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Chinese Paintings, Prints and Central Asian Collection at the British Museum. She received
her DPhil in the History of Art at the University of Oxford. Previously Dr. Luk was Curator
of Chinese Collections in the Asian Department of the Victoria and Albert Museum, Project
Curator of the exhibition “Ming: 50 Years that changed China” (London, 2014), and Assistant
Professor in the Department of Visual Studies at Lingnan University, Hong Kong. In 2016,
she published The Empress and the Heavenly Masters: A Study of the Ordination Scroll of Empress
Zhang (1943).
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Representing “Chinese Civilisation”: The Collecting and
Display of Qing Imperial Paintings at the British Museum

Collecting Chinese painting is not as widely known and appreciated in
Britain as the collecting of other types of Chinese art objects, especially porcelain.
Nevertheless, at the British Museum, a collection of Chinese paintings has been built
up since the founding of the institution through purchases, donations and bequests.
Among these, the most renowned is the Admonitions Scroll of the Instructress to the
Court Ladies, attributed to Gu Kaizhi (c.344-c.406), which was once treasured by
the Qianlong emperor. The history and cultural biography of the Admonitions Scroll
as well as its significance fo the formation of Euro-American conceptions of ‘Chinese
painting’ and even ‘Chinese art’ more broadly have been discussed by scholars
in considerable defail. However, apart from this major work, there are seven other
paintings in the British Museum with Qing imperial seals that is believed to originate
from the Qing imperial collection. These are Sheng Mou’s (act. ca. 1310-1360)
Reading in the Reflection of the Snow, Three Incarnations of the Monk Yuanze
attributed to Liu Songnian (1174-1224), Ding Yunpeng's (act. ca. 1584-1640) Liu
Yuan on Mount Tiantai, Ma Hezhi’s (fl. ca. 1131-1162) lllustrations to the Odes of
Chen, Metamorphoses of Heavenly Beings attributed to Li Gonglin (1049-1106),
Tang Yin's (1470-1523) Thatched Cottage in the Western Mountains and Wen
Zhengming’s (1470-1559) Wintry Trees. The museum acquired these works from
prominent collectors and patrons from the early 1900s to the 1960s, namely
George Eumorfopoulos, Denise Ellenburger-loo (daughter of C. T. Loo), P. T. Brooke
Sewell, Esq, Brenda Zara Seligman and C. C. Wang.

Given their provenance, this paper attempts to study these eight paintings as a
group, to consider the shifting cultural meanings of these paintings after they left the
Qing imperial collection, entered the art market and subsequently became a part
of the British Museum and its displays. It will consider how the imperial background
of these objects were addressed and understood at the museum when they were
acquired, and if this was any different to objects in other media, given changing
trends and the international politics of collecting China among European and
America museums during the 20" century. By drawing on records of past displays
and publications, this paper also attempts to consider how these paintings were
presented and inferpreted by curators af the museum for a varied audience, as well
as to reflect upon the issues and significance of these paintings as Chinese artefacts
within a museum of world cultures and the history of human achievement.

The Conversion of Connoisseurship on the Imperial Antiquilies Academic Symposium
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