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NEWS IN BRIEF

RUBIN MUSEUM OF ART
NEW YORK
The Rubin Museum of Art and the Brooklyn 
Museum have announced a long-term partnership to 
display the Rubin’s beloved Tibetan Buddhist Shrine 
Room in the Brooklyn Museum’s acclaimed Arts of 
Asia galleries, making the installation accessible to a 
wider public. The Rubin Museum officially closed to 
the public in October 2024.
   Since it first opened in 2015, the Tibetan Buddhist 
Shrine Room has been one of the most popular 
exhibitions at the Rubin Museum’s 17th Street 
building in New York, attracting over one million 
visitors. More than 100 works of art and ritual objects 
from the Rubin’s collection will be presented as they 
would be in an elaborate private household shrine, 
where devotees would make offerings, pray, 
contemplate, and perform rituals. The design of the 
Shrine Room showcases these objects in an 
immersive environment that incorporates elements of 
traditional Tibetan architecture and the colour 
schemes of Tibetan homes.
    The Rubin Museum’s Tibetan Buddhist Shrine 
Room evokes the aesthetics and atmosphere of a 
traditional Tibetan sacred space, offering visitors the 
opportunity to experience Tibetan religious art in its 
cultural context. It will enhance the Brooklyn 
Museum’s important collections of Asian art, which 
have beeb fully reimagined in a major gallery renovation 
that was unveiled gradually from 2017 to 2023.
   The room will open in a custom space in the 
Brooklyn Museum’s Arts of Asia Galleries in June 
2025, as the start of a six-year collaboration.

NATIONAL MUSEUM OF ASIAN 
ART, WASHINGTON DC 
A $5 million gift from Gretchen Welch and Career 
Ambassador David Welch to the Smithsonian’s 
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Archaeologists have found the 
remains of two medieval cities 
in the grassy mountains of 

eastern Uzbekistan, a discovery that 
could change our understanding of the 
nature of the Silk Roads. Using drone-
based lidar, researchers mapped two 
medieval cities, Tashbulak and 
Tugunbulak, revealing detailed urban 
structures significant to the Silk Road’s 
history. It was also the first use of drone-
based lidar in Central Asia. Lidar is a 
remote-sensing tool that uses reflected 
light to create three-dimensional 
mappings of the environment. The 
research, led by Michael Frachetti, 
professor of archaeology in Arts & 
Sciences at Washington University in 
St. Louis, and Farhod Maksudov, 
director of the National Center of 
Archaeology in Uzbekistan, was 
recently published in Nature magazine.

Lidar enabled the archaeologists to 
uncover details of the medieval trade 
cities situated at over 2,000 metres in 
the mountains of Uzbekistan. It 
mapped the archaeological scale and 
layout of the cities, which are among 
the largest ever documented in the 

The high altitude 
sites of Tashbulak 
and Tugunbulak 
that were recently 
discovered in the 
grassy mountains 
of eastern 
Uzbekistan

UZBEKISTAN SILK ROADS 
CITIES DISCOVERED
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mountainous regions along the broad 
network of ancient trade routes that 
connected Europe, the Middle East, 
and Eastern Asia. These trade routes 
were long believed to have linked 
lowland cities, but this discovery adds to 
the existing network. 

Only 3% of the world’s population 
live above this altitude today – Lhasa in 
Tibet and Cusco in Peru are among the 
rare examples. Archaeologists consider 
high-altitude urban sites rare as the 
population often face unique challenges 
in settling in such a hostile areas.
The smaller city, today called 

Tashbulak, covered about 12 hectares, 
while the larger city of Tugunbulak 
reached 120 hectares, ‘making it one 
of the largest regional cities of its time,’ 
Frachetti said. ‘These would have 
been important urban hubs in central 
Asia, especially as you moved out of 
lowland oases and into more 
challenging high-altitude settings,’  
he added. ‘While typically seen as 
barriers to Silk Roads trade and 
movement, the mountains actually 
were host to major centres for 
interaction. Animals, ores, and other 

precious resources likely drove their 
prosperity’. 
The team first discovered Tashbulak 

in 2011 while trekking in the 
mountains. They found burial sites, 
thousands of pottery shards, and other 
signs that the territory was populated. 
Both cities were believed to have been 
bustling settlements between the 8th 
and 11th centuries, during the Middle 

Ages, when the area was controlled by 
the powerful Samanid dynasty. 
Historical records allude to cities in 
the region, but the team had not 
expected to find a 12-hectare medieval 
city some 2,200m above sea level.

In 2022, they returned with the 
drone.  Lidar calculates dimensions by 
using reflected laser light. allowing 
them to build a 3-D model to reveal 

walls, guard towers, intricate 
architectural features and other 
fortifications in Tugunbulak. The 
archaeology suggests that 
communities may have chosen to 
settle in Tugunbulak and Tashbulak 
to tap strong winds to fuel fires needed 
to smelt iron ores - which the region 
was rich in. Preliminary excavations 
have also uncovered production kilns.
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Book 
now

Silk Roads 
Until 23 February
Members/under 16s free

Supported by

James Bartos

The Ruddock Foundation for the Arts

Additional supporters

‘Mesmerising’ 
 The Guardian

‘Astonishing’ 
 The Times
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by Lucien de Guise

ARTICULATE 
OCEANS
Occasionally an exhibition comes 
along that includes the most populous 
Muslim nation on earth – Indonesia 
– and even its smaller neighbours, 
such as Brunei and the Philippines. 
One exceptional occurrence was at the 
National Gallery of Australia almost 
20 years ago; usually when it happens, 
the cultural celebration is in Southeast 
Asia itself. Once again, the drift is 
back to that region, where the biggest 
display for a long time is happening in 
Malaysia. 

Oceans that Speak: Islam and the 
Emergence of the Malay World takes a 
new tack. Instead of being all about 
borders and land, it’s about the 
unifying force of the sea, or seas, as this 
corner of the region is the meeting 
point of the Indian Ocean and South 
China Sea plus a few others. Trade has 
been the essence of these communities, 
long before the Spice Route made it the 
most contested region in the world 
several centuries ago. Portugal, the 
Netherlands, Spain, and England all 
fought it out for shiploads of the most 
precious substances on earth at the 
time. Cloves, mace, and nutmeg are 
now in every supermarket, but at the 
time they caused wars between 
European powers desperate to boost 

their revenue and improve their cuisine. 
It was not just the products that the 

Western nations were determined to 
take; it was the trading ports as well. 
The fight to control the Straits of 
Malacca continuously grew more 
intense in the seventeenth century. It 
took three attempts for the Dutch to 
finally capture the city of Malacca in 
1641. The British took it much later.

At various points, each of these 
nations dominated – even France had 
a toehold for a while – leaving a small 
legacy of art and customs to be 
absorbed. In the end, it was regional 
culture that proved to be the most 
enduring. That does not mean all the 

art and crafts produced over the 
centuries have fared as well. Many of 
the region’s most prized possessions 
were imported from elsewhere 
anyway. Asian and European traders 
explored various routes in their quest 
to reach the Spice Islands and key port 
cities. The traders carried with them 
porcelain, beads, and textiles to 
exchange for spices, as well as 
commodities such as exotic animals 
from Borneo, tin from the Malay 
Peninsula, gold from Sumatra, and 
wax from the Maguindanao in the 
southern Philippines.
The items that seem to have been in 

less demand in the past were works of 

SEEING IS BELIEVING
Right in the middle of the Muslim 
heartland, another museum of 
Islamic art is exhibiting an entirely 
different meeting of East and West. 
Seeing Is Believing: the Art and 
Influence of Gérôme takes a look at the 
grand homme of Orientalism. 
Qatar’s Lusail Museum describes the 
exhibition as a ‘multi-lensed 
approach to the art and legacy of the 
French, 19th-century Orientalist 
artist Jean-Léon Gérôme’.

Multi-lensed is a useful way of 
looking at a man who was once the 
most popular artist in the world, and 
then reviled for generations. He loved 
photography, which is apparent in 
much of his work, but this exhibition 
goes much further in presenting, 
questioning and re-evaluating 
Gérôme’s oeuvre. His works are 
highlighted for their technical 
accomplishments and scene-setting 
contrasted with backdrops that are 
unlikely ever to have been witnessed 
by a Western artist, regardless of his 
standing at the Paris salons. The 
exhibition marks what might have 
been an entirely overlooked 
anniversary – 200 years since the 
birth of the artist. To avoid taking 
sides in the arguments initiated by 

art created by the various communities 
of Southeast Asia. Nowadays there is 
more enthusiasm. Keris daggers and 
ikat textiles are serious collectables all 
over the world. In fact, the wavy-
bladed weapons have been appreciated 
for centuries; James I of England is 
thought to have owned and admired 
one as a diplomatic gift. Textiles, 
metalwork and woodcarvings all have 
a long history. They are a complex 
blend of Islamic and other aesthetics, 
often from Hindu-Buddhist and 
animist traditions.
The arrival of Islam, with its 

contested dates that go back at least 
800 years, brought changes to 
language and writing systems. It was 
out with Indic scripts and in with 
calligraphy, especially when of the 
Arabic style. There were also less-total 
overhauls, such as the pre-existing 
monstrous head of Kala runes into 
discreet vegetal motifs found on wood 
carvings. Images such as the Ka’ba in 
Mecca became important parts of local 
design and manuscripts.
The global exchange of goods saw 

new materials entering the Malay 
world from distant regions. These 
ranged from betel-nut and tobacco 
containers to wooden dowry chests and 
textiles. All of these are prominently 
on display at the exhibition, along with 
more hidden symbolism. Talismanic 
devices such as the Ottoman tughra 
and the Seal of Solomon appeared 
across various materials for protective 
or decorative purposes.

In the current environment of 
hostility towards migration, the 
Malay world stands out as a region 
built on the moderately free 
movement of people. Individuals from 
Muslim Southeast Asia resettled in 
distant locales like Mecca, while the 
Malay Peninsula and the archipelago 
were magnets for migration from 

diverse global locations including the 
Bay of Bengal, the Red Sea, the 
Persian Gulf, and the South China 
Sea. The mobility at the beginning of 
the 18th century contributed to 
increasingly multicultural urban 
societies. Some became agents 
promoting the culture of the region, 
especially photographers, batik 
makers and silversmiths. The 
emphasis remained much the same as 
in the Islamic heartlands: to embellish 
the mundane was more important 
than creating what is now considered 
fine art. In the Malay world this 
tended to mean multiple connections 
with nature. There is no part of the 
Islamic community with as many 
tendrils and sundry lush vegetation in 
their art as in Southeast Asia. 
Everything from Qur’an illumination 
to wooden architectural features is 
alive with the richness of the natural 
world. These are mostly unfamiliar 
treasures, even to the residents of the 
region.

Oceans that Speak: Islam and the 
Emergence of the Malay World, 
at the Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia, 
Kuala Lumpur, from 12 December 
to June 2025

Calligraphic batiks from the  
Malay Archipelago combine the 
aesthetics of Southeast Asia with 
symbols such as the Ottoman tughra

Edward Said and Linda Nochlin, the 
exhibition encourages visitors to 
question the interpretation and 
reception of artworks through time 
and formulate their own opinions and 
responses to what they see. The 
display revolves around ‘witnessing’ 
and ‘seeing’ in the context of visual 
cultural storytelling. The aim is to 
challenge ‘Gérôme’s mythologised 
and ethnographic images of the 
“East” … to debunk racialising and 
patriarchal optics, poetically 
encouraging debate on conscious 
visioning’. It is an ambitious task, 
complicated by the different ways 
people have viewed the supposed 
stereotypes over the years. 
This artist was a master of 

ambiguity. He was an anti-slaver who 
painted the slaves of ancient Rome as 
often as the slaves of 19th-century 
Egypt. His message was somewhat 
misunderstood five years ago when 
one controversial work received a rare 
airing in public. The anti-immigration 
German nationalist party 
AfD created a stir by using an 1866 
painting of a female slave having her 
teeth inspected by a potential 
customer. The AfD decided that this 
was a white woman being handled 
inappropriately by an Arab man. For 

Prayer at the House of the Arnaut Chief 
Jean-Léon Gérôme, courtesy 
Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia

Islamic ArtsExhibitions

Islamic Arts Diary

viewers in the 19th century, she was 
presumed to be as much a part of the 
Oriental furniture as the indifferent 
crowd in the background. Gérôme’s 
contemporary, the traveller and 
photographer Maxime Du Camp, 
who also considered himself an 
authority on matters of undressed 
women, described her as ‘an 
Abyssinian’.

Part of the Lusail’s complicated 
process is bringing in contemporary 
artists who have a lot to say on the 
subject. Some of them are becoming 
like old friends. Inci Eviner’s 2009 

video Harem was shown at the British 
Museum’s Inspired by the East and was 
just about the most popular attraction 
there (apart from a delightful painting 
by the ‘Orient’s’ most celebrated 
Orientalist artist, Osman Hamdi Bey). 
Eviner has created a beguiling work, 
based on etchings made more than 
200 years ago by long-time resident of 
Istanbul Antoine Ignace Melling. It 
has a strangely sinister soundtrack and 
some bizarre happenings on the 
screen. It is a subtle answer to the 
question of what Orientalist artists 
really saw. The answer is just about 
nothing, except for one of the rare 
females of the genre, Henriette 
Browne. She visited a harem, unlike 
the men, and the impression is one of 
genteel dullness. Something else that 
Gérôme probably never saw was a 
horse dying in the desert with its rider 
by its side. It is still my favourite of this 
artist’s works and is one of the most 
moving evocations of the bond 
between master and beast in a hostile 
environment. Happy 200th birthday, 
Jean-Léon!

Seeing Is Believing: The Art and 
Influence of Gérôme, the Lusail Museum 
in collaboration with Mathaf: Arab 
Museum of Modern Art, Qatar, 
until 22 February 2025

Wooden room partitions from Java are a massive canvas for calligraphy 
and virtuoso carving

PERCKHAMMER’S PEKING 
A Photographic Documentation of China’s Capital

CHINA
A New Generation Of Artists

THE PIONEERS OF MODERN 
VIETNAMESE ART IN FRANCE

The focus for this exhibition is 
the work of Heinz von 
Perckhammer (1895-1965).  
A prominent South Tyrolean 
photographer and 
photojournalist, who grew up 
in the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire. Perckhammer 
travelled to various regions of 
China and documented daily 
life, rituals and architecture in 
images that display a 
Westerner’s curiosity for 
Chinese customs and culture.

Today, the illustrations in 
Perckhammer’s publications 
are of great historical value 
since they document the 
beginnings of China’s 
modernisation and social 
change in Beijing during the 
early years of the Republic. For 
the aspiring photojournalist, 
the 1920s presented an era of 
transformation, and the 1,500 
photographs taken by Forbidden City, Peking, plate 105, Berlin: Albertus-Verlag, 1928 

Lama Temple Yung-ho-kung 
(Yonghegong Lama temple), 
Peking, plate 67, Berlin: 
Albertus-Verlag, 1928 

Those following the French 
auction market will be familiar 
with the names and works of 
Lê Phô (b 1907), Mai-Thu  
(b 1906), and Vu Cao Dam  
(b 1908). With Mai-Thu being 
the most sought after, all three 
artists are admired for their 
unique style, a result of the 
establishment in Hanoi in 
1925 of the Indochina Fine 
Arts School. Following the 
desire of a local self-taught 
artist to create a higher 
institution providing artistic 
training, the French artist 
Victor Tardieu was appointed 
the school’s first director, 
introducing his students to 
Western techniques and 
encouraging cultural 
exchanges, ultimately leading 
to the creation of a modern 
Vietnamese art. In addition, 
he played a notable part in 
making sure his students 
would be exhibited locally and 
abroad, providing them with 
broad exposure, namely 
through the colonial and 
universal exhibitions taking 
place at the time.

What makes Lê Phô, 
Mai-Thu, and Vu Cao Dam 
true pioneers is that, unlike 
their peers, they decided very 
early on to go to France to 
pursue their careers with  
Lê Phô arriving in 1931, 
followed by Vu Cao Dam the 
same year and finally Mai-Thu 
in 1937. With the impact of 
the global context – the 
Second World War and then 
the Indochinese War - all 
three artists had to rely on 

Further to the various events 
celebrating the 60th 
anniversary of the diplomatic 
relations between France and 
China, the Centre Pompidou 
is organising, in collaboration 
with the West Bund Museum 
in Shanghai, the exhibition 
China: A New Generation of 
Artists. Showcasing a group of 
21 artists who are mostly in 
their forties, they come after a 
highly successful first wave of 
artists from the mainland that 
includes the likes of Yan 
Pei-Ming, Wang Keping or 
the late Huang Yongping and 
Chen Zhen, who have taken 
the spotlight. Following in 
their footsteps is no easy 
undertaking considering these 

Perckhammer constitute an 
archive of extraordinary scope 
and diverse subject matter. 
Although the publication 
includes only 200 images, 

Peking offers a compelling 
account of the artist’s 
fascination with various 
subjects, such as the Imperial 
Palace, religious architecture, 
city views, street scenes, and 
glimpses of daily life. These 
subjects fascinated the artist 
and encouraged him to 
document his experiences.  
The peak of his professional 

activity occurred at a time when 
photography had gained wider 
practice, with increased 
opportunities for regular 
exhibitions, and graeter 
recognition in China. This work 
propelled his career when 
Perckhammer returned to 
Europe and began working as a 
photojournalist for the 
Berlin-based illustrated weekly 
Die Woche in 1929. 

Until 2 February 2025, 
University Museum and Art 
Gallery, Hong Kong, umag.hku.hk

artists have already secured 
their place in the history 
books of Chinese 
contemporary art. 

As the title of the exhibition 
indicates, the Centre 
Pompidou and the West Bund 
Museum are focusing on the 
next generation of artists, 
providing an overview of their 
practices. These younger 
artists have grown up at a time 
when China underwent 
massive changes, leading to 
new economic standards and 
cultural customs, aspects that 
are reflected in their works. In 
addition, the extensive use of 
technology has also led some 
of them to incorporate video 
and AI. While artists like  

Potted Plant in the Forest by Qiu Xiaofei, 1922, oil on canvas, 180 x 180 cm

Cui Jie, Sun Xun, abd Hao 
Liang have been widely 
exhibited and have already 
gained recognition, most other 
artists are yet to be discovered 
by the global audience. 
Covering all media, the 
exhibition displays the 
immense artistic diversity 
presently found in China. 
Since the international focus 
has recently shifted towards 
Korea and the Middle East, 
the show comes at a timely 
moment, underlining that 
artistically, new seeds have 
been planted.

Olivia Sand
Until 3 February 2025, 

Centre Pompidou, Paris, 
centrepompidou.fr

their work in order to make a 
living in France. They thus 
further developed their practice 
with paintings on silk based on 
a romantic presentation of 
Vietnam.

If Lê Phô and Vu Cao Dam 
experimented with other styles 
later in life, the three pioneers 
remain best known for their 
more traditional pieces 

featuring scenes of daily life or 
portraits of locals in Vietnam. 
The thoroughly documented 
exhibition is a rare opportunity 
to follow these celebrated 
artists, whose stories remain 
largely unknown and untold.

Olivia Sand
Until 9 March 2025, 

Musée Cernuschi, Paris, 
cernuschi.paris.fr

Femme à sa coiffure by Mai-Thu, Nice, 1942, colours on silk, 
private collection © Comité Mai-Thu, ADAGP Paris, (2024)
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Rider and His Steed in the Desert by Jean-Léon Gérôme, 
courtesy Islamic Arts Museum Malaysia

The keris remains one of the  
most admired representatives of 

Malay-world art
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JEJU BIENNALE, 
SOUTH KOREA
The 4th Jeju Biennale, The Drift of 
Apagi: The Way of Water, Wind, and 
Stars, is running from 26 November 
26 to 16 February, 2025, in various 
venues across the island. This year’s 
biennale features 39 artists and 
groups from 14 countries, including 
Jeju-born artist Koh Gil-cheon, 
installation artist Boo Jihyun, 
Seoul-based artist Hyungseob Shin, 
Malaysian collective Pangrok Sulap, 
Singaporean documentary 
photographer Huiying Ore, Thai 
media artist Wuttin Chansataboot, 
Taipei-based collective lololol, and 
New York-based artist Tooraj 
Khamenehzadeh, amongst others. ‘

PHILADELPHIA 
MUSEUM OF ART 
HONOURS JAPANESE 
DESIGNER
The Philadelphia Museum of Art 
(PMA) has announced that on  
12 December, Tokyo-based Naoto 
Fukasawa, one of today’s most 
influential designers, will be honoured 
with Collab’s 2024 Design Excellence 
Award during a ceremony at the 
museum. Collab, the PMA’s affiliate 
group for modern and contemporary 
design, presents this annual award, 
which is now in its 38th year, to 
design icons in recognition of their 
outstanding contributions to the field 
of design. In conjunction with the 
award, the PMA is showing Naoto 
Fukasawa: Things in Themselves, the 
first major US exhibition celebrating 
Fukasawa’s career over the past  
25 years.

RUBIN MUSEUM’S 
FIRST HIMALAYAN 
ART PRIZE
After closing its physical space in New 
York, the Rubin Museum of Art has 
announced Tibetan artist Tenzin 
Gyurmey Dorjee as the winner of its 
inaugural Rubin Himalayan Art 
Prize, comprising an unrestricted 
$30,000 cash prize. The annual award 
is now the largest source of funding 
dedicated to artists from the 
Himalayan regions. Age thirty-seven, 
Dorjee is a second-generation Tibetan 
refugee based in Himachal Pradesh, 
in northern India, and he explores 
themes of displacement, identity, and 
cultural heritage in his vibrant thangka 
works inspired by the Tibetan 
Buddhist painting style. A jury 
comprising museum staff and external 
experts selected him out of 32 artists 
participating in the Rubin’s exhibition 
Reimagine: Himalayan Art Now, 
which closed on 6 October, 2024. 
Once the Rubin becomes a travelling 
‘global museum model’, it plans to 
select the winners of its Himalayan 
Art Prize via submissions.

AI AND HOKUSAI
The AI Hokusai ArtTech research 
project, a radical research and 
residency initiative to explore how 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) will shape 
the future of creativity. The project 
was inspired by the artist Katsushika 
Hokusai.  Currently, there is ongoing  
hype around AI, especially in the 
arts – some view it as a threat, while 
others have discovered a world of 
exciting opportunities – and this 
project wants to launch a platform for 

studying this phenomenon from 
cultural, technological, 
anthropological, and philosophical 
perspectives, asking questions about 
the future of creativity, ethics, and 
the artist’s role in a society going 
through technological 
transformation. 

NEW MUSEUM FOR 
ANGKOR, CAMBODIA
 The APSARA National Authority 
(ANA) and Immersive Angkor have 
signed a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) on plans to 
collaborate on the “Immersive 
Angkor Museum”, set to open in 
2025. The partnership aims to use 
cutting-edge technology to create a 
unique cultural experience that 
brings Angkor’s history to life. 
According to the release, the scope 
of the MoU encompasses more than 
just the museum. Extensive temple 
scans will be conducted, marking a 
significant milestone in creating a 
digital library of Angkor’s temples. 
This digital preservation effort 
ensures the temples’ legacy for future 
generations. Additionally, the 
project will provide training to  
ANA teams on the latest scanning 
technologies, making knowledge 
transfer an essential component of 
the project.

JAPANESE ART
REINSTALLED IN
WASHINGTO DC
The Smithsonian’s National Museum 
of Asian Art has announced the start 
of  Japan in Focus, a series of 
exhibitions and public programmes 
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In Japan, Maeta Akihiro (b 1954, 
Tottori, Honshu) is considered one of 
the leading ceramic sculptors of his 
generation. His work is synonymous 
with white porcelain and mainly 
focuses on the vessel form. These 
shapes are minimalist by nature, with 
an understated elegance created by the 
purest and simplest of silhouettes. 
Maeta, however, works in an 
unconventional manner; he tries not 
to form his vessels using a wheel. 
While he relies on it to throw them 
initially, he then uses his hands, 
fingers, and palms to sculpt all their 
surfaces. Above all, he hopes to express 
the Japanese aesthetic of leaving things 
unsaid in his vessels, which are often 
faceted, sometimes with bevelled sides. 
His white porcelain is highly regarded 
in Japan and is collected by museums 
and institutions throughout the 
country. Maeta is becoming 
increasingly known in Europe and has 
recently gifted a white vessel to the 
Musée Cernuschi in Paris. At home 
he has been recognised by the Japanese 
government for his achievements and 
was designated a Living National 
Treasure by the Emperor of Japan 
 in 2013. 

MAETA AKIHIRO

Maeta Akihiro in his studio. Photo: Toshio Tagaya

that offer visitors new ways to deepen 
their understanding of Japanese art 
and culture. The collection in the 
permanent Japanese gallery has been 
reinstalled and reopened on  
26 October, 2024. The programme 
continues through late 2026 to invite 
visitors to discover an array of 
traditions from the region, from 
historical and contemporary artistic 
practices to cultural ceremonies.

SARIRA RETURNS TO 
SOUTH KOREA
The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
(MFA), has donated to the Jogye 
Order of Korean Buddhism a group 
of relics, or sarira, which are the 
symbolic remains of three Buddhas 
and two Buddhist monks. A private 
religious ceremony to complete the 
donation took place at the MFA in 
April. The sarira – three glass and 
bronze spheres and small fragments 
– came to the MFA inside a Korean 
Buddhist reliquary of the Goryeo 
Kingdom (14th century), which the 
museum purchased from the dealer 
Yamanaka and Company of Boston 
in 1939. The sarira were held in 
small containers in the shape of 
miniature stupas, Buddhist 
monuments, that accompany the 
larger reliquary. 
   According to Chinese-character 
inscriptions on the stupas, the sarira 
are associated with Buddha 
Shakyamuni, Kassapa Buddha, and 
Dipamkara Buddha, as well as the 
Buddhist monks Naong (1320–
1376) and Jigong (died 1363). It is 
not known for certain where the 
reliquary originated.

NEWS IN BRIEF
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My work accompanies and 
enhances its owner’s life 

Asian Art Newspaper: Tottori is the 
capital of the least populous 
prefecture (of the same name) in 
western Honshu. What are its special 
characteristics?
Maeta Akihiro: Being born and 
brought up in Tottori, I realise it is a 
place where time passes slowly. It is 
also blessed by nature and has a rich 
natural environment, which is what 
I like most about it. Tottori and its 
tranquillity enabled me to seek the 
harmony of colours and shapes early 
in life.

AAN: Did your parents have a 
connection with ceramics?
MA: No. Both sides of my family 
were farmers and had been for 
generations, growing rice and 
vegetables. My mother grew pears in 
the orchard and vegetables in the 
fields. However, my father 
eventually became a primary school 
teacher. He was passionate about art 
education and made his own 
woodblock prints, which he 
exhibited several times during the 
course of his life. We were two 
siblings, I had an elder brother who 
later decided to work for a company 
outside of Tottori prefecture, but  
I stayed behind with my family.

AAN: How were you introduced to 
ceramics?
MA: Right up until graduating from 
high school, I was undecided about 
which subject I would major in. It 
was only when I entered art college 
that I became exposed to ceramics. 
Looking back, I am glad I only 
majored in ceramics from my second 
year at university when I began to 
make ceramics with stoneware clay 
in class. 

AAN: How did your interest in 
ceramics first develop?  
MA: After discovering that there are 
two main categories, stoneware and 
porcelain, I wanted to discover more 
about the qualities of these 
materials. I realised that by 
pulverising stone and then mixing it 
with water, I could turn it into clay. 
These are the roots of porcelain. 
When I first saw white porcelain in 
my third year at college, it provoked 
a strong reaction in me. I did not 
react in this way to other types of 
pottery. Most Japanese pottery is 
usually decorated with patterns and 
colours, but simple pure white 
porcelain was a revelation. When  
I first felt it with my hands, its 
slippery texture was pure perfection. 
It was just right for me. I became 

increasingly attracted to its character 
and form – particularly pure white 
pottery with a natural whiteness as 
its most defining characteristic.  
I was amazed that such white 
pottery existed. It technically 
belongs to the tradition of yakishime 
‘high-fired unglazed ceramics’, one 
of the most basic ways to produce 
ceramics and it  continues to be so 
today. I realised that if I could,  
I would like to become a potter and 
practised shaping on a potter’s wheel 
every day in the university’s practice 
room, however, when I tried to 
throw objects, I actually found it 
very difficult. Trying to form them 
was also a great challenge. When  
I finally managed to fire them, 
seeing the beauty of their whiteness 
made me fall in love with porcelain 
all over again. 

AAN: Did any of your teachers at 
university influence your development?
MA: My teachers at university were 
good, but there was no one that  
I can honestly call a master. The 
inspiration and encouragement that 
can replace a master can be found in 
nature with its passing seasons, or 
people who have left a memorable 
impression on me with their words, 
and wonderful works of art and 
books from around the world.

AAN: So who and what contributed to 
your development?
MA: I am a rather timid person and 
like many of my twenty-something-
year-old friends at the time, I was 
anxious about my future. But my 
ceramics teacher was encouraging 
and said: ‘If you sincerely want to 
make such works, you should pursue 
what you want to do. I have seen 
many different students and do not 
know a single person who has 
starved to death by doing what they 
love’. These words marked the 
turning point in my life and my 
decision to live as a potter. After I 
graduated from university in 1977 
at the age of twenty-two, I realised 
that ceramics might really be a good 
fit for me.

AAN: What were your early works like? 
MA: As I mentioned, my college 
classes had originally centred on 
clay. When I became a potter,  
I continued making ceramics with 
stoneware clay for about a year. At 
home in Tottori, I used my barn as 
my work space and built a kiln shed 
in the field next to it. I had no 
money at the time, so building a kiln 
at home helped me enormously. 

Using clay with iron content, I used 
the hand-coiling technique to create 
a vase in a modern shape and then  
I inlaid geometric patterns on the 
surface. In addition, small plates, 
bowls, vessels for holding water, pots 
and coffee cups were all made on the 
potter’s wheel. Although I enjoyed 
making them, I could not envisage 
myself as an artist who only creates 
these utilitarian pots and plates.

AAN: Why did you persist in making 
vessels?
MA: I wanted to express creativity 
through vessels. The teacher who had 
been encouraging me was the only 
person who inspired me to create 
‘Japanese’ vessels. I felt that vessels 
which people use in their daily lives 
could, at the same time, be enjoyed 
as works of art when not in use. This 
idea suited my personality perfectly. 
In Japan, there is a long history of 
keeping art close at hand and using 
and enjoying it in this personal 
manner. I was comfortable with  
the fact that the work itself does  
not make an assertion, it only 
accompanies and enhances its 
owner’s life.

AAN: What was a source of inspiration?
MA: When I was younger, I admired 
the white porcelain of Tomimoto 
Kenkichi (1886-1963), who was the 
first person to be designated a holder 
of Intangible Cultural Property in 
1955. He has long been considered 
the most influential ceramic artist in 
Japan of the 20th century. There was 
a time when people used either Ming 
Chinese (1368-1644) or Korean Yi/

Installation view of Maeta Akihiro’s 
work exhibited at the  
Ishitani Residence in Chizu

Maeta Akihiro’s work exhibited in a tokonoma at the Ishitani Residence in Chizu

White porcelain faceted vase (2023), 
white porcelain with glaze, 39.5 x 33 cm
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ARTS OF ASIA AND THE 
ISLAMIC WORLD, BROOKLYN
The suite of galleries dedicated to the Arts of Asia 
and the Islamic World at Brooklyn Museum will be 
completed by the autumn of 2022, after a multiyear 
renovation and reconfiguration. After opening 
galleries for the arts of Korea, China, Japan, and 
Southeast Asia in previous years, the museum 
debuted the new Arts of Buddhism gallery in January 
this year and will install an Arts of the Himalayas 
gallery, which is scheduled to open on 11 March 
2022. The final two spaces (two of the largest in the 
suite) will feature the museum’s important collections 
of South Asian and Islamic art and will open on 30 
September. This means that when the galleries are 
completed, almost 800 works will be on view the 
public. The installations are organized by Joan 
Cummins, Lisa and Bernard Selz Senior Curator, 
Asian Art, and Ayşin Yoltar-Yıldırım, Hagop 
Kevorkian Associate Curator, Islamic Art.

MUSEE ALBERT KAHN 
REOPENS, PARIS 
After 5 years of closure, the Museé Albert Kahn is 
reopening to the public in March 2022. The museum 
has been completely redesigned by the Japanese 
architect Kengo Kuma, who has created a dialogue 
between the inside and the outside, to allow a 
dynamic programme that can be deployed 
throughout the site for visitors. 
   The museum is centred on the heritage of the 
French banker Albert Kahn (1860-1940). In 1909, 
Kahn travelled with his chauffeur and photographer, 
Alfred Dutertre, to Japan on business and returned 
with many photographs of their trip. This prompted 
Kahn to start a project to form a photographic record 
of the entire earth. He appointed Jean Brunhes as the 
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During building works for the 
Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics, 
construction workers discovered a 
late Jin-dynasty (1115-1234) palace 
in the small town of Taizicheng, in 
Hebei province, around 140 km 
from Beijing. They had found the 
remnants of Taihe Palace (later 
renamed Qingning Palace), a former 
summer hunting retreat for Emperor, 
Zhangzong, built around 1202.  
Zhangzong was the sixth emperor of 
the Jin dynasty (1115-1234). 

In fact, the location of the palace 
had been known since the 1970s, 
and the village of Taizicheng, where 
it is located, was known to be the 
home of several ancient buildings, 
but it was only during excavations for 
the Winter Olympics, between 2017 
and 2020, that  the area was fully 
surveyed  by archaeologists. It was 
then that they discovered some 
important structures, including city 
walls, moats, and building 
foundations, which determined that 
the Taizicheng Ruins were actually 
those of Taihe Palace and the first 
Jin-dynasty palace to have been 

This bronze standing dragon was discovered at the archaeological site of the Taihe 
Palace in Heibei Province, Northern China, found during building works for the 
Winter Olympics Village. Photo: National Cultural Heritage Administration

OLYMPICS REVEALS HEBEI 
JIN-DYNASTY PALACE
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excavated. The  area of 14.3 hectares, 
includes footprints of 72 buildings.
The site would have been only 

second in importance to the dynasty’s 
capital in Yanjing (today’s Beijing). 
The palace mainly served to promote 
nabo culture, an ancient Chinese 
tradition that dictated that Emperor 
Zhangzong and his royal family 
needed to move according to the 
seasons, as his nomadic ancestors did 
before him. The nabo custom 
originated in the Liao dynasty, 
referring to the emperor’s temporary 
residence in the Khitan language. 
This tradition was inherited by later 
dynasties that were established by 
nomadic groups such as those during 
the Jin and Yuan periods – it even 
extended into the Qing dynasty 
(1644-1911), which had some similar 
customs. Part of this tradition 
involved hunting, which is depicted 
in jade artefacts on show at the 
current exhibition in the area. 

‘As the first temporary palace of 
the Jin dynasty discovered by 
archaeological excavation, the 
significance is second only to the 

discovery in the capitals of the period. 
It is the site of a high-ranking city 
from the Jin period with the largest 
excavation area and has the most 
well-preserved structures found in 
recent years,’ commented Huang 
Xin, deputy director of Hebei 
Provincial Institute of Cultural 
Relics and Archaeology, who was 
responsible for the archaeological 
excavation of the site.
The exhibition of the finds was 

opened in December 2021, with 
highlights including a mythical 
animal,  chiwen, an imperial roof 
decoration in the form of a dragon, 
which were  believed to give 
protection to buildings. The size of 
this chiwen is in accordance with the 
record in the Yingzao Fashi, a 
technical treatise on architecture 
written by ancient Chinese architect 
Li Jie in the Song dynasty  
(960-1279). 

‘The Taizicheng site gives us some 
answers. Its architectural layout 
allows us to gain new knowledge on 
the imperial architecture of the  
Jin era,’ explained Huang Xin.
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As the world returns to the some resemblance of the 
face to face we knew some time ago, Asian Art 
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about ways to maximise impact through networking 
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publication, which is well-received by our affluent, 
well-educated international audience. 
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Profile Profile

Asian Art Newspaper: Your family 
background is unusual, bringing 
together Jordanian, Palestinian, 
Syrian, and Saudi roots. Can you tell 
us more about yourself?
Dana Awartani: My mother is 
ethnically half-Palestinian/
half-Syrian with Saudi nationality, 
whereas my father is fully 
Palestinian with Jordanian 
nationality. As for me, I was born 
and raised in Saudi, although I am 
actually Palestinian-Syrian with a 
Jordanian passport. Therefore, these 
places - the Levant and the GCC 
(Gulf Cooperation Council) – are  
my home, and I sit somewhere in  
the middle. 

AAN: You graduated in London 
embracing the crafts embedded in 
your heritage and beyond, which 
enhanced your rich family history 
within a broad academic curriculum. 
How did you do this?
DA: My educational background 
definitely plays a huge role in where 
I am now and how I develop my  
art. I started with the typical 
contemporary art school, Central 
Saint Martins in London, where  
I did my foundation and bachelor’s 
degree. It was fantastic in the sense 
that I truly learned how to think like 
a contemporary artist, how to 
research and develop ideas. The 
emphasis was much more on 
thinking than on making. There was 
no importance place on medium or 
the process of making an artwork, 
which I felt was something 
important to me. 

In addition, beyond the fact that 
there were just two Arab students on 
the whole course, there was still a 
very Orientalist perspective towards 
arts from the Middle East, what it 
means to be a female artist – 
basically all these very stereotypical 
views which I did not really 
appreciate or feel were applicable to 
me. In my opinion, there was much 
more to my identity than this 
colonial and Orientalist perspective. 
While I was applying for my 
master’s, again at Saint Martins,  
I wondered whether that was really 
what I wanted to do for another year 
or two. A family friend then 
recommended a summer course in 
geometry at The King’s Foundation 
School for the Traditional Arts in 
London. Since I was already 
dabbling in sacred geometry, I just 
fell in love with the school. I 
subsequently applied for my masters, 
and on the first day I was there, I 
was basically told that I was not 
coming there as a contemporary 
artist, but as a craftswoman, which 

is based on a very different way of 
learning and making. Therefore, it is 
not about what you want to say as an 
artist; it is not about your ego; or 
your message. It is about humbling 
yourself and learning crafts that 
have been around for centuries and 
you need to learn as much as 
possible before innovating with it.  
I love the discipline and rigour found 
in the traditional arts. In addition, it 
was also a way to learn about my 
culture, the richness of the heritage, 
the craft, and the history of making 
in the Middle East. This curriculum 
truly embedded this appreciation  
I have for traditional crafts. 

After graduation, I continued 
training in Istanbul with a master in 
the system that predates modern 
universities. I approached someone 
– in my case, she was a manuscript 
illuminator, a discipline I wanted to 
learn. She agreed to let me be her 
apprentice and I basically flew to 
Istanbul every couple of months. 
Eventually, she awarded me an 
ijazah, a certificate to show I am a 
master, which also allows me to 
transmit this knowledge. Now I try 
to find a middle ground, as both 
disciplines – the contemporary and 
the traditional – have their issues.  
I want to use traditional crafts in a 
contemporary way while still 
preserving and reviving them. That 
is truly a challenge in today’s 
environment, in our capitalistic and 
fast-paced society, with many artists 
mass-producing multiple editions of 
their works. In my opinion, it is 
important to preserve and support 
craft communities, and I believe 
there is a way to transmit that in a 
contemporary manner. In the 
beginning, it was a struggle because 
craft was always seen as something 
purely decorative, with aesthetics 
considered a negative aspect in 
contemporary art, when it is actually 
more than just aesthetic and 
decorative art, as there is a lot of 
meaning and symbolism behind the 
patterns and the materials used.

AAN: You just indicated that the 
traditional as well as the contemporary 
had their issues. Can you be more 
specific?
DA: Actually, there are many things, 
but a particular sentence I was told 
on my first day at the school stuck 
with me: contemporary art is made 
by man for man’s ego whereas 
traditional art is made by man for 
God. The way I learned traditional 
arts was by copying old things, and 
therefore, there is a lot of copying 
and pasting, but not a lot of 
innovation. The problem with craft 

In a relatively short period of time following her art school training, 
Dana Awartani (b 1987, Saudi Arabia) has made a name for herself, 
expanding the nature of the medium of installation. Incorporating 
crafts from her Middle-Eastern heritage, her work offers a rich 
narrative, highlighting cultures and traditions whose survival is at 
risk. In addition, her practice casts light on the political 
ramifications of a highly unstable area, where her work is 
encouraging the preservation and restoration of sites, while 
cherishing their unique know-how in terms of craftsmanship. 

Combining a strong message with stellar aesthetic qualities,  
Dana Awartani’s large-scale installations are an oasis for the viewers 
to pause, reflect, and let the powerful titles operate their magic.  
In the following interview, she discusses her trajectory from working 
on small drawings based on illumination and sacred geometry to the 
installations that have become her hallmark.

DANA AWARTANI

Dana Awartani, 2017. Image courtesy of the artist and Ali Sumayin. Photo: Ali Sumayin

by Olivia Sand
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is that it is frozen in time. As for 
contemporary art, there is also a 
disconnect between the artist, their 
hands, and the making. In certain 
cases, the making is even secondary 
to the idea, and sometimes they are 
mass-produced. Ethically, I find that 
problematic: you should not ask a 
craftsman to mass-produce the same 
thing over and over again because 
that is killing them creatively. These 
are the issues with one being too 
much about the ego, while the other 
is too much about being stuck in 
time. The craft I do is embedded 
with a lot of thinking, research and 
concepts. In addition, my practice 
goes beyond the aesthetic aspect  
I use the principles of contemporary 
art and traditional art to bring 
them together. 

AAN: While trying to revive these 
crafts, are there any rules that you 
would not bend?
DA: I do not think I have any rules, 
but one thing I definitely struggle 
with sometimes is a lot of the 
craftsmen doing what they know 
and just repeating it. I remember 
meeting a community of craftsmen 
in Kutch, India, where they have a 

very specific sort of weaving. 
Initially, they showed me what they 
did, insisting that they would not 
be willing to change or innovate. 
The struggle I sometimes have with 
craftsmen is to push them to step 
out of their comfort zone. You need 
to work with them in order to make 
them feel comfortable with this, do 
testing together, and try things out. 
Some craftsmen are not hesitant to 
innovate and are excited about it. 
However, there is one underlying 
principle which is to always stick to 
the traditional way of making. For 
example, in the case of the adobe 
mud work I do with clay bricks,  
I do not add any chemical binding 
agent to solidify it; I do it the 
traditional way. For the work with 
the darning I did for the piece 
shown at the Venice Biennale this 
year, ‘Come, let me heal your 
wounds, let me mend your broken 
bones’, the craftsman, who is nearly 
eighty and has worked as a tailor, 
has only ever darned on clothes. So 
when I asked him to darn on this 
fabric I was going to hang, he was 
confused by it, but when I showed 
him the end result, he was very 
happy and proud. I had a similar 
experience with a recent stone 
project I did with Syrian craftsmen. 
I shared with them images of what 
it is, and there is a sense of 
excitement and an appreciation for 
their work. Seeing audiences 
appreciate their work is something 
truly positive. 
 
AAN: Do these craftsmen 
subsequently develop new projects 
based on their own ideas? 
DA: No, mainly because it is artistic 
production: I approach them with a 
design and we then work on it. 
However, I try to establish long-
term sustainable relationships with 
some of the craftsmen. In the case of 
the darner for the piece at the Venice 
Biennale, I have been working with 
him since 2019 and continue to do 
so. As for the Syrian stonemasons,  
I previously worked with them on 
one project and am now working on 
another. I am trying to develop 
long-term relationships, but the 
craftsmen never branch off on their 
own to do their own thing. 
 
AAN: So far, you have engaged with 
craftsmen from the broader Middle-
Eastern area. Would you consider 
embracing crafts that are not directly 
embedded in your heritage?  
DA: There will always be a 
connection to the Middle East and 
to my heritage. For example, the 
dyed fabrics are dyed using 
medicinal herbs and spices rooted in 
ayurvedic medicine, which is 
traditional Indian medicine. In the 
Middle East, we used to have the 
same traditional medicine, with 
similar herbs and spices, but 
unfortunately it is no longer 
prevalent, as we stopped using this 
system and moved towards Western 
medicine. In India, ayurvedic 
medicine is still very much alive.  

Installation view of Where the Dwellers Lay  
for Sarab at Desert X Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, 2022, 
sandstone and oxidised steel,  
315 x  315  x  223 cm,  
image courtesy of Desert X Al-Ula  
© Dana Awartani

Standing by the 
Ruins of Aleppo, 
2021, clay earth, 
2277 x  
1300 cm, 
courtesy the 
artist and  
Diriyah Biennale 
Foundation 
Photo: © Canvas
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Asian Art Newspaper: Your family 
background is unusual, bringing 
together Jordanian, Palestinian, 
Syrian, and Saudi roots. Can you tell 
us more about yourself?
Dana Awartani: My mother is 
ethnically half-Palestinian/
half-Syrian with Saudi nationality, 
whereas my father is fully 
Palestinian with Jordanian 
nationality. As for me, I was born 
and raised in Saudi, although I am 
actually Palestinian-Syrian with a 
Jordanian passport. Therefore, these 
places - the Levant and the GCC 
(Gulf Cooperation Council) – are  
my home, and I sit somewhere in  
the middle. 

AAN: You graduated in London 
embracing the crafts embedded in 
your heritage and beyond, which 
enhanced your rich family history 
within a broad academic curriculum. 
How did you do this?
DA: My educational background 
definitely plays a huge role in where 
I am now and how I develop my  
art. I started with the typical 
contemporary art school, Central 
Saint Martins in London, where  
I did my foundation and bachelor’s 
degree. It was fantastic in the sense 
that I truly learned how to think like 
a contemporary artist, how to 
research and develop ideas. The 
emphasis was much more on 
thinking than on making. There was 
no importance place on medium or 
the process of making an artwork, 
which I felt was something 
important to me. 

In addition, beyond the fact that 
there were just two Arab students on 
the whole course, there was still a 
very Orientalist perspective towards 
arts from the Middle East, what it 
means to be a female artist – 
basically all these very stereotypical 
views which I did not really 
appreciate or feel were applicable to 
me. In my opinion, there was much 
more to my identity than this 
colonial and Orientalist perspective. 
While I was applying for my 
master’s, again at Saint Martins,  
I wondered whether that was really 
what I wanted to do for another year 
or two. A family friend then 
recommended a summer course in 
geometry at The King’s Foundation 
School for the Traditional Arts in 
London. Since I was already 
dabbling in sacred geometry, I just 
fell in love with the school. I 
subsequently applied for my masters, 
and on the first day I was there, I 
was basically told that I was not 
coming there as a contemporary 
artist, but as a craftswoman, which 

is based on a very different way of 
learning and making. Therefore, it is 
not about what you want to say as an 
artist; it is not about your ego; or 
your message. It is about humbling 
yourself and learning crafts that 
have been around for centuries and 
you need to learn as much as 
possible before innovating with it.  
I love the discipline and rigour found 
in the traditional arts. In addition, it 
was also a way to learn about my 
culture, the richness of the heritage, 
the craft, and the history of making 
in the Middle East. This curriculum 
truly embedded this appreciation  
I have for traditional crafts. 

After graduation, I continued 
training in Istanbul with a master in 
the system that predates modern 
universities. I approached someone 
– in my case, she was a manuscript 
illuminator, a discipline I wanted to 
learn. She agreed to let me be her 
apprentice and I basically flew to 
Istanbul every couple of months. 
Eventually, she awarded me an 
ijazah, a certificate to show I am a 
master, which also allows me to 
transmit this knowledge. Now I try 
to find a middle ground, as both 
disciplines – the contemporary and 
the traditional – have their issues.  
I want to use traditional crafts in a 
contemporary way while still 
preserving and reviving them. That 
is truly a challenge in today’s 
environment, in our capitalistic and 
fast-paced society, with many artists 
mass-producing multiple editions of 
their works. In my opinion, it is 
important to preserve and support 
craft communities, and I believe 
there is a way to transmit that in a 
contemporary manner. In the 
beginning, it was a struggle because 
craft was always seen as something 
purely decorative, with aesthetics 
considered a negative aspect in 
contemporary art, when it is actually 
more than just aesthetic and 
decorative art, as there is a lot of 
meaning and symbolism behind the 
patterns and the materials used.

AAN: You just indicated that the 
traditional as well as the contemporary 
had their issues. Can you be more 
specific?
DA: Actually, there are many things, 
but a particular sentence I was told 
on my first day at the school stuck 
with me: contemporary art is made 
by man for man’s ego whereas 
traditional art is made by man for 
God. The way I learned traditional 
arts was by copying old things, and 
therefore, there is a lot of copying 
and pasting, but not a lot of 
innovation. The problem with craft 

In a relatively short period of time following her art school training, 
Dana Awartani (b 1987, Saudi Arabia) has made a name for herself, 
expanding the nature of the medium of installation. Incorporating 
crafts from her Middle-Eastern heritage, her work offers a rich 
narrative, highlighting cultures and traditions whose survival is at 
risk. In addition, her practice casts light on the political 
ramifications of a highly unstable area, where her work is 
encouraging the preservation and restoration of sites, while 
cherishing their unique know-how in terms of craftsmanship. 

Combining a strong message with stellar aesthetic qualities,  
Dana Awartani’s large-scale installations are an oasis for the viewers 
to pause, reflect, and let the powerful titles operate their magic.  
In the following interview, she discusses her trajectory from working 
on small drawings based on illumination and sacred geometry to the 
installations that have become her hallmark.

DANA AWARTANI

Dana Awartani, 2017. Image courtesy of the artist and Ali Sumayin. Photo: Ali Sumayin
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is that it is frozen in time. As for 
contemporary art, there is also a 
disconnect between the artist, their 
hands, and the making. In certain 
cases, the making is even secondary 
to the idea, and sometimes they are 
mass-produced. Ethically, I find that 
problematic: you should not ask a 
craftsman to mass-produce the same 
thing over and over again because 
that is killing them creatively. These 
are the issues with one being too 
much about the ego, while the other 
is too much about being stuck in 
time. The craft I do is embedded 
with a lot of thinking, research and 
concepts. In addition, my practice 
goes beyond the aesthetic aspect  
I use the principles of contemporary 
art and traditional art to bring 
them together. 

AAN: While trying to revive these 
crafts, are there any rules that you 
would not bend?
DA: I do not think I have any rules, 
but one thing I definitely struggle 
with sometimes is a lot of the 
craftsmen doing what they know 
and just repeating it. I remember 
meeting a community of craftsmen 
in Kutch, India, where they have a 

very specific sort of weaving. 
Initially, they showed me what they 
did, insisting that they would not 
be willing to change or innovate. 
The struggle I sometimes have with 
craftsmen is to push them to step 
out of their comfort zone. You need 
to work with them in order to make 
them feel comfortable with this, do 
testing together, and try things out. 
Some craftsmen are not hesitant to 
innovate and are excited about it. 
However, there is one underlying 
principle which is to always stick to 
the traditional way of making. For 
example, in the case of the adobe 
mud work I do with clay bricks,  
I do not add any chemical binding 
agent to solidify it; I do it the 
traditional way. For the work with 
the darning I did for the piece 
shown at the Venice Biennale this 
year, ‘Come, let me heal your 
wounds, let me mend your broken 
bones’, the craftsman, who is nearly 
eighty and has worked as a tailor, 
has only ever darned on clothes. So 
when I asked him to darn on this 
fabric I was going to hang, he was 
confused by it, but when I showed 
him the end result, he was very 
happy and proud. I had a similar 
experience with a recent stone 
project I did with Syrian craftsmen. 
I shared with them images of what 
it is, and there is a sense of 
excitement and an appreciation for 
their work. Seeing audiences 
appreciate their work is something 
truly positive. 
 
AAN: Do these craftsmen 
subsequently develop new projects 
based on their own ideas? 
DA: No, mainly because it is artistic 
production: I approach them with a 
design and we then work on it. 
However, I try to establish long-
term sustainable relationships with 
some of the craftsmen. In the case of 
the darner for the piece at the Venice 
Biennale, I have been working with 
him since 2019 and continue to do 
so. As for the Syrian stonemasons,  
I previously worked with them on 
one project and am now working on 
another. I am trying to develop 
long-term relationships, but the 
craftsmen never branch off on their 
own to do their own thing. 
 
AAN: So far, you have engaged with 
craftsmen from the broader Middle-
Eastern area. Would you consider 
embracing crafts that are not directly 
embedded in your heritage?  
DA: There will always be a 
connection to the Middle East and 
to my heritage. For example, the 
dyed fabrics are dyed using 
medicinal herbs and spices rooted in 
ayurvedic medicine, which is 
traditional Indian medicine. In the 
Middle East, we used to have the 
same traditional medicine, with 
similar herbs and spices, but 
unfortunately it is no longer 
prevalent, as we stopped using this 
system and moved towards Western 
medicine. In India, ayurvedic 
medicine is still very much alive.  

Installation view of Where the Dwellers Lay  
for Sarab at Desert X Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, 2022, 
sandstone and oxidised steel,  
315 x  315  x  223 cm,  
image courtesy of Desert X Al-Ula  
© Dana Awartani

Standing by the 
Ruins of Aleppo, 
2021, clay earth, 
2277 x  
1300 cm, 
courtesy the 
artist and  
Diriyah Biennale 
Foundation 
Photo: © Canvas
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JEJU BIENNALE, 
SOUTH KOREA
The 4th Jeju Biennale, The Drift of 
Apagi: The Way of Water, Wind, and 
Stars, is running from 26 November 
26 to 16 February, 2025, in various 
venues across the island. This year’s 
biennale features 39 artists and 
groups from 14 countries, including 
Jeju-born artist Koh Gil-cheon, 
installation artist Boo Jihyun, 
Seoul-based artist Hyungseob Shin, 
Malaysian collective Pangrok Sulap, 
Singaporean documentary 
photographer Huiying Ore, Thai 
media artist Wuttin Chansataboot, 
Taipei-based collective lololol, and 
New York-based artist Tooraj 
Khamenehzadeh, amongst others. ‘

PHILADELPHIA 
MUSEUM OF ART 
HONOURS JAPANESE 
DESIGNER
The Philadelphia Museum of Art 
(PMA) has announced that on  
12 December, Tokyo-based Naoto 
Fukasawa, one of today’s most 
influential designers, will be honoured 
with Collab’s 2024 Design Excellence 
Award during a ceremony at the 
museum. Collab, the PMA’s affiliate 
group for modern and contemporary 
design, presents this annual award, 
which is now in its 38th year, to 
design icons in recognition of their 
outstanding contributions to the field 
of design. In conjunction with the 
award, the PMA is showing Naoto 
Fukasawa: Things in Themselves, the 
first major US exhibition celebrating 
Fukasawa’s career over the past  
25 years.

RUBIN MUSEUM’S 
FIRST HIMALAYAN 
ART PRIZE
After closing its physical space in New 
York, the Rubin Museum of Art has 
announced Tibetan artist Tenzin 
Gyurmey Dorjee as the winner of its 
inaugural Rubin Himalayan Art 
Prize, comprising an unrestricted 
$30,000 cash prize. The annual award 
is now the largest source of funding 
dedicated to artists from the 
Himalayan regions. Age thirty-seven, 
Dorjee is a second-generation Tibetan 
refugee based in Himachal Pradesh, 
in northern India, and he explores 
themes of displacement, identity, and 
cultural heritage in his vibrant thangka 
works inspired by the Tibetan 
Buddhist painting style. A jury 
comprising museum staff and external 
experts selected him out of 32 artists 
participating in the Rubin’s exhibition 
Reimagine: Himalayan Art Now, 
which closed on 6 October, 2024. 
Once the Rubin becomes a travelling 
‘global museum model’, it plans to 
select the winners of its Himalayan 
Art Prize via submissions.

AI AND HOKUSAI
The AI Hokusai ArtTech research 
project, a radical research and 
residency initiative to explore how 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) will shape 
the future of creativity. The project 
was inspired by the artist Katsushika 
Hokusai.  Currently, there is ongoing  
hype around AI, especially in the 
arts – some view it as a threat, while 
others have discovered a world of 
exciting opportunities – and this 
project wants to launch a platform for 

studying this phenomenon from 
cultural, technological, 
anthropological, and philosophical 
perspectives, asking questions about 
the future of creativity, ethics, and 
the artist’s role in a society going 
through technological 
transformation. 

NEW MUSEUM FOR 
ANGKOR, CAMBODIA
 The APSARA National Authority 
(ANA) and Immersive Angkor have 
signed a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) on plans to 
collaborate on the “Immersive 
Angkor Museum”, set to open in 
2025. The partnership aims to use 
cutting-edge technology to create a 
unique cultural experience that 
brings Angkor’s history to life. 
According to the release, the scope 
of the MoU encompasses more than 
just the museum. Extensive temple 
scans will be conducted, marking a 
significant milestone in creating a 
digital library of Angkor’s temples. 
This digital preservation effort 
ensures the temples’ legacy for future 
generations. Additionally, the 
project will provide training to  
ANA teams on the latest scanning 
technologies, making knowledge 
transfer an essential component of 
the project.

JAPANESE ART
REINSTALLED IN
WASHINGTO DC
The Smithsonian’s National Museum 
of Asian Art has announced the start 
of  Japan in Focus, a series of 
exhibitions and public programmes 
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In Japan, Maeta Akihiro (b 1954, 
Tottori, Honshu) is considered one of 
the leading ceramic sculptors of his 
generation. His work is synonymous 
with white porcelain and mainly 
focuses on the vessel form. These 
shapes are minimalist by nature, with 
an understated elegance created by the 
purest and simplest of silhouettes. 
Maeta, however, works in an 
unconventional manner; he tries not 
to form his vessels using a wheel. 
While he relies on it to throw them 
initially, he then uses his hands, 
fingers, and palms to sculpt all their 
surfaces. Above all, he hopes to express 
the Japanese aesthetic of leaving things 
unsaid in his vessels, which are often 
faceted, sometimes with bevelled sides. 
His white porcelain is highly regarded 
in Japan and is collected by museums 
and institutions throughout the 
country. Maeta is becoming 
increasingly known in Europe and has 
recently gifted a white vessel to the 
Musée Cernuschi in Paris. At home 
he has been recognised by the Japanese 
government for his achievements and 
was designated a Living National 
Treasure by the Emperor of Japan 
 in 2013. 

MAETA AKIHIRO

Maeta Akihiro in his studio. Photo: Toshio Tagaya

that offer visitors new ways to deepen 
their understanding of Japanese art 
and culture. The collection in the 
permanent Japanese gallery has been 
reinstalled and reopened on  
26 October, 2024. The programme 
continues through late 2026 to invite 
visitors to discover an array of 
traditions from the region, from 
historical and contemporary artistic 
practices to cultural ceremonies.

SARIRA RETURNS TO 
SOUTH KOREA
The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
(MFA), has donated to the Jogye 
Order of Korean Buddhism a group 
of relics, or sarira, which are the 
symbolic remains of three Buddhas 
and two Buddhist monks. A private 
religious ceremony to complete the 
donation took place at the MFA in 
April. The sarira – three glass and 
bronze spheres and small fragments 
– came to the MFA inside a Korean 
Buddhist reliquary of the Goryeo 
Kingdom (14th century), which the 
museum purchased from the dealer 
Yamanaka and Company of Boston 
in 1939. The sarira were held in 
small containers in the shape of 
miniature stupas, Buddhist 
monuments, that accompany the 
larger reliquary. 
   According to Chinese-character 
inscriptions on the stupas, the sarira 
are associated with Buddha 
Shakyamuni, Kassapa Buddha, and 
Dipamkara Buddha, as well as the 
Buddhist monks Naong (1320–
1376) and Jigong (died 1363). It is 
not known for certain where the 
reliquary originated.
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My work accompanies and 
enhances its owner’s life 

Asian Art Newspaper: Tottori is the 
capital of the least populous 
prefecture (of the same name) in 
western Honshu. What are its special 
characteristics?
Maeta Akihiro: Being born and 
brought up in Tottori, I realise it is a 
place where time passes slowly. It is 
also blessed by nature and has a rich 
natural environment, which is what 
I like most about it. Tottori and its 
tranquillity enabled me to seek the 
harmony of colours and shapes early 
in life.

AAN: Did your parents have a 
connection with ceramics?
MA: No. Both sides of my family 
were farmers and had been for 
generations, growing rice and 
vegetables. My mother grew pears in 
the orchard and vegetables in the 
fields. However, my father 
eventually became a primary school 
teacher. He was passionate about art 
education and made his own 
woodblock prints, which he 
exhibited several times during the 
course of his life. We were two 
siblings, I had an elder brother who 
later decided to work for a company 
outside of Tottori prefecture, but  
I stayed behind with my family.

AAN: How were you introduced to 
ceramics?
MA: Right up until graduating from 
high school, I was undecided about 
which subject I would major in. It 
was only when I entered art college 
that I became exposed to ceramics. 
Looking back, I am glad I only 
majored in ceramics from my second 
year at university when I began to 
make ceramics with stoneware clay 
in class. 

AAN: How did your interest in 
ceramics first develop?  
MA: After discovering that there are 
two main categories, stoneware and 
porcelain, I wanted to discover more 
about the qualities of these 
materials. I realised that by 
pulverising stone and then mixing it 
with water, I could turn it into clay. 
These are the roots of porcelain. 
When I first saw white porcelain in 
my third year at college, it provoked 
a strong reaction in me. I did not 
react in this way to other types of 
pottery. Most Japanese pottery is 
usually decorated with patterns and 
colours, but simple pure white 
porcelain was a revelation. When  
I first felt it with my hands, its 
slippery texture was pure perfection. 
It was just right for me. I became 

increasingly attracted to its character 
and form – particularly pure white 
pottery with a natural whiteness as 
its most defining characteristic.  
I was amazed that such white 
pottery existed. It technically 
belongs to the tradition of yakishime 
‘high-fired unglazed ceramics’, one 
of the most basic ways to produce 
ceramics and it  continues to be so 
today. I realised that if I could,  
I would like to become a potter and 
practised shaping on a potter’s wheel 
every day in the university’s practice 
room, however, when I tried to 
throw objects, I actually found it 
very difficult. Trying to form them 
was also a great challenge. When  
I finally managed to fire them, 
seeing the beauty of their whiteness 
made me fall in love with porcelain 
all over again. 

AAN: Did any of your teachers at 
university influence your development?
MA: My teachers at university were 
good, but there was no one that  
I can honestly call a master. The 
inspiration and encouragement that 
can replace a master can be found in 
nature with its passing seasons, or 
people who have left a memorable 
impression on me with their words, 
and wonderful works of art and 
books from around the world.

AAN: So who and what contributed to 
your development?
MA: I am a rather timid person and 
like many of my twenty-something-
year-old friends at the time, I was 
anxious about my future. But my 
ceramics teacher was encouraging 
and said: ‘If you sincerely want to 
make such works, you should pursue 
what you want to do. I have seen 
many different students and do not 
know a single person who has 
starved to death by doing what they 
love’. These words marked the 
turning point in my life and my 
decision to live as a potter. After I 
graduated from university in 1977 
at the age of twenty-two, I realised 
that ceramics might really be a good 
fit for me.

AAN: What were your early works like? 
MA: As I mentioned, my college 
classes had originally centred on 
clay. When I became a potter,  
I continued making ceramics with 
stoneware clay for about a year. At 
home in Tottori, I used my barn as 
my work space and built a kiln shed 
in the field next to it. I had no 
money at the time, so building a kiln 
at home helped me enormously. 

Using clay with iron content, I used 
the hand-coiling technique to create 
a vase in a modern shape and then  
I inlaid geometric patterns on the 
surface. In addition, small plates, 
bowls, vessels for holding water, pots 
and coffee cups were all made on the 
potter’s wheel. Although I enjoyed 
making them, I could not envisage 
myself as an artist who only creates 
these utilitarian pots and plates.

AAN: Why did you persist in making 
vessels?
MA: I wanted to express creativity 
through vessels. The teacher who had 
been encouraging me was the only 
person who inspired me to create 
‘Japanese’ vessels. I felt that vessels 
which people use in their daily lives 
could, at the same time, be enjoyed 
as works of art when not in use. This 
idea suited my personality perfectly. 
In Japan, there is a long history of 
keeping art close at hand and using 
and enjoying it in this personal 
manner. I was comfortable with  
the fact that the work itself does  
not make an assertion, it only 
accompanies and enhances its 
owner’s life.

AAN: What was a source of inspiration?
MA: When I was younger, I admired 
the white porcelain of Tomimoto 
Kenkichi (1886-1963), who was the 
first person to be designated a holder 
of Intangible Cultural Property in 
1955. He has long been considered 
the most influential ceramic artist in 
Japan of the 20th century. There was 
a time when people used either Ming 
Chinese (1368-1644) or Korean Yi/

Installation view of Maeta Akihiro’s 
work exhibited at the  
Ishitani Residence in Chizu

Maeta Akihiro’s work exhibited in a tokonoma at the Ishitani Residence in Chizu

White porcelain faceted vase (2023), 
white porcelain with glaze, 39.5 x 33 cm

WATCH
Maeta Akihiro in his 
studio and see the 

display in the 
Ishitani Residence
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NEWS IN BRIEF

KOREAN AUTHOR WINS NOBEL 
PRIZE IN LITERATURE
The Korean novelist Han Kang (b 1970) has been 
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature for her 
‘intense poetic prose that confronts historical traumas 
and exposes the fragility of human life’. Published 
works include The Vegetarian (2007), Greek Lessons 
(2011), Human Acts (2014), and The White Book 
(2016). In 1993 she made her literary debut as a poet 
and was first published as a novelist in 1994. The 
author won the Man Booker International Prize for 
The Vegetarian and was shortlisted for The White 
Book, alongside her translator, Debbie Smith. 
   Her novels, novellas, essays, and short story 
collections have variously explored themes of 
patriarchy, violence, grief, and humanity. Human 
Acts, is about the May 1980 Gwangju massacre, 
when a student uprising was brutally suppressed by 
the military. The novel retells the tragic event by 
narrating how the sufferings from this historical 
event came to be woven into the everyday lives as well 
as the lives of the victims, witnesses, and survivors, 
exploring the subject from the perspective of six 
people directly and indirectly impacted by the 
massacre in her home town.
   Han was born in Gwangju, a city in the southwest 
of South Korea and moved with her family to Seoul 
in the 1980s, where she studied Korean literature at 
Yonsei University. Kang said in a telephone interview, 
‘I grew up with Korean literature, which I feel very 
close to. So I hope this news is nice for Korean 
literature readers, and my friends and writers’. She is 
the first South Korean author to win the prize.
   Her latest book, We Do Not Part, will be published 
in English in February 2025. Like a long winter’s 
dream, the new novel takes us on a journey from 
contemporary South Korea into its painful history 
that took place on Jeju Island.
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A recently discovered pair of 
painted folding screens has 
been confirmed to be the joint 

work of renowned Edo-period artists 
Ito Jakuchu (1716-1800) and 
Maruyama Okyo (1733-1795). The 
Asahi Shimbun reported that the 
screens were revealed at a press 
conference in Tokyo in October that 
was organised by the Nakanoshima 
Museum of Art in Osaka.

One of the screens, Chikkei zu 
byobu, is believed to have been created 
before 1790 by Jakuchu; the other, 
Bairi zu byobu, was created circa 1787 
by Okyo. Both screens are ink 
paintings on a gold background. 
Earlier this year, Yuji Yamashita, a 
professor of Japanese art history at 
Meiji Gakuin University in Tokyo, 
discovered that the folding screens 
were in a private collection and 
decided to investigate further. Based 
on the painting styles and the artists’ 
signatures, Yamashita determined 
that the left panel depicting bamboo 
and roosters was painted by Jakuchu, 
while the right panel portrays a plum 
tree and koi. painted by Okyo. ‘Both 

The recently revealed pair of folding screens from a private Japanese collection, 
painted by Ito Jakuchu and Muruyama Okyo, to go on show in 2025

JAPANESE SCREENS REVEAL 
LINK TO FAMOUS ARTISTS
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men painted the subjects at which 
they excelled,’ Yamashita explained, 
adding, ‘I assume the original owner 
had the gold folding screens made in 
advance and commissioned the artists 
to paint them at a later date’. He went 
on to explain that the discovery will 
play an important role in uncovering 
more about the relationship between 
the two artists. 

Active in the middle of the 18th 
century during the Edo period (1603-
1868), Jakuchu is much appreciated in 
Japan for his subtle brushwork and 
use of vivid colours. The artist started 
life as a grocer in Kyoto (he took over 
his father’s business), but at the age of 
40 he decided to hand over the 
business to his brother to devote 
himself to painting, which had been 
his passion since childhood. Studying 
under the Kano school at first, he also 
copied Chinese paintings from the 
Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties 
housed in the temples around Kyoto. 
Influenced by the detailed paintings 
of flowers and birds by the Chinese 
painter Shen Quan, or Nanpin (1682-
1760), which were popular at the time, 

Jakuchu also studied ink paintings 
associated with the Obaku school of 
Zen Buddhism to perfect a style that 
blended realism with imagination. 
His brightly coloured depictions of 
insects, birds, fish, plants, and other 
animals are known for their high 
level of realism, so much so that 
botanists have not only identified the 
species of plants, but have occasionally 
been able to determine the time of 

day when the artist observed his 
subjects. Jakuchu is also considered 
one of the ‘Three Eccentrics’ of the 
Edo period, together with fellow 
artists Soga Shohaku (1730-1781) 
and Nagasawa Rosetsu (1754-1799).

Maruyama Okyo trained with the 
Kano master Ishida Yutei and became 
a popular and extremely influential 
artist, becoming the founder of a 
major new painting school – the 

Maruyama-shijo school. He 
specialised in close observation of 
nature and also drew on the 
traditions of Chinese bird-and-
flower paintings. Okyo’s sketching 
technique (shasei) was based on direct 
observation to compose his works, 
including hanging scrolls, screens, 
and sliding doors. Although not the 
first to observe and draw from nature, 
the artist  is considered a pioneer of 
the technique, combining his 
knowledge of Western perspective 
and visual realism to construct his 
own style. The development of the 
artist’s style is seen in his sketches of 
insects and birds from his notebook 
Shasei zatsurokujo (Album of Various 
Sketches, circa 1771), which includes 
observations from nature, as well as 
notes on paintings, illustrations, and 
other designs. As the founder of the 
Maruyama school, Okyo is often 
called the father of all four shasei 
schools: the Maruyama, Mori, Shijo 
and Kishi. 
The screens are scheduled to be on 

display at the Nakanoshima Museum 
of Art, Osaka, in June 2025.
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by Lucien de Guise

MAKING THE 
MUGHALS GREAT 
AGAIN
The ‘Great Mughal’ emperors were 
anything but religious 
fundamentalists. This is perhaps 
what makes them more accessible 
than some dynasties of the Islamic 
world. Exhibitions about them are 
surprisingly rare, though. Despite the 
global interest that exists in every 
part of Asia, they often fall through 
the net. William Dalrymple, who 
has become a one-man promoter for 
the Subcontinent, clearly feels that 
India was not given its due at the 
British Museum’s Silk Roads 
exhibition. That is going back further 
in history, but it does seem that 
China gets more attention than
what is now the most populous 
nation on earth.
The Mughals, however, had 

something that the Chinese 
emperors did not  – a recognisable 
appearance and wealth that they 
were delighted to display. They were 
the richest rulers in the world, when 
it came to gemstones, and that was a 
useful measure of a dynasty’s status. 
As you wander round this exhibition, 
it is clear how important gemstones 
have been to those who had them as 
well as to those who did not. The 
Mughals had them on their doorstep, 
while kings of England and 
elsewhere could only listen to reports 
from the English ambassador Sir 
Thomas Roe. The V&A’s latest 
exhibition, The Great Mughals: Art, 
Architecture and Opulence, goes well 
beyond bling, although we do learn 
about Emperor Jahangir’s weighing 
ceremony, held in 1617 at Mandu, 
where the imperial court resided for 
several months. Sir Thomas Roe was 
overwhelmed by the sight of the 
emperor: ‘laden with diamonds, 
rubies, pearles, and other precious 
vanities, so great, so glorious!’ … his 
head, necke, breast, armes, above the 

WELL SEASONED
One of the few elements of Mughal 
life that is missing from the new 
V&A exhibition is the art of 
gastronomy. The number of 
restaurants around the world today 
that proclaim their ‘Mughlai’ 
offerings is enormous, and yet the 
scholarship behind the cuisine is 
limited. Fortunately, along comes the 
Detroit Institute of Arts (DIA) with 
The Art of Dining: Food Culture in the 
Islamic World. This detailed 
examination of Islamic art focuses on 
food and culinary culture. With 
almost 230 works from the Middle 
East, North Africa, Asia and a small 
serving from Europe, the exhibition 
brings together art and cuisine from 
the distant past to the present day. 
Combining sights, sounds, and 
smells, the exhibition is presented in 
thematic groupings such as food 
preparation, communal dining, and 
coffee culture along with, of course, 
eating for health. 

In terms of artefacts on display 
there is a wide range, which includes 
exquisite vessels and tableware for 
eating and drinking; paintings 
representing scenes of feasting and 
food preparation; historical 
cookbooks with recipes still used 

from the DIA’s collection, including 
a delightful cockerel-headed ceramic 
ewer from Iran (circa 1200); a 
tinned copper salt cellar from India 
inscribed with poetic verses about 
salt (dated 1664-65); and two 
strikingly similar serving dishes; one 
of these is from China (early 15th 
century) and the other from Turkey 
(15th-16th century), both 
demonstrating the global vogue for 
blue-and-white ceramics.
The artefacts are accompanied by 

sound clips; lavish garments worn 
for banquets; and scent boxes filled 
with the aromas of rosewater, orange 
blossom, coffee and cardamom. 
Another section, focused on the 
sufra (a cloth or low table for eating 
on) explores the dining experience; 
an interactive sufra engages visitors 
with a digitally presented six-course 
meal based on ancient recipes from 
around the Islamic world. The 
recipes, adapted for today’s cooks by 
chef Najmieh Batmanglij, a leading 
authority on Persian cuisine, are 
available via QR code. 

Adding to the impact of historical 
items is a contemporary multimedia 
installation by Iraqi-born artist 
Sadik Kwaish Alfraji titled A Thread 
of Light Between My Mother’s Fingers 

the Mughals’ brilliance. Theirs was a 
composite culture, created by artists 
from all parts of their empire and 
beyond. The subject matter is also 
often from distant lands, such as a 
delightful image of a zebra from 
Africa.

Although much of the Mughal 
output, such as gemstones, has 
received an extraordinary amount of 
attention (helped no doubt by buyers 
such as Richard Burton and 
Elizabeth Taylor), other triumphs 
have sometimes been overlooked. 
Carpets, for example, are a category 
in which most enthusiasts look 
towards the Mughals’ Safavid 
contemporaries in Persia. Their 
excellence was noted at the time, 
though. Once again, it was Sir 
Thomas Roe who reported to King 
James I on the quality of these wares 
and took some now untraceable 
examples back for the king’s pleasure. 
He also commissioned an armorial 
carpet for himself. As with so much 
that emerged from Mughal 
workshops, these weavings originally 
owed a debt to Persia but later 
acquired an unmistakable identity 
that is still not sufficiently studied 
but is admirably displayed at the 
V&A exhibition.

Even more overlooked are the jade 
wine cups that seem to have emerged 
during the reign of Jahangir. The 
exhibition pushes scholarship 
forward in many areas, but perhaps 
none more than Souren Melikian’s 
look at Sa’ida Gilani’s introduction of 
jade into Hindustan. It is about 
stones, once again, but what could be 
more different from the superficial 
dazzle of diamonds, rubies and 
emeralds than the simplicity of jade, 
especially the nephrite version. In the 
hands of the ‘poet-cum-calligrapher-
cum-gemsetter and goldsmith’, this 
becomes a whole new genre of tactile 
art for the Mughals. It also shows a 
debt to their Iranian heritage and, 
before that, a love of jade from 
further east. 

It is conspicuous when the V&A 
says the ‘Great Mughals’, they are 
referring to three of them: 
grandfather Akbar, father Jahangir, 
and son Shah Jahan. It is just as well 
there is not a section for grandson 
Aurangzeb. His memory is still 
poison among the Subcontinent’s 
Hindus and provides a lesson on how 
damaging it can be when religious 
tolerance is reversed. 
The exhibition is ordered not by the 

usual emphasis on genre and 
materials, but by the trinity of 
emperors which has been determined 
to be great. In one marvellous 
painting the three consecutive rulers 
can be seen together. They look very 
real, each one with a visual identity 
that was maintained for centuries 
afterwards. It could almost be a 
family picnic with a leg of chicken 
being handed out, rather than an 
imperial crown. It is a shame the 
family did not get on better, but it is 
their human dimension and tastes, 
rather than hunger for power, that 
makes them so fascinating. They are 
almost modern in this sense, and 
what could be more modern than to 
write a memoir? As the exhibition 
curator, Susan Stronge, states of his 
writing: ‘With striking candour, 
Jahangir also documents his own 
failings’. Jahangir’s words are 
especially disarming when it comes to 
those vices that would now be called 
‘substance abuse’. 

The Great Mughals:  
Art, Architecture and Opulence at the 
Victoria & Albert Museum, London, from 
9 November 2024 to 5 May 2025

Wine cup made for the Emperor Shah 
Jahan, 1657, white nephrite jade 
© Victoria and Albert Museum, London

today; and musical instruments that 
were played for entertainment 
during elaborate meals. 

Originally organised by the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, 
the works are from 30 public and 
private collections from across the 
US, Europe, and the Middle East. 
Sixteen of the works on view are 

Islamic ArtsGallery Shows

Islamic Arts Diary

Tinned-copper salt cellar, India, 
1664-65, Detroit Institute of Arts

Akbar handing the imperial crown to Shah Jahan in the presence of Jahangir  
by Bichitr (1630-31), opaque watercolour and gold on paper,  
folio from the Minto Album © Chester Beatty, Dublin

Underglaze-painted fritware, Iran, 
circa 1200, Detroit Institute of Arts

and Heaven (2023). Rooted in the 
artist’s memories of his mother, her 
homemade bread, and family meals 
in Baghdad, the work includes a 
large-scale animation, drawings, 
and photographs that evoke an 
ambience of comfort, love, and 
nostalgia. 

Among the reasons that the 
museum has given for welcoming 
this exhibition to Michigan is that 
the Detroit metro region has the 
largest concentration of Arab 
Americans in the nation and is 
home to many other communities 
with ties to the Middle East and 
Central and South Asia, making the 

elbowes, at the wrists, his fingers 
every one with at least two or three 
rings, fettered with chaines, or 
drilled diamonds, rubies as great as 
walnuts (some greater), and pearls 
such as mine eyes were amazed at’. 
This exhibition does not dwell 

needlessly on gemstones. Most of 
what is on display is, however, about 
colour and vibrancy. ‘Jewel-like’ is a 

term often used for Mughal and 
other miniature paintings. There is a 
profusion of them here, covering 
everything from portraits – with the 
insights into character for which the 
Mughals’ favourite artists were 
famed – to such unlikely subjects 
such as a Roman emperor. The latter 
is an engraving copied from a 
European source, which is all part of 

A banquet scene from the Shahnama 
of Firdawsi, circa 1485-95, ink, 
watercolour and gold on paper,  
Los Angeles County Museum of Art

exhibition especially relevant as a 
celebration of the history of food 
cultures of these regions.

The Art of Dining: Food Culture in 
the Islamic World, organised by the 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art,  
is at the Detroit Institute of Arts,  
until 5 January 2025 

Landscape 55 
by Bumin Kim, 
2024, thread and 
acrylic on wood panel, 
107 x 107 cm

This autumn, Ronin Gallery is 
exploring the strange and the 
world of the supernatural 
through 32 designs from 
Yoshitoshi’s final series, New 
Forms of Thirty-six Strange 
Things (1889-92). From lonely 
ghosts and otherworldly 
animals to monsters, demons, 
and the mortals left terrified in 
their wake, Taiso Yoshitoshi 
(1839-1892) captures each tale 
with an elegance of design, a 
mastery of atmosphere, and 
sensitivity to the chilling story 
at hand. Yoshitoshi was one of 
the most popular artists of his 
day, known for producing 
prints of historical characters 
and beautiful women. He was 
also fascinated by the 
supernatural, and some of his 
best work concerns, ghosts, 
monsters, and charming 

SELECTED TALES FROM 
YOSHITOSHI’S GHOSTS

The Demon’s Arm by Taiso Yoshitoshi, from the series New Forms 
of Thirty-six Ghosts, 1889, woodblock print

SWIRLING VORTEX
Sand and Waves
For his sixth solo exhibition 
with Joan B Mirviss, 
Sakiyama Takayuki (b 1958) 
continues to explore the 
meeting of waves and 
shoreline, drawing inspiration 
from the rugged coastal 
landscape near his studio on 
the Izu peninsula. His 
dynamic, swirling sculptural 
forms and their carved linear 
banding, evoking vortexes, 
earned him a special mention 
from the prestigious  
Loewe Foundation Craft Prize 
in 2021. 

Form and surface seamlessly 
mesh in the sculptural vessels 
created by the artist. His 
double-walled forms with 
cascading, undulating carved 
ridges blur the boundaries 
between exterior and interior 
to a mesmerising effect. 
Sakiyama achieves a sense of 
centrifugal motion in his 
vessels by first fashioning 
(from clay slabs) separate 
exterior and interior rings. He 
sculpts these with spirally 
diagonal irregular bands, 
moving along the exterior 
walls and continuing onto and 
around the interior. Then, he 
attaches a swirling base and an 
open ‘collar’. He seamlessly 

Choto: Listening to Waves by Sakiyama Takayuki, 2024, 
glazed stoneware with rounded vessel with swirling, carved ridges, 
15 x 16.5 x 16.5 inches

unites the segments with 
additional carved, overlapping 
bands until all the surfaces 
combine to create a veritable 
churning whirlpool. 
Sakiyama’s own glistening, 
sand-infused, glaze further 
enhances the vessel surfaces. 
Their textures call to mind a 
rough, grainy beach or a Zen 
garden’s raked, combed sands. 

Sakiyama studied at Osaka 

University of the Arts under 
three modern ceramic masters, 
all of whom emphasised 
non-functionality and 
originality of design. He, 
however, remains grounded in 
the challenge of maintaining 
functionality while creating 
dynamic sculptural forms. 

From 8 November, 
Joan B Mirviss, New York, 
mirviss.com

IKURO YAGI
Grand Nature
The gallery is presenting the 
first solo exhibition of Ikuro 
Yagi (b 1955) in the US. 
Spanning works from 1984 to 
2009, Yagi debuts overseas 
some of the greatest 
masterpieces created in his long 
career. More than 15 painted 
and collaged works on Japanese 
washi paper, wood panels, and 
canvas speak to a universal 
language of nature and city life 
in Japan through the visual 
medium of sumi ink and 
nihonga. The permeating 
theme of Yagi’s paintings is the 
unspoken healing effect of 
nature on the human soul; a 
gentle reminder that endless 
kindness is at the fingertips. 
The artist maintains his 

innovative nihonga painting 
practice from his home in 
Shizuoka Prefecture, where his 
roots have long been set. Yagi’s 
home city is framed by 
mountains, forests, rivers, and 
the sea, and he sees no barrier 
between man-made spaces and 
the surrounding terrain which 
he depicts prominently. His 
education took him to Paris 
after studying under nihonga 
master Matazo Kayama at 
Tama Art University and 
Western-style painter Koji 
Kinutani. The French influence 
invigorated his approach to 
nihonga styles, the medium 
through which he began to 
depict all sorts of material 
culture. His vivid paintings of 
sea creatures, flowers in bloom, 
and all other sorts of wilderness 
draw on decorative traditions 
that defined nihonga painting 
during the era of ornate 
interiors in the Edo period 
(1603-1868). 

He says of his work in the 

exhibition, Mt Fuji, ‘The 
mountain near my atelier is  
Mt Fuji. It has gazed on me 
since the time I was a child. It 
is a beautiful mountain, but in 
an instant, its unruliness can 
appear. This is the true form of 
Mt Fuji. Many a time I have 
set out for the summit, only to 
be obstructed by wind and rain.  

I wanted to paint the truth of 
Fuji. Its honest face’. 
   Yagi began working with the 
Agency for Cultural Affairs in 
1985, and his works have been 
exhibited widely in Japan and 
have received many accolades. 

Until 22 November,  
Ippodo Gallery, New York, 
ippodogallery.com

Ikuro Yagi in front of his monumental work Mt Fuji

Mt Fuji by Ikuro Yagi, 2004, washi paper, panel board,  
adhesive paste, sumi ink, gold leaf, 227 x 435 cm

THE SEASONS
Korean artist Bumin Kim  
(b 1982) explores the limits of 
her materials, employing 
thread and string in order to 
challenge the definition of 
painting. Through the act of 
stitching and weaving, Kim 
transforms two-dimensional 
surfaces into three-
dimensional immersive 
experiences. Her works offer 
a recontextualisation of 
thread and string,  
emphasising the energy and 
grace of drawing and 
painting.

The Seasons is the result of 
Kim’s infatuation with 
nature’s stubborn 
inconstancy. Each piece 
explores some of the 
profound transformations 
that our environment 
undergoes as well as the 
emotional depths that these 
changes unearth. Kim’s 
translation of seasonal 
changes also seeks to archive 
past experiences. The fluid 
changes in the weight of her 
lines, the subtle gradation of 
hues and the fluidity of her 

thread – especially prevalent 
in her Landscape series  
– invoke the transience of 
these memories, including 
the loss and potential 
recreation contained within. 
Also prevalent in these pieces 
is the dichotomy between 
light and dark, a juxtaposition 
that seeks to bring the 
capricious, outside world in 
communication with the 
internal.

Until 23 November, 
SWPK Gallery, New York, 
waldandkimgallery.org

The Spirit of the Komachi 
Cherry Tree by Taiso Yoshitoshi, 
from the series New Forms of 
Thirty-six Ghosts, 1889, 
woodblock print

animal transmutations. The 
series on show, Strange Tales, 
tells stories from Japan’s rich 
heritage of legends in a more 
serene and objective manner, 
taking inspiration from 
supernatural events from 
Japan’s past. This series was the 
artist’s last major print series. 

In addition, a selection of 
20th-century landscapes and 
Kuniyoshi’s 108 Heroes of the 
Popular Suikoden will remain 
on view in the gallery 
throughout December.

Until 7 December,  
Ronin Gallery, New York, 
roningallery.com

WATCH
The Seasons:
Bumin Kim

SWPK Gallery

mailto:kelvin.mcmanus%40cksmedia.co.uk?subject=Asian%20Art%20Newspaper
https://asianartnewspaper.com

