Freer with shepherding his fellow Americans 

away from Japanese and toward Chinese art: “From the daughter he turned more and more to the 

mother, looking at the whole range of Chinese art, as it was then available to him, with a fresh 

eye and an unvarying purpose to find the truly significant in whatever period and material.”2  

Moreover, the report embraced the vision that Freer long espoused for Chinese art to 

bridge cultural divides. E.C. Carter of the Institute of Pacific Relations, which sponsored the 

publication, quoted poet Witter Bynner in lauding the work of museums in the U.S. for providing 
                                                

1 Benjamin March received data from 41 institutions in the United States and 2 in Canada. Of these, more 
than two-thirds (28) reported holding Chinese collections. Nine of the 28 offered “representative” collections, while 
seventeen held only certain types of Chinese art and antiquities. For example, the Mills College Art Gallery 
specialized in bronze figures among its 185 Chinese pieces. Two others were classified as “beginning” collections, 
including March’s own home institution in Detroit. See March, China and Japan in Our Museums, 4–7. 

2 Ibid., 18. March periodized American collecting based on the country of origin and the type of materials 
being collected, and on that basis identified four major periods. The first, occupying roughly the first half of the 
nineteenth century, was the “curio-gathering epoch of the merchant adventurer.” This era was followed by a period 
of interest in Chinese porcelains, after which Japanese art came to dominate American tastes. The fourth phase in 
which Freer had been so instrumental was “approximately coterminous with the twentieth century, though 
accelerated since the Chinese revolution of 1911.”  
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“a reminder that these Orientals are not sinister barbarians but a race founded in deep wisdom 

and culture.” Carter continued: 

[Those] who provide our American public with these opportunities of visual learning “are 
to be complimented upon calling our attention to people whom in every way it behooves 
us to know and upon encouraging among those people faith in the development of 
interracial understanding and sympathy, a sympathy which has been instinctively but not 
as yet very intelligently felt in America’s traditional gesture of friendliness toward the 
oldest of living civilizations.”3 

 
Through the late 1920s, the philosophy and the watchwords of the Asiatic Institute from the 

1910s—of cultural knowledge as the path to interracial understanding and sympathy, and to 

friendly relations between civilizations—clearly still resonated as Americans amassed ever-

larger collections of Chinese art objects.  

Even as March celebrated these cultural achievements, however, he was careful not to let 

the nation rest on its laurels. “[While] the American collections probably excel those of Europe 

in total size and mass quality, American scholarship, with the exception of Doctor [Berthold] 

Laufer, Professor [Ernest] Fenollosa and Doctor John C. Ferguson, has made comparatively little 

contribution to the world’s knowledge of Chinese and Japanese art in the form of published 

works,” March lamented.4 As China and Japan in Our Museums went on to note, one of the 

reasons for this lag in scholarship was the lack of bibliographic materials around the country. 

March counted only six credible research libraries with significant resources on China, four of 

which were concentrated on the East Coast.5 March’s observations underscore the degree to 

which the making of Chinese art during the 1910s had been a messy and uneven process. 

                                                
3 Ibid., v–vi. 

4 Ibid., 10. 

5 These four included the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.; the Chinese Library at Harvard 
University; the library at Columbia University; and the Wason Collection at Cornell University. Elsewhere, March 
noted the Newberry Library in Chicago, the Chinese collection at the University of California, and, outside of the 
U.S., Gest Chinese Research Library at McGill University in Montreal. Ibid., 29–31.  



 

275 

Nevertheless, the field of Chinese art in the United States had been veritably transformed 

over a twenty-year period. The geopolitical context for this transformation has been little studied: 

it shaped not only how Americans understood the meaning of their collecting and scholarship, 

but also how they approached those activities. The history of the Asiatic Institute shows that, for 

many prominent collectors and scholars, apprehending Chinese culture as embodied in the 

country’s art and antiquities promised to avert a pending civilizational clash between “East” and 

“West.” This reformist impulse bolstered a vision of American exceptionalism in the Pacific and 

aimed to “repair” U.S.-China relations of its ignorance and inefficiency through the production 

of objective and rigorous knowledge—a project that proved much more complicated in execution 

than conception.  

The process of making “Chinese art” during this transpacific Progressive Era was one of 

selective adoption. In the early twentieth century, a profusion of theories and approaches 

circulating internationally made it possible for many to claim expertise over the field. Thus could 

a philosopher who had never visited China—Ernest Fenollosa—suggest to the consternation of 

many that one need not study Chinese literary sources in order to appreciate Chinese painting. 

Art dealers both Euro-American and Chinese also chimed in, and insisted that their ventures 

expressed an intellectual as well as a commercial dimension. Among all those who were active in 

formulating a distinctively American idea of Chinese art, however, none was more important 

than Charles Freer. Through Freer’s development as an authority on Chinese art between 1908 

and his death in 1919, we can see how an “enterprise of knowledge” in the United States 

consisting of museum collections, educational institutes, and print publications emerged from a 

dialectical relationship between cosmopolitan ethos and nationalist ideology, and displaced the 

European sources and institutions that had been revered in preceding decades. Even then, as 
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contests over the selection of Chinese painting for the 1915 Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition in San Francisco reveal, the authority that Freer had so assiduously cultivated was not 

absolute, but could be easily subverted within the culturally fluid boundaries of a world’s fair.  

It is important to reiterate that the Chinese did not sit by idly while Americans and 

Europeans carried their cultural patrimony out of China, built galleries to house these objects, 

and wrote scholarly articles about them. The productive careers of Nan Ming Yuan, Li Wenqing, 

Wang Jiantang, D.K. Liu, Ma Su, and others show that, on one hand, Chinese art dealers and 

collectors were very much involved in the trade and interpretation of these artworks. At the same 

time, other Chinese recognized that the country’s art could bring international prestige, 

especially as China struggled to shore up its cultural bona fides as a new republic. In 1914, 

Chinese diplomat Hwang Chung Huei visited New York as part of a mission to scout the great 

museums of the world and gather ideas for building one in China. Foreshadowing the 

repatriation debates of the 21st century, Hwang was authorized to recover as many art objects as 

he could, and he did not shy away from passing public judgments on what he saw. No less than 

the famous J.P. Morgan collection of Chinese art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art came under 

Hwang’s criticism for being “greatly overestimated in value and antiquity,” according to the 

New-York Tribune.6 “From my own knowledge of Chinese antiques, I am certain that the 

Morgan collection does not contain the best my country has produced,” Hwang told the paper. 

Hwang’s buy-back mission and his defiant comments about the Met demonstrate that the 

Chinese did not cede ground meekly to European and American collectors and experts. 

These acts of assistance and resistance were part of larger changes in the art world in 

China in the late Qing and early Republican period that reflected broader political, social, and 

                                                
6 “Sent Far Afield By China To Recover Lost Art Objects,” New-York Tribune, August 2, 1914. 



 

277 

cultural transformations. The practice of elegant gatherings by literati ended in the nineteenth 

century as internal and external conflicts scattered collections throughout China and the rest of 

the world. Wen-hsin Yeh has noted the transition to “a much-altered marketplace that came to 

involve theft, fraud, and international networks” in which “a collection in Chinese art that was 

meant to mark the cultural status differences within Chinese society has become a repertoire of 

Chineseness that differentiated the aesthetic refinement between one culture and another.”7 Curio 

shops, exhibitions, museums, lectures, and publications constituted a recognizable art public 

within the context of the New Culture Movement of the 1910s.8 Among other questions, the 

members of this public debated how to fit the traditional paradigm based on calligraphy and 

painting to the Euro-Japanese concept of “fine arts.”9 Living Chinese artists likewise responded 

to national and international events, as different schools emerged along the spectrum of advocacy 

                                                
7 Wen-hsin Yeh, “Living with Art: The Yeh Family Collection and the Modern Practices of Chinese 

Collecting,” in Rujivacharakul, Collecting China, 176–179. 

8 Cheng-hua Wang, “In the Name of the Nation: Song Painting and Artistic Discourse in Early Twentieth-
Century China,” in A Companion to Asian Art and Architecture, ed. Rebecca M. Brown and Deborah S. Hutton 
(Chichester, West Sussex, UK and Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 537–60. The New Culture Movement 
1910s rejected the traditional Confucian order in favor of “Mr. Science” and “Mr. Democracy.” Chinese 
intellectuals believed that adopting these ideas would solve China’s problems by bringing it in line with Western 
nations. Initially an intellectual campaign that championed, among other reforms, the emancipation of Chinese 
women and the spread of vernacular literature, the New Culture Movement became politicized in 1919 as the May 
Fourth Movement when China failed to regain control of the Liaodong Peninsula after World War I. On the New 
Culture Movement, see Peter Gue Zarrow, China in War and Revolution, 1895-1949 (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2005); Cezong Zhou, The May Fourth Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1967). 

9 Scholars have traced how different types of Chinese objects were debated for inclusion in the category of 
“fine arts.” See for example: Elizabeth Lawrence, “The Chinese Seal in the Making, 1904-1937” (Ph.D. diss., 
Columbia University, 2014); Brown, Pastimes; Stanley Abe, “From Stone to Sculpture: The Alchemy of the 
Modern,” in Treasures Rediscovered: Chinese Stone Sculpture from the Sackler Collections at Columbia University, 
ed. Leopold Swergold (New York: Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Art Gallery, Columbia University in the City of New 
York, 2008), 7–16. The 1911 Chinese-language compendium Meishu Congshu, edited by Deng Shi (1877–1951) 
and published by Shenzhou Guoguang She of Shanghai, pioneered the adoption of a “modern paradigm of fine arts.” 
See Ogawa Hiromitsu, “Regarding the Publication of the Meishu Congshu (Fine Arts Series): The Introduction of 
the European Concept ‘Fine Arts’ and the Japanese Translated Term ‘Bijutsu’” (Art in China: Collections and 
Concepts, Bonn, 2003), http://archiv.ub.uni-
heidelberg.de/volltextserver/5810/1/Regarding_the_Publication_of_the_Meishu_Congsh_final.pdf.  
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for the adoption of Western techniques and motifs.10 What many scholars have shown—and 

what few Chinese art collectors, dealers, and experts in the United States at the turn of the 

century grasped or were willing to admit—is how Chinese art as it was understood and presented 

in China continued to be a living and evolving, rather than a bygone or fixed, system of ideas, 

institutions, and practices. Future research using Chinese language archives may tell us more 

about how these various changes shaped American knowledge about Chinese art in the early 

twentieth century. 

-- 

In East Asian Art and American Culture, Warren Cohen characterizes the period that 

followed during the 1920s as a time “marked by the emergence of less colorful professionals” in 

the field of Chinese art, a time to “tidy up” the confusion and disorder of the precious decade.11 

Focusing on John Ellerton Lodge, the first director of the Freer Gallery of Art, and Langdon 

Warner, the adventuring Curator of Oriental Art of the Fogg Museum of Art at Harvard 

University, Cohen argues that during the third decade of the twentieth century these men 

“created the apparatus essential to a broad audience for East Asian art” in the United States. The 

concept of professionalism entails on one hand the idea of being engaged in work that is one’s 

main paid occupation rather than an avocation or pastime, and on the other hand some process of 

training—professionalization—that would qualify one to perform such paid labor.12 Viewed 

                                                
10 Some artists championed the total emulation of Western art, while other camps including the Lingnan 

School that was dominant in southern China took a more compromising stance. Trained in Japan, Lingnan School 
artists such as Gao Jianfu, Gao Qifeng, and Chen Shuren named their style guohua (national painting) to appeal to 
the public. On changes related to Chinese art during this period, see Ralph Croizier, Art and Revolution in Modern 
China: The Lingnan (Cantonese) School of Painting, 1906-1951 (University of California Press, 1988); Mayching 
Margaret Kao, “China’s Response to the West in Art, 1898-1937” (Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1972). 

11 Cohen, East Asian Art and American Culture, 77. 

12 Writing about the development of the historical profession in the United States up to World War I, Peter 
Novick defines the “common list of criteria of a profession” as “institutional apparatus (an association, a learned 
journal), standardized training in esoteric skills, leading to certification and controlled access to practice, heightened 
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through this lens, the professionalization of Chinese art was not as complete or as deep as 

perhaps Warren Cohen has argued. While a larger number of people indeed made their living 

working within universities and museums, their training did not yet proceed wholly out of an 

exclusive academic setting. Indeed, as the process for appointing the Met’s second Curator of Far 

Eastern Art in 1927 shows, many leading figures of the Chinese art world in the United States 

such as Archibald Wenley, Benjamin March, and Alan Priest continued to receive their training 

in the 1920s in a variety of spaces and places. With the boundaries of art knowledge narrowing 

but not yet hardened, “amateurs” like Agnes Meyer and Dagny Carter Murphy still made 

valuable contributions in the United States as authors of popular texts on Chinese art, though 

these contributions were increasingly challenged under the rubric of scholarliness. More 

importantly, it was these non-professionals who, working outside the confines of the university 

or the art museum, carried forward the legacy of the Asiatic Institute by championing the 

relevance of Chinese art for the conduct of U.S.-China relations. 

The course of professionalization of Chinese art in the United States during the 1920s 

was shaped by the fact that its academic apparatus was growing but still underdeveloped. As I 

discussed in chapter four, pioneering Sinologists in the United States like Friedrich Hirth at 

Columbia University, Frederick Wells Williams at Yale University, and Langdon Warner at 

Harvard University played a part in the institutionalization of Chinese art in the U.S. in the 1910s, 

mostly by serving as advisors to collectors on questions of translation. What they offered were 

                                                                                                                                                       
status, autonomy.” Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical 
Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 47–48. The development of Chinese art history as a 
professional field is interesting also because it sits at the intersection of studies about the development of art history 
on one hand, and area studies on the other. In these areas, some of the works that have guided my thinking include: 
Shuhua Fan, “To Educate China in the Humanities and Produce China Knowledge in the United States: The 
Founding of the Harvard-Yenching Institute, 1924-1928,” Journal of American-East Asian Relations 16, no. 4 
(December 2009): 251–83; Vernon Hyde Minor, Art History’s History (New York: Abrams, 1994); McCaughey, 
International Studies and Academic Enterprise. 
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not yet formal courses of study or research, but rather special lectures delivered on intermittent 

occasions. For example, Williams spoke at Yale on Chinese sculpture, architecture, and painting 

as one of the eleven installments of the Trowbridge Lecture Course in the School of Fine Arts in 

1914 and again in 1917.13 The syllabus for Williams’ lecture reflected changes in scholarship by 

drawing from published writings by authors on both shores of the Atlantic; referenced were older 

works by Stephen Bushell and Herbert A. Giles, as well as newer works by Laurence Binyon and 

Ernest Fenollosa, two of the curators who had influenced Charles Freer.  

While Friedrich Hirth and Frederick Wells Williams both played important parts in 

catalyzing the academic study of Chinese art in the United States, beginning in the 1910s 

arguably no university was more important for the development of the field than Harvard, and no 

instructor more influential than Langdon Warner. Harvard University produced both John 

Ellerton Lodge, who attended between 1896 and 1898 before leaving to study in Europe, and 

Warner, who graduated in 1903. Before he embarked on the fact-finding mission for the 

American School of Archaeology that I discussed in chapter two, Warner held an appointment as 

the Sheldon Fellow in Oriental Art at Harvard in 1910 concurrent with his work as an assistant 

curator at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. Two years later, he gave the first college-level 

course on Chinese and Japanese art in the U.S. for a salary of $300, and taught it again in 1914–

1915 as a Lecturer in Fine Arts after his return from Europe and Asia. Following several years 

away during which he directed the Pennsylvania Museum of Art, Warner returned to Harvard in 

1923 as Curator of Oriental Art at the Fogg Museum. It was after this point that Harvard truly 

became “ground zero” for the professionalization of Chinese art. In conjunction with Fogg 

associate director Paul Sachs, whose course on “Museum Work and Museum Problems” 

                                                
13 “Chinese Art by Professor Williams,” 1916, Samuel Wells Williams Family Papers (MS 547), box 20, 

folder 31, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library. 
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pioneered the instruction of museology, Warner gained a reputation as a “teacher of teachers” 

and trained several of the country’s best-respected Chinese art specialists, including Laurence 

Sickman of the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art in Kansas City; Alan Priest and Horace Jayne of 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art; John A. Pope of the Freer Gallery of Art; Benjamin Rowland 

at the Fogg Museum; and numerous others.14 Harvard and the Fogg formed a peerless 

partnership between university and museum. 

Even as this corps of Harvard-educated Chinese art professionals took shape, however, 

many of their colleagues in the field continued to train outside of the academy through informal 

contacts with private connoisseurs. Two curators in particular, Archibald Wenley and Benjamin 

March, aptly illustrate the persistence of this older trend. Born in Ann Arbor, Michigan, in 1898, 

Wenley graduated from the University of Michigan in 1921 and received a certificate from the 

library school of the New York Public Library in 1923. John A. Pope, Wenley’s successor as 

director of the Freer Gallery, tells the apocryphal story of Wenley’s initiation into the field of 

Chinese art by John Ellerton Lodge: 

Soon thereafter [graduating from library school], through a series of coincidences, he was 
introduced to John Ellerton Lodge who had just been appointed the first Curator of the 
Freer Gallery. Mr. Lodge was frankly looking for a young man to train in the study of 
Chinese art, and he asked Wenley if he was interested in the subject. The reply was 
typical of the straightforward factual approach that characterized the man to all who 
knew him in later years. “But, Mr. Lodge,” he said, “how can I tell if I am interested in 
Chinese art when I don’t know anything about it?” “That,” said Mr. Lodge, “is the best 
qualification you could have.” For the older man was anxious to train from scratch a 
young student of good intelligence who had no preconceived notions about the subject.15 
 

                                                
14 Other lesser-known Asian art curators and professors who were students of Warner included Robert 

Treat Paine, Jr. of the MFA in Boston; Usher P. Coolidge of the Fogg; James Plumer at the University of Michigan; 
George Lee of the Brooklyn Museum; and Henry Trubner of the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. These 
students are listed in an obituary written by the former director of the Fogg, Edward W. Forbes, but that was never 
published. See Edward W. Forbes, “Langdon Warner,” n.d., Langdon Warner additional papers (*99M-39), 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. 

15 John A. Pope, “Archibald Gibson Wenley: An Appreciation,” Ars Orientalis 5 (1963): 1. 
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In this case, Wenley’s ignorance about Chinese art even at the point of having finished his 

postgraduate training was not a drawback; indeed, it was an advantage, for then Lodge could 

manage the young man’s intellectual development to the smallest detail. 

And manage Wenley, he did. Thus began seven years of intense language and 

connoisseurship study for Archibald Wenley that ranged across three countries on two continents. 

Wenley’s first stop was China, where he assisted Carl Whiting Bishop in an archaeological 

expedition to China that was sponsored by the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and by the Freer 

Gallery.16 While not surveying and excavating in the field, Wenley studied Chinese language and 

history in Beijing for months at a time. In 1925, Lodge redeployed Wenley to Paris, where he 

undertook additional language and historical studies at the École des Langues Orientales 

Vivantes and the Institut des Hautes Études Chinoises. This assignment lasting three years shows 

that, even as Chinese art scholarship in the U.S. matured, older curators like Lodge continued to 

regard Europe as a necessary step in the training of specialists. In 1928, Lodge moved Wenley 

again, this time to Kyoto where he finished his training in East Asian art by studying Japanese 

language and history. When Wenley finally joined the Freer Gallery of Art in 1931 as an 

Associate in Research, John Pope notes, “he became the first museum man thus solidly trained in 

the languages, literature, and history of China and Japan to embark on a career in Far Eastern 

art.”17 

                                                
16 Archibald Wenley’s field notes, collection descriptions, photographs, and maps from 1923–1925 are 

preserved in the archives of the Free Gallery of Art. A brief account of his travels in China, Europe, and Japan is 
given in Ibid., 2. See also Cohen, East Asian Art and American Culture, 86–87; Sarah L. Newmeyer, “The Carl 
Whiting Bishop Photographic Archive in the Freer Gallery of Art: A Resource for the Study of Chinese Architecture, 
Archaeology, Geology, Topography, Flora, Fauna, Customs, and Culture,” Journal of East Asian Libraries 1987, no. 
82 (1987): 23–28. 

17 Pope, “Archibald Gibson Wenley: An Appreciation,” 2. 



 

283 

Benjamin March’s training almost pales in comparison. The man who later wrote China 

and Japan in Our Museums grew up in Chicago, taking his Ph.B. degree from the University of 

Chicago in 1922 before spending the following year at the Union Theological Seminary. While 

living in New York City, March developed an early interest in Chinese art, perhaps as a result of 

visiting the fledging Department of Far Eastern Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In 1923, 

March left to teach English, Latin, and biblical studies at various institutions in Baoding Fu, 

approximately 150 kilometers southwest of Beijing. At the time, nothing in his background 

hinted that March had received any formal training in Chinese language or art, but he dove into 

these studies upon his arrival in China. March later recalled: “As I lived among Chinese scholars 

and artists I had excellent opportunities to specialise in the study of Chinese painting, which I did. 

Not only have I studied this art from the historical and critical standpoints; I have studied the 

practice under a competent Chinese tutor. The Chinese language I speak with fair ease, and I 

read and write some.”18 In addition to these native scholars and artists, while in China March 

sought out John C. Ferguson, calling him “the authority on Sung Painting and a keen critic of all 

Chinese Art.”19 Their sessions together, recorded in March’s diary, reveal an apprenticeship 

model built on the Socratic method in which March learned by meeting individually with 

Ferguson and by assisting the older scholar with his manuscript on Chinese painting.20 By 1925, 

                                                
18 “Benjamin March to Edward Robinson,” September 6, 1927, “Far Eastern Art—Department—

Curatorship (Applicants considered for position), 1927” folder, F 22155, Office of the Secretary Records, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. March’s description of his training in China must be taken with a grain of 
salt, for it was contained in a letter he submitted to the Metropolitan Museum of Art applying to become the 
successor to S.C. Bosch Reitz. 

19 See entry for November 4, 1925, in Benjamin March, “Memoirs of MA” 1925 1926, Benjamin March 
Papers, box 3, folder 1, Freer Gallery of Art Archives. 

20 March’s diary records both social and professional visits with John C. Ferguson and his wife Mary. His 
first meeting with Ferguson took place on November 4 ahead of March’s first-ever public lecture on Chinese art the 
following day, presumably at Yenching. “We had a fine time,” March wrote, “disagreeing some, and discussing, but 
giving me confidence in what I planned to give in my first lecture on Thursday.” Two weeks later, they met again 
when Ferguson gave March additional materials for his second lecture. By the following January, March was 
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March was adjudged to be sufficiently well qualified to be appointed lecturer in Chinese art at 

Yenching University in addition to his duties there as librarian and English instructor, positions 

he held for two years before returning to the U.S. in 1927. 

When Benjamin March landed in New York from China, he had a clear idea of what he 

wanted to do with his life. “Now I propose to spend the next fifty years of my life in the study of 

the arts of the Far East, and I am determined that my study shall be of a scientific and scholarly 

nature,” March wrote to the director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. “As I must at the same 

time earn a sufficient income to keep myself and my wife, I am anxious to secure a position in a 

good Museum, where I would have opportunities for study and research, and where my work 

would be with the works of art which are at once the materials of my study and the subjects of 

my most profound interest.”21 March had in mind one specific museum that he hoped would 

employ him, and it was the same institution on Fifth Avenue that he had enjoyed visiting while a 

theology student in New York four years earlier. He explained to Edward Robinson, the director: 

“The Metropolitan Museum I came to know fairly well during my year in New York, and 

because it is America's ranking Museum and is possessed of excellent collections in the 

Department of Far Eastern Art it suggests itself as an ideal place in which to work.” Several of 

March’s references carried the advantage of also being based in New York. By virtue of having 

lectured on Chinese art for the summer session at Columbia University, March received the 

support of Lucius C. Porter, head of the Chinese department, and John J. Coss, a philosopher. 

                                                                                                                                                       
involved with the preparation of Ferguson’s Chinese Painting (University of Chicago Press, 1927). According to 
March’s diary: “Occupying a good deal of my spare time lately has been the work I have been doing in going over 
Dr. Ferguson's manuscript for his new book on Chinese painting. It has meant careful reading, checking up on 
clerical slips, little points that might not be clear to less learned readers, occasional inconsistencies, and so on. I also 
had a few suggestions for modifications and additions. […] Dr. Ferguson seemed satisfied with my work, so I was 
well pleased.” See entries for “November 18” and “January 23” in ibid. 

21 “Benjamin March to Edward Robinson.” 
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His other two references, from Carl Whiting Bishop of the Freer Gallery (who also trained 

Archibald Wenley) and from John C. Ferguson, were longtime art and antiquities men living in 

China—which also meant that they lacked an academic affiliation in the U.S. and the credibility 

such affiliation conferred. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art had in fact solicited this letter from March, for at that 

very moment a search was underway for a successor to Sigisbert Chretien Bosch Reitz, whose 

hiring in 1915 I discussed in chapter four. More than a decade after the creation of the 

Department of Far Eastern Art, the process of replacing Bosch Reitz at the Met sheds light on the 

terrain of Chinese art knowledge in the American museum world in the 1920s. Edward Robinson 

outlined his hopes for the search: “I want to get a young man, and especially an American, for 

the place,- one who will look forward to a long, useful and most interesting career in it, and who 

in return will find at his disposal opportunities such as few museums can offer.”22 Like John 

Ellerton Lodge, Robinson sought a curator who was only at the beginning of his career and who 

presumably could follow cutting-edge developments in the field. More striking is Robinson’s 

preference for an American candidate, given that the museum had made great strides under 

Bosch Reitz, who came from the Netherlands by way of France. In this we can infer Robinson’s 

desire to cultivate homegrown experts in Chinese art and his belief, common in the late 1910s, 

that such expertise was important to the nation’s standing in the world.  

The Met considered a great variety of candidates to lead its Department of Far Eastern 

Art into its second decade. Some—like Charles F. Kelley, Asian art curator at the Art Institute of 

Chicago—were established museum men. Others wrote to nominate themselves. One of the most 

remarkable applications came from Helen B. Chapin, who worked for seven years as an assistant 

                                                
22 “Edward Robinson to Alan Priest,” May 31, 1927, “Priest, Alan - Misc. Corres., 1927–” folder, P 933, 

Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 



 

286 

in the Department of Chinese and Japanese Art at the Museum of Fine Arts. Chapin trumpeted 

her familiarity with the myriad activities involved with museum administration, and added that in 

1924 her “association at the Museum with the thought and work of Oriental people awoke in me 

a strong desire to visit the Far East.”23 Bosch Reitz’s owned preferred candidate was a fellow 

Dutchman, H.F.E. Visser, who, though trained as a mechanical engineer, had founded the 

Society of Friends of Asiatic Art in the Netherlands in 1918 after brief stints in interior 

decorating, drafting, and architecture. Perhaps sensing that his competitors for the curatorship 

might present extensive travelogues as a qualification, Visser proudly informed Edward 

Robinson that he had taken a yearlong trip around the world in 1921 “with the special aim of 

studying the art of Asia” in the U.S., China, Japan, Korea, Cambodia, Burma, Thailand, and 

India.24 The range of candidates that approached the Metropolitan Museum of Art to become its 

second Curator of Far Eastern Art suggests that there was still a degree of openness in how 

Americans defined the qualifications of a Chinese art specialist. 

In the end, the Metropolitan Museum of Art selected Alan Priest as its second curator for 

the Department of Far Eastern Art. When Edward Robinson first contacted Priest about the 

position, the candidate still lived in Beijing where he studied Chinese language and art. Priest 

arrived in China by way of Harvard, where he took a baccalaureate degree in fine arts in 1920 

before returning in 1921 as an assistant and tutor in the Fine Arts department, enrolling in both 

graduate courses on art history and the Chinese language. In 1924, Priest left for China as part of 

                                                
23 “Helen B. Chapin to Edward Robinson,” December 13, 1927, “Far Eastern Art—Department—

Curatorship (Applicants considered for position), 1927” folder, F 22155, Office of the Secretary Records, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. According to records available in the archives of the Met, Chapin was the 
only woman to apply or to be considered for the Asian art position at the Met in 1927. 

24 “H.F.E. Visser to Edward Robinson,” July 25, 1927, “Far Eastern Art—Department—Curatorship 
(Applicants considered for position), 1927” folder, F 22155, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art Archives. 
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an expedition headed by Langdon Warner and sponsored by the Fogg Museum. “The Harvard 

China Expedition gave me a chance to see a great deal of northern China…and study many 

interesting sites including Tun Huang where although our stay was brief the gain was 

tremendous,” Priest informed his prospective employer.25 Much of his subsequent study of 

Chinese art in Beijing was self-directed, but Priest was confident that it gave him the necessary 

skills and knowledge for the job in New York: 

Since then [1925] I have lived steadily in Peking making my chief work the language and 
a study of the Forbidden City. I have also learned more in the actual study of Chinese 
objects than I had been led to believe possible today. There are still a few good things left 
among the thousands of inferior ones in the Imperial collections and I find it excellent 
training to look at poor things and forgeries as they sharpen both the eyes and the wits. 
Also one learns an incalculable amount from the Chinese shops and even such collecting 
as I am able to do… 
 

As one of Priest’s professors at Harvard commended, “After all this residence in the Far East he 

ought to be well qualified as an expert in things Chinese.”26 Older Chinese art specialists like 

John C. Ferguson greeted news of Priest’s appointment as a positive development for the field. 

Ferguson sent his compliments to the secretary of the Met, writing: “It was a great honor for such 

a young man to receive this appointment, but you were on the right line in securing somebody 

who had had training in the language and literature of this country. […] Even in the last twenty 

years there is a marked change for the better in the new treating of Chinese art as a serious 

matter.”27 Alan Priest went on to hold the curatorship for 35 years until his retirement in 1963, 

                                                
25 “Alan Priest to Edward Robinson,” July 8, 1927, “Priest, Alan - Misc. Corres., 1927–” folder, P 933, 

Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 

26 “George H. Chase to Edward Robinson,” May 16, 1927, “Priest, Alan - Misc. Corres., 1927–” folder, P 
933, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 

27 “John C. Ferguson to H.W. Kent,” March 27, 1930, “Ferguson, John C., 1924, 1926, 1930, 1931–33, 
1941, 1945” folder, Office of the Secretary Records, Metropolitan Museum of Art Archives. 
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thus fulfilling Edward Robinson’s hope for him to enjoy a “long, useful and most interesting 

career.” 

Where did this leave Benjamin March? Although March failed to secure an appointment 

at the Met, he did not end up empty-handed. With a reference from Langdon Warner, March was 

hired as the Curator of Far Eastern Art at the Detroit Institute of Arts in 1927. (His director in 

Detroit was Wilhelm Valentiner, the former Metropolitan Museum curator who resigned to enlist 

in the Kaiser’s army during World War I.) The Institute’s Asian art department was still in its 

infancy, and March cherished the opportunity to shape the collection “from the ground up.” 

March hinted at the curatorial freedom he expected to find far away from the worked-over 

cultural scenes of the Northeast when he explained to Warner: “For several weeks after writing 

Dr. Valentiner and seeing him in New York I thought over the matter, then decided that the 

chances for everything I wanted to do were better here than in New York, and on I came.”28 

Indeed, a distinguished career followed in Michigan—both at the Institute and later at the 

University of Michigan—and also further west, at the University of California at Berkeley where 

March organized, directed, and lectured at the Institute of Asiatic Studies in the summer of 

1934.29 But perhaps no other distinction solidified Benjamin March’s status as a national 

                                                
28 “Benjamin March to Langdon Warner,” September 19, 1927, Papers of Langdon Warner, 1926-1954 

(HUG 4872.101), box 6, Harvard University Archives. 

29 The history of Chinese art collecting in California deserves more thorough treatment than I am able to 
provide in this epilogue. In East Asian Art and American Culture, Warren Cohen traces it to the postwar period, 
when boosters in the Bay Area raised funds to buy the Avery Brundage collection for San Francisco. But Benjamin 
March’s work at the University of California in the 1930s shows that the Chinese art scene was under way almost 
twenty years earlier, and it roiled with the same personality conflicts and contests over knowledge and authority that 
preoccupied East Coast collectors, curators, and scholars in the 1910s. While teaching for the summer session at 
Berkeley, for example, March met Henry Hart, an attorney who became fascinated by East Asian art in 1919. Hart 
made several trips to China, Japan, and Hong Kong throughout the 1920s and 1930s, and was made a lecturer of 
Chinese art and culture at the University of California. March strenuously disputed Hart’s qualifications and even 
his ethics, labeling Hart no better than a crooked art dealer. He wrote to Langdon Warner after returning from 
California: “Apart from the ethics of a great state university throwing the weight of its prestige back of any dealer, 
and allowing him to advertise his wares via his university lecture, I am convinced that Hart is either a fool or a 
scoundrel.” Speaking of an exhibit that Hart had helped to arrange at the university, March continued: “Twenty-odd 



 

289 

authority more than his selection by the Institute of Pacific Relations and the Carnegie 

Corporation to represent the entire field in China and Japan in Our Museums, capping a 

meteoric rise in the growing world of Chinese art professionals. 

Taken together, the lives and careers of Chinese art curators like Archibald Wenley, 

Benjamin March, and Alan Priest who were trained and who took up their posts in the 1920s 

show that, while the professionalization of the field had begun, the sources and methods of 

accumulating knowledge about Chinese art remained somewhat in flux. Undergraduate and 

graduate training in Chinese art at colleges and universities was far from standard and would not 

become de rigeur until the following decade. For this reason, academic credentials like those that 

Alan Priest possessed mattered, but not exclusively so. Reminiscent of an earlier period, 

individuals like Wenley and March who had been trained or who had begun their careers in other 

fields could still find success as Chinese art curators through other training. Its most valued form 

was an extended residency in China—whether spent working in the field like Wenley, or in self-

directed study like Priest and March. The hiring of the second curator of Asian art at the 

Metropolitan Museum demonstrates that by the end of the 1920s there was consensus about the 

immersive study of Chinese language and art as a necessary qualification; all of the Met’s 

candidates acknowledged this experiential form of knowledge as a requisite in order to be taken 

seriously as a Chinese art specialist. As Benjamin March wrote Langdon Warner in 1934: 

“[Nothing] in my estimation can ever take the place of the Far East itself.” He elaborated:  

I believe that we in America are perfectly competent to give students the necessary 
introduction to method and viewpoint, the requisite discipline in the exacting 
requirements of work that is going to stand the test of modern criticism. After that—

                                                                                                                                                       
‘fresco’ fragments are the main part of the exhibit. If one is authentic I somehow did not happen to notice it. If Hart, 
with all his reputed knowledge and experience, thinks them genuine, the man is a fool.” See “Benjamin March to 
Langdon Warner,” September 28, 1934, Papers of Langdon Warner, 1926-1954 (HUG 4872.101), box 6, Houghton 
Library, Harvard University. See also Cohen, East Asian Art and American Culture, 146–150. 
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China and Japan. And if a student has time and money for a year or so in Europe it 
probably won’t hurt him; but if there is a choice of Europe or the Far East, why there 
simply is no choice.30 
 

March’s views may have been slightly self-serving, for he never trained extensively in Europe, 

but they also reflect a growing sense of confidence of the United States as the premier 

“launching pad” in the world for professional careers in Chinese art. The seeds of the nationalist 

projects that Charles Freer and others had sown in the 1910s finally bore fruit. �

With this consensus, the boundaries of Chinese art knowledge narrowed but did not close 

entirely. Consequently, enthusiasts outside out of museums and universities continued to play an 

active role in producing knowledge about Chinese art in the 1920s and into the 1930s. During 

this period, however, non-professionals found it difficult to command the same level of respect 

and authority that Charles Freer had enjoyed in the “golden age of East Asian art collecting,” for 

the field had evolved to privilege certain institutions and approaches. In particular, “scholarly” 

versus “popular” work were given different weight, even if this distinction was still ambiguously 

defined and inconsistently applied. Dealers, for example, lost the status they enjoyed as 

knowledge brokers during the 1910s and became circumscribed to the commercial sphere. By 

following Agnes Meyer and another Chinese art writer named Dagny Carter Murphy in this era 

of incipient professionalization, we can see how new claims of expertise and authority were 

constructed and negotiated and how, to borrow Robert McCaughey’s phrase, this “enclosure of 

learning” forfeited earlier ambitions for the significance of Chinese art in American life.31  

                                                
30 “Benjamin March to Langdon Warner,” September 28, 1934. 

31 The fact that both Meyer and Murphy were women on the periphery of Chinese art history as it became 
professionalized merits further study beyond the scope of this dissertation. When we consider the work of Katharine 
Rhoades, Rose H. Lorenz, Bella de la Costa Greene, and others, certainly women were a small but critical presence 
among Chinese art professionals in the 1910s, and many continued to play a role in the 1920s and 1930s. Looking at 
a slightly later period, Chelsea Schlievert and Jason Steuber have shown in their study of the career of Rose Lindsay 
Hughes at the William Rockhill Nelson Gallery of Art that World War II created opportunities for women to take on 
leadership roles in the museum world, as they did in other sectors of the American economy during this period. 
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After Charles Freer’s death in 1919, Agnes Meyer became one of the main guardians of 

his legacy of promoting Chinese art by helping to implement Freer’s gift to the nation in the 

form of a national museum. At the same time, she added her voice to the field by publishing 

Chinese Painting as Reflected in the Thought and Art of Li Lung-mien, 1070–1106 in 1923, a 

project she conceived seven years earlier and that she began working on in earnest around 

1918.32 In both inspiration and preparation, the book might be considered a product of Freer’s 

influence.33 Although Meyer never lived or traveled extensively in China, her association with 

Charles Freer and prolonged study of Chinese under a tutor named T.Y. Leo won her praise from 

many corners, especially from those who had also known and revered Freer during his lifetime. 

While some recognized Chinese Painting to be the result of diligent and serious intellectual work, 

others saw it as the expression of an innate sense of taste. In his review, for example, Hamilton 

Bell wrote, “So cogent are her arguments, backed by such a wealth of learning that there is no 

denying that she presents to students an entirely new point of view which must henceforth be 

given serious consideration.” 34 On the other hand, Forbes Watson observed: “A 

qualification…which Mrs. Meyer possesses to an unusual degree, is an inborn sense of quality, 

                                                
32 Agnes E. Meyer, Chinese Painting as Reflected in the Thought and Art of Li Lung-Mien, 1070-1106 

(New York: Duffield & Company, 1923). More conventionally known as Li Gonglin in modern Chinese art history, 
Li was a painter of the Northern Song dynasty well known for his eclectic subject matter and sweeping brush line.  

33 In preparing the manuscript for the Li Lung-mien book, Meyer borrowed photographic reproductions of 
the artist’s paintings from Freer’s collection, and on multiple occasions asked to share portions of the work in 
progress with him to receive his feedback. As Freer neared the end of his life, Meyer asked permission to dedicate 
Chinese Painting as Reflected in the Thought and Art of Li Lung-mien to him. In her penultimate letter to him, 
Meyer wrote: “About the question I asked you today, whether I might dedicate my book to you, there is no need for 
an immediate decision though I could not help loving the thoughtful acceptance which you gave it. […] It is only 
because I feel how entirely I owe it all to you that I cannot bear to see it go out into the world without a public 
statement that my poor dim light is but a reflection of a greater glory.” See “Agnes Meyer to Charles Lang Freer,” 
August 27, 1919, Box 16, “1919 (Jan-Aug)” folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.  

34 Quoted in Katherine M. Ball, “Chinese Art Historian Wins Praise,” San Francisco Examiner, April 5, 
1925, Box 122, “Chinese painting...misc.” folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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which enables her to value at its worth the exquisiteness of workmanship, of material and of 

presentation which is so important an element in all Chinese work.”35  

Not all reviewers were so generous as Bell and Watson. The historian of science George 

Sarton eviscerated Chinese Painting in the journal Isis, declaring it a production of “muddle-

headedness” and “dilettantism.” Taking as evidence the fact that the ten-dollar “ordinary edition” 

of Chinese Painting did not include the catalogue raisonné or a bibliography, two elements that 

would facilitate researches by other scholars on the topic, Sarton deduced that Agnes Meyer 

wrote the book “for the applause of snobs” rather than the “reasoned approval of his fellow-

craftsmen.” “This work is not a positive, but a negative, contribution Chinese learning,” Sarton 

inveighed, adding that Meyer “will not be surprised if she fails to earn the esteem of scholars.”36 

The English Sinologist Arthur Waley also invoked a concept of scholarship in criticizing Meyer 

for failing to describe with sufficient rigor the intellectual lives of Li Gonglin and his 

contemporaries. For this reason, Waley wrote that the book was “learned, though not in an 

academic sense scholarly.”37 He accused her of extrapolating too much from too little: “Now, 

painters do sometimes have intellectual lives, but one cannot reconstruct their mental activities 

by juggling with the titles of their pictures.” Meyer never responded to Waley or Sarton directly, 

but in other letters she expressed consternation that some of these articles were “savage without 

being critical, and, of course, the author gives away both his intention and his type of intellect 

when he judges the paintings which are reproduced from the photographs without ever having 
                                                

35 Forbes Watson, review of Chinese Painting as Reflected in the Thought and Art of Li Lung-mien, by 
Agnes E. Meyer, Arts 5, no. 4 (April 1, 1924): 234. 

36 George Sarton, review of Chinese Painting as Reflected in the Thought and Art of Li Lung-Mien, 1070-
1106, by Agnes E. Meyer, Isis 7, no. 1 (1925): 145–47. It is not very clear why a historian of science felt compelled 
to comment on a book on a Chinese painter, but Sarton explained that “it is interesting for the historian of science to 
compare Taoism and occidental magic, two independent developments of exactly the same kind.” 

37 Arthur David Waley, review of The Art of Li Lung-mien, by Agnes E. Meyer, The Times Literary 
Supplement, June 12, 1924.  
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seen the originals.”38 In this way, she held forth her own experience owning and viewing 

Chinese paintings as an equally legitimate form of knowledge compared to the book-based study 

that Waley preferred. Investing in the distinction between scholarly and other forms of 

learnedness served to demarcate the growing world of Chinese art specialists. 

By the mid-1930s, when Dagny Carter Murphy’s China Magnificent: Five Thousand 

Years of China’s Art was released, the bifurcation was complete. As Murphy explained in 

dedicating China Magnificent to her late husband Thomas Francis Carter, a scholar of Chinese 

history: “My first interest in China’s history and art came to me during the years when I was 

privileged to follow my husband in his research.”39 Like Florence Ayscough twenty years earlier, 

Murphy parlayed her newfound avocation in China into something more. By 1930, Murphy had 

established a reputation as a lecturer on Chinese art at Ginling College in Nanjing. (During his 

year in China in 1931 funded by the American Council of Learned Societies, Benjamin March 

attended one of Murphy’s presentations on “animal style art” and noted in his dairy, “interesting 

slides but a wandering talk.”40) Around same time, March also helped to look over Murphy’s 

manuscript for China Magnificent. March’s remembrances about early drafts of the book signal 

the hardening boundaries between scholarly and non-scholarly treatments of Chinese art history. 

In his diary, March recorded that he had visited Murphy at lunchtime “to go over her manuscript 

of ‘Five Thousand Years of Chinese Art,’ a new popular text that bids fair to serve a need, 

                                                
38 “Agnes Meyer to Arthur Probsthain,” 1924, Box 122, “Chinese art—AEM’s book correspondence” 

folder, Agnes Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
Probsthain was a London bookseller specializing in titles on East Asian and African subjects.  

39 Thomas Francis Carter joined the Chinese faculty of Columbia University in 1924, and published the 
groundbreaking The Invention of Printing in China and Its Spread Westwards in 1925. Unfortunately, he died the 
same year, and in 1930 Dagny Carter remarried to the New York architect Henry Killam Murphy. 

40 “Benjamin March Diary,” June 8, 1931, Benjamin March Papers, box 3, folder 2, Freer Gallery of Art 
and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. Gift of Judith March Davis, 
1995. 
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especially in emphasizing the organic unity of Chinese art.”41 By distinguishing her work from 

his, March’s comments foreshadowed the reception for China Magnificent from Chinese art 

quarters, which was remarkably less strident than it had been for Agnes Meyer’s Chinese 

Painting ten years earlier. Freer Gallery curator Carl Whiting Bishop wrote in his review in the 

journal Pacific Affairs: “China Magnificent is a highly meritorious little compendium, well 

worth reading by all who wish to acquire some knowledge of Chinese art in its manifold 

aspects.”42 What made the difference, I suspect, is the expectation that, as Murphy avowed, hers 

was only “a popular summary” that would not encroach on the territory and the prerogatives of 

Chinese art scholars. 

This shift was not without its consequences. With scholarly and museum output 

increasingly dominant as key considerations for the professionalization of Chinese art after 1920, 

curators, collectors, and scholars articulated a less explicit focus on the potential of art 

knowledge to bridge cultural divides between China and the United States. Katharine Rhoades 

and Agnes Meyer recognized this limitation when they debated the benefits and drawbacks of 

pursuing John Ellerton Lodge versus Royal Cortissoz, a popular art critic, as the first director of 

the Freer Gallery. “In many ways he [Cortissoz] would be better than Lodge, but Lodge has the 

advantage of knowing the Oriental field,” Rhoades wrote. “Cor. Would make visiting scholars 

and students much more interested and sympathetic to the coll’n than Lodge with his endless 

efforts towards intellectual rigidity.”43 The decision to appoint Lodge hints at the difficult 

                                                
41 “Benjamin March Diary,” February 4, 1931, Benjamin March Papers, box 3, folder 2, Freer Gallery of 

Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. Gift of Judith March Davis, 
1995. 

42 C. W. Bishop, review of China Magnificent: Five Thousand Years of Chinese Art, by Dagny Carter, 
Pacific Affairs 9, no. 1 (March 1, 1936): 113. 

43 “Katharine Rhoades to Agnes Meyer,” February 3, 1920, Box 16, “Rhoades 1920–21” folder, Agnes 
Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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position in which Rhoades and Meyer found themselves as guardians of Freer’s vision for 

Chinese art to be both intellectually accessible to the public and relevant to contemporary 

political questions. To achieve those goals, the field needed a great deal more explication. As 

Rhoades later wrote: “The Oriental field had to be pushed, taught, studied, & shown to the public 

much more than the [American]., that the [American] could stand absolutely on its own merits—

without teaching—but that China & Japan needed teaching about—& needed those who could 

stimulate interest.”44 In this temporal context, the choice to pick John Ellerton Lodge made sense. 

Those who carried on this vision of art’s role in reforming the world were—perhaps 

unsurprisingly—non-scholarly writers like Dagny Carter Murphy. Whether Charles Freer, 

Frederick McCormick, and their associates had actually succeeded in making Chinese art an 

outward-looking field during the 1910s is debatable, but they were clear in their desire to fuse 

geopolitics and the study of culture. This is not to suggest that universities and museums were 

somehow free of politics in their efforts to curate and teach about Chinese art, but rather that 

their aims and discursive approaches had changed from the dominant concerns of the 1910s. As 

the world again seemed to descend into global war, Murphy in China Magnificent renewed the 

call for art to be a force for peace: 

But in the midst of this storm and stress, in the birthpangs of a new world order to be 
born, there is heard a still small voice heralding the dawn of a new day. Across the walls 
of self-sufficiency, which our Western civilization has built around its boundaries, there 
is penetrating a light from the East, a pathfinder to another part of our world, where for 
centuries untold men have tied—even as in our part of the world men have tried—to read 
meaning into life and to express in its art the life of the spirit. […] In the dawning 
consciousness of a universal realm of the spirit, where there are no national boundaries, 
there is promise and hope that Chinese art shall bring to the West the message which it 
brought its own people—the message of a beauty which depends, not only on that which 

                                                
44 “Katharine Rhoades to Agnes Meyer,” February 10, 1920, Box 16, “Rhoades 1920–21” folder, Agnes 

Elizabeth Ernst Meyer Papers, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
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mortal eyes can see, but also on that greater and eternal vision which has its hidden 
source in the spirit of man.45 

Frederick McCormick and Charles Freer would have been proud. 

                                                
45 Dagny Olsen Carter, China Magnificent: Five Thousand Years of Chinese Art (New York: Reynal & 

Hitchcock, 1935), x. 
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