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Charles Lang Freer and the collecting of
Chinese Buddhist art in early-twentieth-century

America
Daisy Yiyou Wang

The industrialist and founder of the Freer Gallery of Art, Charles Lang Freer (1854-1919), was the first
American collector to assemble a major museum coliection of Chinese Buddhist art. He also travelled to
China to create and commission a significant body of textual and visual materials documenting Buddhist art
and architecture. This article makes use of archival sources to analyze qualitatively and quantitatively his
collecting in this field. Although Freer has long been considered a collector who embodied the notion of art
for art's sake, it is shown here that in addition to aesthetic considerations, his Chinese Buddhist collection
was shaped by scholarship and by a spiritual approach, as well as by market conditions and international
refations. This case-study will help us understand the complex dynamics of collecting in this field in early-

twentieth-century America.

T founder of the Freer Gallery of Artin Washington,
n¢, Charles Lang Freer (1854-1919), played a criti-
cal role in the history of collecting Chinese art in the
United States from the late nincteenth to the carly
twenticth century, After accumulating substantial
financial resources in the railroad car manufacturing
business in Detroit, Freer retired from active business
around 19oo and devoted himself to art collecting. He
is remembered as a leading American collector and
advocate of Asian art who left a noteworthy legacy at
the time of his death — the national museum of Asian
art then under construction and an eclectic body of
American and Asian artworks.

Among the areas of strength in the collection that
Freer bequeathed to the Freer Gallery of Art was his
Chinese collection, which had begun to take shape
in 1893 and which had grown in volume and quality
since that time, laving the foundation of the gallery’s
important Chinese collection today.! Freer assem-
bled the first major American museum collection of
Chinese painting and the most important Neolithic
jade collection from the Liangzhu culture (¢ 3300-
22350 1¢) outside China. Another category that Agures
prominently in the collection is Buddhist art. Freer
was the first American to assemble o major museum
collection of Chinese Buddhist art consisting of
sculptures, paintings, ceramics and textiles, acquired

between 1902 and 1919. In addition, he created and
commissioned a significant body of textual and vis-
ual materials documenting Buddhist art and archi-
tecture in China. Although Buddhist art was a later
collecting interest for Freer, occupying about 12 per
cent of the Chinese collection in volume, it formed
a crowning achicvement of the collection with par-
ticular strength in stone and gilt-bronze sculptures
from the fifth to the eighth centuries and Buddhist
paintings from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries
aD (see online Appendix 1). His pioneering collection
has played a significant role in stimulating the study
of Buddhist art and has been featured in the gallery’s
installations and in a number of special exhibitions,
such as Echoes of the Past: The Buddhist Cave Temples
of Xiangtangshan presented at the Arthur M. Sackler
Gallery in Washington, pc, in zo11 (Fig. 1),

How' did Freer form a significant collection at the
time when interest in Chinese Buddhist art was at the
nascent stage in America® Why did it fascinate him
and where did he situate it in his own multi-cultural
collections and in America’s national museum of
Asian art? Through a study of Freer's Buddhist art
collection, with a focus on paintings and sculptures as
well as archival materials ranging from his diary to his
correspondence, purchase records, and photographic
images, this article examines the complex factors that

i The Author 20t 5. Published by Oxford University Press. Al rights reserved.
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Fig. 1. The Arthur M. Sackler Gallery's presentation of the exhibition Erhees of the Past: The Budidinst Cazve Temples of Xeangtangshan,
shawing the Buddha, the bodhisativas, and the monsters from the North Cave at the Northern Xiangtangshan, 2011, Courtesy of the

Freer Gallery of Art and the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery.

influcnced the formation of his collection. It first
traces Freer's trajectory of collecting from 1902 until
his death in 1919, with a particular focus on his vis-
its to China in 19og and 1910~11. Other factors that
shaped his understanding and collecting of Buddhist
art are analvzed, including scholarship, his spiritual
approach, international relations, and prevailing mar-
ket conditions. The article ends with a discussion of
the tension between his desire to collect and display
Chinese Buddhist art in America and his concern over
preservation of Buddhist monuments in China.

Forming the Chinese Buddhist art

collection

The beginning, 1502-1909

The first Chinese Buddhist picce in the collection
acquired by the Freer Gallery is a painting depicting
five protectors of the Buddhist Law (wolan) launder-
ing by a stream (Fig. 2). With an inscription record-
ing the artist’s name, Lin Tinggui, and the vear, 1178,
it is Freer’s first major Chincse painting acquisition,
and remains one of the most important items in the
entire collection, As a set, this painting — along with
ninety-nine other paintings — was brought from China
to the Buddhist monastery of Daitokuji in Kyoto, Japan
around the fifieenth century. In 1894 this painting and
over eighty others from the set were sent o Europe and
the US 10 be exhibited and sold. According to Ernest

.pf:l
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Fig. 2. Luokan Laundering, Lan 'Tinggui, China, Southern Song
dyvnasty, 1158, hanging scroll (mounted on panel), ink and colour
on silk, 1123 % 53.5cm. Freer Gallery of Are, gift of Charles Lang
Freer, F1goz 224. Courtesy of the Freer Gallery of Art and the
Arthur M. Sachler Gallery
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CHARLES LANG FREER AND TIHE COLLECTING OF CHINESE BUDDHIST ART

F Fenollosa (1853-1908), then curator of Japancse
art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston and a leading
authority on Japanese and Chinese art, this painting
was presented as a gift to Fenellosa to thank him for
organizing the exhibition at the muscum. In 1goz Freer
purchased it for S1,640 from Fenollosa, who served
as his adviser and supplier of Japanese and Chinese
works of art.? Five vears later, Preer purchased another
paimnting in this set from an unknown source in Tokyo
(r1907.139).° In 1903 he paid $204.75 for his first three-
dimensional Chinese Buddhist object — a sixteenth-
century glazed ceramic tile with a seated bodhisattva in
relief {(Frgo3.221). The tile, made to decorate a build-
ing, came from the prominent Japanese dealer Matsuki
Bunkyo (1867-1940), who had been a major supplier
and consultant to Freer since 18¢6.}

Compared to painting and ceramics, sculpture
was & later interest in Freer’s collecting of Chinese
material (see online Appendix 1). In 1907 he acquired
his first Buddhist stone sculpiures — two small stelae
with a Buddha and two flanking bodhisattvas in relief
— in Japan at $50 cach (v1907.503, ¥1907.500). In the
same year, he received from Matsuki a small gile-
bronze statuette of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara
(Guanyin) as a gift (Frgo7.521). In 1909 Freer paid
Matsuki $5,600 for his first major sculptural acqui-
sition — an carly cighth-century figure depicting the
cleven-headed Guanyin originally  from  Qibaotai
Pagoda in Xi’an (F1909.98).

The year 19og marked the onset of a more seri-
ous commitment. As indicated in online Appendix
1, while Freer’s prior collecting activities had con-
centrated on Chinese ceramics, his sculpture and
painting purchases began ro increase significantly
in 19097 He added fifty sculptures 1o his collection
that year, mostly gilt bronzes and stone stelae of smali
to medium scale. Among them forty-seven pieces
were Buddhist, and twenty-three were purchased in
China, mainly from the Beijing-based antique shop
Ta Ge Chung. In contrast, he acquired no Chinese
Buddhist sculpture in 1908, and only four pieces in
1907, mostly from Japanese sources. One of the high-
lights of Freer's 1gog acquisitions in China was a gili-
bronze sculpture depicting Guanymn, purchased for
Sz200 from Mah Zuh Kee, probably an antique shop
in Shanghai (F1909.2066). Bearing an inscription that
identifies it as a commission in aD 453 by the female
devotee Zhao Luyuan, to commemorate her deceased
grandparents, this piece s the earliest known dated

example depicting Granyin as a lotus bearer (padma-
pant). While all of Freer’s Chinese painting acquisi-
tions before 190g were made in Japan or from Japanesc
sources, in 19oy he added ten Buddhist paintings
to the collection, all of which came from Chinese
sources including three antique shops — Loon Gu Sai,
Riu Cheng Chai, and Pao Ming Sai — and an indi-
viduat Mr Ho in Beijing From 1909 to his death in
1g1g, Chinese Buddhist art was collected consistently
cvery year.

[t is noteworthy that Freer’s Japanese Buddhist art
collection pre-dated his Chinese Buddhist acquisi-
tions.” Only during his third visit to China in 1909 did
he begin in carnest to look for Buddhist art in China.
His prior visits in 1895 and 1go7 were brief and limited
to Hong Kong, Guangzhou, and Shanghai. In rgeg he
spent nearly six weeks in China and travelled exten-
sively for the first time. Experiencing at first-hand
the vastness of the country, as well as the breadth and
depth of its art and culiure, was critical to the reshap-
ing of Preer’s colleeting strategy, signalling that while
he still held Japanese art in high regard, his focus was
now shifting to Chinese art. Freer was convineed by
his adviser Fenollosa that, historically and aestheti-
cally, Chinese and Japanese art shared one tradition
and that the sources of inspiration of many examples
of Japanese art and architecture could be traced tw
China. During his visit to China in 1909, Freer wrote,
“The glimpse I am getting of old China during this
hurried trip confirms the impression | have received
from various sources during recent years, In compari-
son, Japan seems only an imitative doli™

The reasons for shifting the focus of his collecting
frem Japanese to Chinese art were also practical. In
1go6 Freer's gift — his growing personal collection of
Asian and American are and a gallery vet to be con-
structed — was accepted by the US government. With
a future national mascum in Washington, n¢, and a
collection for the American people in mind, Preer
embarked on more ambitious collecting activiries,
placing greater emphasis on Chinese art. Although
his Chinese collection had begun in 1893, by 1908 it
remained in no way comparable in volume or qual-
ity to his Japanese and Persian collections - two arcas
of prior interest. Online Appendix 1 shows an imbal-
ance among the various categories of Chinese art he
collected from 1843 to 19o8, at which time his main
interest lay in ceramics. From time to time, 2 few
paintings, textiles and bronzes were added. Prior to
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1907 jade and sculpture were not represented in the
colicction. In order 1o fill these gaps and raise the
uverall level of his Chinese collection, Freer travelled
to China in 1904 to purchase works of art in substan-
tial quantity and at competitive price. This strategy
of going directly to the source was consistent with
his approach to American art collecting from the Jate
nincteenth century onwards: rather than relving on
dealers’ brokerage, he preferred purchasing works
direetly from the likes of James McNeill Whistler
(1834—-1903) and other artists as a way to lower costs.”
While in China in 1909, Freer as an experienced
collector active in the US, Japan, and Furope, became
convinced that China — particularly Beijing — was the
most important treasure-house of art that he had ever
encountered. He was thrilied to discover that supplics
of Chinese paintings were rich, and that they were less
expensive than works of inferior quality that could be
found in Japan and Europe — despite the idea he had
held carlier that ancient Chinese paintings had largely
been destroyed in China and could now be found only
in Japan. In 1909, while Freer purchased in Japan
forty-five Chinese and Japanese works of art at a cost
of 829,008, he spent $24,856 on 191 picees of Chinese
works in China, In these acquisitions the average price
per piece on the Chinese market was nearly one fifth of
that in Japan." To aveid media attention and potential
competitors, Freer hired locat assistants and rented a
place away from his hotel in Beijing in which to exam-
ine and purchase works offered by visiting dealers and
collectors." To his delight, he found no serious com-
petition from anyone with knowledge and ambition
comparable to his own. His purchases in a month filled
up nine cases, one of which weighed over 300 pounds —
hence the rumour arose that Freer was a buying agent
for American auction houses, Online Appendix 1 shows
that in 1909 Freer acquired 208 picces of Chinese art,
which in volume marked his highest annual acquisi-
tion since 1893. With his background as a successful
businessman, Freer knew well the law of supply and
demand: concerned at the possibility of rising prices
on the art market fuclled by his substantial purchases,
he ended his buying activities after a month’s stay in
Beijing and began to plan his next trip to China, 2

The last trip to China, 1910-11

Freer's last and longest visit to China lasted from
Scpiember 1910 to February 1911 and culminated

in a study trip to the Longmen Caves and other
Buddhist sites in Henan province, His first-hand
experience of the grandeur and the splendour of
Buddhist art and architecture in China was critical
1o his development as an art collector; it not only
enhanced his understanding of Buddhise art in gen-
cral and the acquisitions he had made in particular,
but also influenced his future collecting activities.
Although he spent about seven weeks in total in Japan
immediately before and after this stay in China, it
was China that was undoubtedly his primary destina-
tion. His main goal was to study and collect Chinese
sculptures, paintings, ceramics and related works
produced between the third century B¢ and the thir-
wcenth century anp.?

After arriving in Beijing in September 1910, Freer
immediately gathered the team of assistants with
whom he had worked in the presious year and set up
the same space to review and purchase works from
dealers and collectors. Freer's concerns about rap-
idly rising prices in the art market and the growing
number of collectors from Europe, coupled with the
unstable political situation in China and the Chinese
government’s possible ban of exporting arr, prompted
him to collect with a sense of urgeney.™ Largely due
to this trip, the volume of Freer’s annual Chinese
acquisitions in 1911 reached its highest point since
1893 (sce online Appendix 1). Buddhist art figured
prominently in his acquisitions during 1911, and
China remained his main source of supply.® Among
forty-six Chinese Buddhist sculptures collecred that
year, thirty-four picces (mostly small or medium-size
gilt-bronze and stone sculptures) came from China.
A sixth-century marble stele depicting the future
Buddha Maitreya, for example, was acquired from
the antique shop Ta Ge Shang in Beijing, 2 major
supplier during this 1rip (F1911.411). In addition
to sculptures, Freer collected thirty-three Buddhist
paintings in 1911, which formed the largest of his
annual acquisitions in this category between 1893 and
1919. Among them, twenty-nine picces came from
Chinese sources, mostly from antique shops and col-
lectors in Beijing and Shanghai.

From 19 October to 13 November 1910 Freer was
away from Beijing, visiting Buddhist sites and other
places of interest in Henan province. The highlight
of this journey was a pilgrimage to one of the most
important Buddhist sites in China ~ the Longmen
Caves, where he spent nearly two weeks exploring
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CHARLES LANG FREER AND THE COLLECTING OF CHINESE BUDDHIST ART

caves and sculptures created mainly from the fifth to
the eighth centuries. This visit to Longmen firmly
established the centrality of Chinese Buddhist art as
the manifestation of supreme spirituality and perfec-
tion of form in Freer's East Asian art collection.
Long before Freer started to build his Chinese
art coliection, he had developed a heen interest in
Buddhism, its art and its architecture. He collected
Japanese Buddhist paintings and sculptures, which
familiarized him with Buddhist concepts and iconog-
raphy. Prior to his 1910-11 trip to China, he had vis-
ited many important Buddhist sites and monuments,
including the Ajanta Caves in Maharashtra, India, the
Horyuji Temple in Nara, Japan, and the Borobudur
Temple Compounds in Magelang, Indonesia.’* By
1910 Freer had become a well-travelled and sophisti-
cated collector with exposure to some of the world’s
greatest achievements in Egyptan, Greco-Roman
and Renaissance art. With this background, he con-
stantly compared Chinese Buddhist art with what he
had studied carlier. His encounter with the Longmen
Cave Temples at a time when few Westerners had
direct access to them convineed him that the achieve-
ments of Chinese Buddhist art - particularly in col-
our and line — were unparalleled anywhere in the
world.” He wrote in his diary about the imperially
sponsored seventh-century Fengxiansi Temple, the
largest at Longmen:
Its immense figures are extraordinany, especially the two
great figures standing side by side on the huge north walt . .
I am reminded by these two figures of the stronger sculp-
ture of Greeee and the work of Michelangelo, but I feel ot
Lung-men [Longmen] in the presence of these two huge
gianis greater imagination, keener characier, deeper truth
and more force than I have felt in the sculprure at Athens
or Rome. To be sure the environment here is matchless and
the history and tradition herc like that at Athens and Rome
is very important, but at Lung-men there is a religious spirit
felt far finer to me than at the other cities named. "

Freer’s visit to Longmen reconfirmed his convic-
tion that the sources of Japanese Buddhist art could
be traced to China. He compared the relief sculptures
in the Guyang Cave - the carliest of the Longmen
Caves, built in the late fifth and the early sixth cen-
tury — with the mural paintings in Horvuji and other
Buddhist temples in Japan:

The vertical sides of the walls contan three regular lines of
large recesses, cach containing beautiful Kwanyins [Guanyin
all having attendants recall the painted wall decorations at
Horiuji [Horvuji] . . . The decorations cut in varving ways

and of mam designs around these recesses are uncequalicd
cisewhere at Lung-men [Longmen] and excel in delicaie
grace and charm am thing of the sort [ have heretofore seen ..
. floaring angels with musical instruments suggests the source
of decorations seen at several great Japanese temples.™

Chinese Buddhist art held addivional appeal for
Freer as he saw the Longmen Caves as a manifestation
of aesthetic harmony and as a point of contact among
clements from a variety of cultures, a quality he enthu-
siastically sought in forming and displaving his multi-
cultural collections. He marvelled at the Buddhist
images at Longmen: ‘Every line has its reason and
meaning ali the result of various influences. Buddhism,
which then had millions of followers all over northern
and central China, furnished inspiration; Gandhara,
Greek and Sassanian models furnished fresh forms.™
Yet in Freer’s eye the monuments at Longmen were of
supreme quality, as he noted, ‘Here we have sugpes-
tions of Greece, Fgypt and even Ttaly = Botticelli. But
I doubt if anywhere better action, refinement, grace of
line or feeling can be seen.

By this time Freer possessed an impressive knowl-
edge of Chinese art. His interest and perspectives were
clearly reflected in his diary as well as the photographs
and rubbings he commissioned during visits to a num-
ber of Buddhist sites. When he saw the Iron Pagoda
built in the Song dynasty (g00-1279) in the Youguo
Monastery in Kaifeng, he particularly noted its glzed
tiles in the diary:

Priest said . . . the prominent vellow tiles with seated
Buddhas were placed in the openings by the first Ming
Emperor Hung wu [Hongwul. .. This pagoda is very beau-
tiful seen nearby or from a distance. Its low toned colors
arc¢ very fine and at a distance resemble ancient iron with
cxquisite patinas.

His encounter with the tiles i sitr might have given
him a new and contextualized appreciation of the
comparable tile he had provisory collected seven years
previously from Matsuki Bunkyo (rigo3.zzr). Iis
visit to the Iron Pagoda also stimulated his interest in
purchasing in Kaifeng a fragment of a tile with yel-
lowish glaze, which was reportedly used in the con-
struction of the Iron Pagoda (vrgi1. 549).%

Freer's experience with Buddhist objects and sttes
in China clearly influenced his fater art collecting in
terms of subject-matter, style and period. The Central
Binyang Cave, builtin the early sixth century, impressed
him with the monumenial Buddha in the rear wall
(Fig. 3). Freer particularly noticed its hand gestures and
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Fig. 3. Buddha and two disciples in the rear wall, Central
Binyang Cave, 154 a.x 12,5, GN.092, Charles Lang Freer Papers,
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives,
Smithsoman Institution, Washington, e, gift of the estate of
Charles Lang Freer., Courtesy of the Freer Gallery of Art and the
Arthur M. Sackler Gallery.

garment with graceful folds across the entire front of
the pedestal.” The Buddha bears striking resemblances
to the sixth-century stone sculpture of much smaller
scale acquired by Freer four years later from the New
York-based art dealer Dikran Kelekian (1868-19351) for
over 310,000 ~ one of the highest prices he paid for a
single Chinese Buddhist sculpture (Fig. 4).

Freer left China in 1911, cager to return to visit the
Yungang Buddhist Cave Temples in Datong, Shanxi
province, and other sites in China. One month after his
return to the US, he suffered a stroke, which rendered
him unable to travel abroad thereaficr. In the same vear,
the Xinhai Revolution ended China’s dynastic history
and turmoil plagued the country for the next few years,

New directions, 1912-1919

Although Freer was unable to travel 10 China after
1911 due to deteriorating health and uphcavals in
China, his interest in Buddhist art objects of that

Fig. 4. Seated Buddha, China, Easiern Wei dynasty (534-550),
stone, 131.4 x 82 x 32 6em. Freer Gallery of Art, gift of Charles
Lang Ureer, Prguy.36. Courtesy of the Freer Galicry of Art and
the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery,

country remained robust. The year 1913 saw his larg-
est annual acquisition of forty-nine Chinese Buddhist
sculptures, while in 1916 he acquired forty-two sculp-
tures and fifteen paintings (sce online Appeadix 1)
Appendices 2 and 3 show thar Chinese Buddhist
paintings and sculptures stood out in terms of market
value in his 1916 acquisitions; the average prices of
51,130 paid by Freer for paintings and of $S1,032 for
sculptures were higher than that of any other catego-
ries. The price-range of his 1916 Buddhist sculpture
acquisitions varied: twelve stone sculptures, mostly of
medium- or large- scale, were distinguished by their
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CHARLES LANG FREER AND THE COLLECTING OF CHINESE BUDDHIST AR1

impressive average price of $3,167, while twenty-nine
bronze or iron sculptures, mainly small-sized, were
purchased at the average price of S13a.

After 1911, Freer increased his efforts to acquire
large-scale, high-quality  Chinese Buddhist  stone
sculptures, including a group of near life-size sculp
teres originally from the sixth-century cave tem-
ples at Xiangtangshan in Handan, Hebei provinee.
He was willing to purchase outstanding examples
of stone sculpture at prices comparable to those of
major Chinese paintings and American paintings,
two other areas of concentration in his art collect-
ing. For §5,000, he obtained in 1916 the early cighth-
century Chinese stone sculpture depicting a standing
bodhisateva (F1916.365), For the same amount, he also
acquired in that year the oil painting Late October by
the American artist Dwight William Tryon (1839~
i923) (rigr6.354a-b), as well as the painting Shu
Rrver, auributed to the Chinese painter Li Gonglin
{c.1049-1100, r1916.539). The Shu Rizer was one
of the most treasured picces in the collection of the
Chinese emperor Qianlong (171:—179g).

Freer’s Chinese Buddhist art purchases berween
1912 and 1919 came from dealers and firms with dis-
tinet areas of specialization. In 1916, for instance, his
acquisitions came from nine suppliers. Among them,
Buddhist paintings were sold exclusively by native
Chinese collector and dealers, including the Shanghai
collector Y'uen Chi Prang (Pang Yuanji, 1864-1949),
owner of the Shanghai antique firm Baeyr zhar
K. T. Wong (Wang Jiantang)}, owner of Lai-vuan &
Company C. T. Loo (Lu Qinzhai, 1880-1957), and
the owner of the Shanghai antiue Grm Wemywan zhas
Van Ching Lee (Li Wengin, e.1869-1931), who sold
Freer ten Buddhist paintings for a total of St1,5350
that year.® Such an arrangement was attractive, for
Freer believed that the quality of their abundant offer-
ings in general was high, and their prices competitive,
Although Treer made acquisitions from a variety of
sources around the globe, his most important sup-
pliers between 1912 and 1919 were Chinese dealers
with whom he had forged special relations during
his last two trips to China between 1909 and fgr1.
After 1yt he relied on this select group of suppliers,
who gave him access to a large number of fine works
of art. Freer informed his suppliers of his particular
areas of interest; dealers gathered objects from their
agents, from collectors, and from important sites and
antique markets. On receiving approval from Freer,

they shipped objects to him for inspection. Freer was
often in a privileged position to determine the final
prices in these transactions; the amount paid was usu-
ally 50 to 70 per cent of the price asked.®

In contrast, the Buddhist sculptures that Freer col-
lected between 1912 and 1919 were offered mainly
by non-Chincse dealers and firms. Abel William
Bahr (1877-195y), for example, supplicd mostly
low-value, small-scale bronze sculptures, like the
head of a Buddha for S5 (F1g16.218). On the other
hard, the prominent New York-based dealer Dikran
G. Kelekian (1868-1951) focused on high-value
Chinese stone sculptures. In 1916 he sold Freer eight
sculptures at the average price of $34,369.” Among
them was the standing Guanyin for S17,500 — the
highest price Freerever paid for a single Chinese
Buddhist object (r1916,36.4).

The significant and consistent growth of Freer’s
Buddhist collection from 1912 to 1919 formed part of
his overall Chinese collection-building project, which
were related to a number of timportant events in his
life as well as new developments in the circulation and
reception of Chinese art. The availability of a large
quantity of high-quality works from China after the
fall of the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) contributed to
the burgeoning market for Chinese art in America. At
a time of political and financial unrest, imperial col-
lections, important private collections, and excavated
objects surfaced on domestic and international mar-
kets. Such a condition was noted by Freer in 1916:
The present season in America has been very active in art
circles. Many beautiful paintings and the other art objects
have come here from China duning the last fow months . . .
I am surc that many Chinese collectors are now disposing
of their chief treasures, largely, 1 belicve, on account of the
general insccurity in Ching. ™

Although the US government formally accepted
Freer’s gift in 1906, it was only in 115 that the site
of the Freer Gallery of Art - the future home for his
collecnion — was determined. A vear later, plans for
the gallery were approved and the ground was bro-
ken. Freer ts known not only for his ambitious collect-
ing projects but also for his meticulous and exacting
curatorial attention to collection display in his future
gallery —as in his own residence in Detron. As che gal-
lery was taking its shape, Freer’s collecting activities
and his vision for display in the future gallery became
more narrowly connected. According to the floor-
plan, created around 1916, the Chinese collection was
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to be given the greatest amount of space assigned in
Asian art in the gallery (Fig. 5).% Freer became more
actively imvolved in Chinese collecting. As online
Appendix 1 indicates, although he began o collect
Chinese art in 1893, half of the over 3,000 Chinese
objects he bequeathed to the gallery, including some
of the outstanding paintings, sculptures and jades,
were acquired from 1915 to 1919. The pace of his
collecting accelerated between 1915 and 1917 with
all the major categories except painting reaching
their highest point in volume since i893. In 1916 the
total number of Freer's annual Chinese purchases
reached its apogee of 663. Morcover, in 1915 Freer
settled in New York City — the international centre
-for Chinese art trade — where he worked closely with
leading dealers and collectors. Itis noteworthy that all
of his 1916 Chinese Buddhist sculpture acquisitions
came from New York-based dealers, including Dikran
Kelekian, Abel William Bahr, and Yamanaka Sadajird
(1866-1930).

Compared to the Japanese and Persian works
that interested Freer around the same time, Chinese
objects mailable on the marker were competitive in
price and quality. This became a key factor in Freers
location of Chinese art at the centre of his Asian
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collecting activitics in his last few years. By 1914 he
no longer focused his purchasing effort on Japanese
art because he found it was possible to buy at lower
price much finer examples by carly Chinese artists.™
In 1916 Freer spent over S300,000 on 663 Chinese
picces, including many important paintings, jades and
sculptures. In contrast, he purchased in the same vear
sixty-six Japancse picees, including sixty-two Edo
period (1615-1868) textiles, for a total sum of around
S2,584. In the field of Persian art, Freer noted that the
price of fine Persian ceramics became much higher
during the 19105 than he felt justified in paving and
he resolved to concentrate on Chinese art collecting.”
In 1914 while purchasing a twelfth- or thirtcenth-
century Syrian ceramic jar for 35,010 (F1914.38), he
acquired from the Paris-based antique firm Worch &
Company a late-sixth-century Chinese Buddhist gile-
bronze altarpicee for less than S5,000 (Iig. 6).°
‘The momentum of Freer’s Chinese Buddhist art

collecting, however, was affected by America’s entry
into World War 1 in April 1917 and the consequent
heavy increase in taxation and shortage of transpor-
tation. On 3 October 1417 the US Congress passed
the War Revenue Act, increasing income taxes to
unprecedented levels in order to raise funds for the
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Fig. 6. Altarpiece with the Avntabha Budtha and wre bodhsaizas,
Sui dynasty, 597, bronze with gilding, 320 x 1.4.1cm. Freer
Gallery of Arr, gift of Charles Lang Freer, r1g14.21a-h. Courtesy
of the Freer Gallery of Art and the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery.

war ¢ffort. For incomes of $1,000,000, the rate went
from 50.3 per cent in 1916 to F0.3 per cent in 19:18.%
One month after the passage of the War Revenue Act,
Freer wrote to the owner of the Shanghai antique firm
Boyuan zhai Seaouke Yue (You Xiaoxi):
The money demanded for war purposes has very much less-
ened the purchases of Chinese art in this Country, and until
after peace has been declared, T fect that it would be very
risky to attempt 1o make further sales in this Country., My
friends have ali practically stopped buving and T am think-
ing seriously of doing likewise mysetf?*
The War Revenue Bill was enacted in 1918, placing
a tax of to per cent on all artworks sold in the US. ¥
By April 1918 the shortage of shipping had led the
American government to take steps to prohibit the
importation of art objects.™ This was no doubt one
reason for the pavse in Freer’s purchases from dealers
in China between March 1918 and June 1919,

Due to all these constraints, Freer’s overall Chinese
purchases fell from 398 in 1917 to seventy-three in

1918, reaching the lowest point in terms of annual
acquisitions between 1912 and 1919 (sce online
Appendix 1). His Buddhist art purchases in 1918
were meagre; he acquired one painting and one sculp-
ture, both from K. T. Wong in January. After the war
ended, his collecting activities began to recover in
191¢: the total number of Chinese purchases increased
from seventy-three in 1918 to 178 in 1919, when five
Chinese Buddhist paintings and four Buddhist sculp-
tures were added to Freer’s collection.

Why Chinese Buddhist art?
Freer as a conpnoisseur and curator-collector

Often characterized as an art-for-art’s-sake type of
collector, Freer was drawn to the acsthetic quality of
Chinese Buddhist works. When visiting the Youguo
Monastery in Kaifeng in 1910, he devored a great deal
of attention to a group of luehan figures, documenting
in deeail their materials, techniques, colours, texture
and condition:

These cighteen Lohans [luohans] are of excellent artistic
quality — the nine in that part of the temple still with roof
are in fair condition — the remaining nine have little or no
cover and are much damaged, but still retain great expres-
sion = These Lohans are of wood — partially hollow — over
the wood, plaster, in parts, '3 of an inch thick was applied
and over the plaster paper which in turn was painted and
gilded, the color being now very fine-gold, rose-red ete. But
the wood without its plaster, paint or paper, shows rugged
and forceful work. ™

This approach was articulated during his visit to
the cave temples at Longmen, when he claimed: *1am
not here to look into the intricate questions of inscrip-
tions and dates, even if 1 were competent, I shall be
more decply interested in learning what I can of its
acsthetic importance, 1ts beauty, and its relation to
the other sculpture and painting of which I am a stu-
dent.™ Such a comparative method was illustrated by
Freer’s study of a stone figure of the Buddha's disci-
ple Ananda in the Binyang South Cave. He associated
the painted stripes on the robe of Ananda with the
patchwork design on the Buddhist garments depicted
in paintings in his own collection, and probably the
painting of a Ioekan he attributed to Li Gonglin in
particular (F1904.297)."

Freee’s interest in Buddhist art, however, went
beyond the concept of beauty and formal analy sis. His
visits to Buddhist sites and his collecting of Buddhist
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art reflected his growing interest in Chinese religions,
culture and history. His personal library held not only
art literature but also a substantial collection of books
on Chinese history, philosophy and Buddhism, such
as Ernest J. Eiwel's Handbook of Chinese Buddhism.
He came to Longmen and other Buddhist sites as an
inquisitive student who had familiarized himself with
Chinese culure and history. For example, he visired
Luoyang with a clear understanding of the history of
the city as a major cradle of Chinese civilization, an
ancient capital and a Buddhist centre.

Freer’s deep interest in Chinese Buddhist art was
stimulated and informed by the scholarship of his
time, particularly that of Fenollosa, Freer's adviser
and a leading American authority on Asian art. In his
book Epechs of Chinese and Jupanese Art, Fenollosa
propused the centrality of Buddhism in the devel-
opment of Chinese art as he stated: *The intro-
duction of Buddhism into China from India, and
eventually through China to Corea [Korea], Mongolia,
Manchuria, and Japan, was one of those stupendous
revolutions, like the carrying of Christianity to the
Gentiles, which obliterate racial and national lines,
and bring humanity to pay common tribute to spiritual
forces.™ Fenollosa’s book was intended to trace how
profoundly Chinese and Japanese civilizations in gen-
eral, and art in particular, were gradually transformed
by Buddhism. In line with Fenollosa’s ideas, Freer
commented on the impact of Buddhism on Chinese
artafter visiting a few cave temples a1 Longmen:
Buddhism, which then had millions of followers all over
northern and central China, furnished inspiration . . . more
of the spintual essence of nature found expression, less
materialism prevailed . . . More knowledge of the world out-
side of China was creeping in and making its art universal
- - . Buddhism was adding quict thoughts - refuge in an
ideal world — philosephy and beauty was understood.

In terms of medium and period, Freer was focusing
on Chinese Buddhist paintings, which he dated from
the seventh to the thirteenth centuries. His sculpture
collecting concentrated on works he dated between
the third and the cighth century as a way of comple-
menting his growing Chinese painting collection,
since surviving easly paintings were extremely hard
to find.* It is noteworthy that while actively pursuing
Buddhist art, Freer became increasingly interested in
ancient Chinese objects including bronzes, ceramics
and jades produced in the Han dynasty (206 BC - Ap
220) or earlier. Aiming at building a well-rounded

Chinese collection, Freer began to collect nearly all
the major categories of Chineseartin 1911 (sec online
Appendix 1), In this light, Buddhist sculptures which
he aseribed to the third to the eighth centuries would
have filled a gap in chronology and category between
his ancient art collection and painting collection, and
thus prosided a cornerstone for his overall Chinese
collection,

The floor plan created around 1916 for the future
Freer Gallery sigmalled Freer’s emphasis on Chinese
Buddhist sculptures, which were 10 occupy  the
Sculptures Room, the second-largest room among the
gallery’s cighteen exhibition rooms, and the Peacock
Room (Fig. 5).4" The floor plan also alluded to Freer's
chronology- and medium-based vision for Chinese art
display: the Sculptures Room was placed at the north-
cast corner of the gallery adjacent o two Bronzes Rooms
and the Chinese Paintings Room. The Sculptures
Room would stand out with three-dimensional works
of competling scale given that the rest of the gallery
space was mainly 1o be occupied by small 10 medium-
sized ceramics and bronzes as well as two-dimensional
works including American paintings, prints and draw-
ings, and Chinese and Japanese paintings.

In collecting both Buddhist paintings and sculp-
tures, Freer showed lintle interest in works he dated to
the fourteenth century or later. This preference can be
partly explained by Fenollosa’s teaching that Chinese
art reached its apex in the eighth century during the
Tang Dynasty (618-go7), and again to a second cul-
mination in the cleventh and the twelfth centuries
during the Song dynasty, to fall from that peint to a
low level of degeneration,

In the mid-19108 carly Buddhist figurative sculp-
tures from China proved to be particularly attractive
to Freer and were gaining prominence as a recog-
nized category of fine art in American museums. The
1916 inaugural cxhibition in the Harrison Rotunda
of the newly built University Museum (currently the
University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archacology
and Anthropology) featured more than thirty Chinese
sculptures. The sculptures on view were highlighted by
the museum director George B. Gordon (1870~1927) in
his preface to the exhibition catalogue, where he wrote:
In assembling the collections to form the exhibition, first
attention was naturally given to the Fine Arts and the hey-
note of the exhibition is struck by the Chincse sculptures.

These powerful creations of carly Chinese artists evercise a
dominating influence and sustain the supreme position of
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sculpture the world over as a means of giving form to the
highest ideals . . #

While collectors and museum professionals like
Freer and Gordon marvelled at the aesthetic quality of
Chingse stone sculptures, Freer’s acquaintance and an
expert in Chinese art, John C. Ferguson (1866-1943),
articulated the uneasiness of the Western concept of
sculpture in the discourse of Chinese art ata time when
the category called *Chinese sculpture’ remained a sub-
ject unfamiliar to Westerners,* In the book Gutlines of
Clunese Art, Ferguson carefully chose to use the term
stone monument instead of stone sculpture. In his dis-
cussion of the Longmen Caves Ferguson introduced
the Chinese term, shiviang or stone figure, and zuaovi-
ang, meaning erected according to design. He stated
that these stone images were religious emblems to the
Chinese people rather than items for acsthetic appre-
clation. Thus, he cautioned those American muscums
that were enthusiastic about the so-calied *Chinese
sculprures”: ‘It is sufficient for me 1o have called atren-
tion to the fact that whatever admiration they may elicit
from wesicrners, whose traditions have been derived
from Greccee, these iigures do not form an essential part
of the art of China.™ He further explained:

Shapes and decorations have been as subsidiary to seulpture
as illustrations are to the text of a book. The beauty of the
writing of the inscnption has been the standard by which
Chinese connoisseurs have judged the value and importance
of stone monuments. This is very diffeeent from the stand-
ards of western countries where calligraphy has never been
clevated into a place among the Fine Arts?

Two important publications in 19og illustrated
different approaches to Chinese stone images. The
French Sinologist Edouard Chavannes (1865-1918),
who played an important role in stimulating inter-
est in Chinese Buddhist sculptures in the West,
published his Musston archéalogigne dans fa Chine
septentrionale as a compelling record of his 1907 trip
to the cave temples at Longmen and other Buddhist
sites. The first two volumes published nearly 1,200
photographic images recording Chavannes’ jour-
ney, which inspired Freer’s later commission of 160
glass plate negatives documenting Chinese Buddhist
monuments and other places of interest.® In the
same year, the prominent Chinese official and col-
lector Duanfang (1861-1911) had his collection of
over 3oo stone picces published in the catalogue
The Records of the Stones tn the Tao Studio Collection
(Taozhai cangshi ji). The catalogue’s focus is clearly

on inscriptions; it has no illustrations, and some
entries contain  passing references to Buddhist
images. The main interest of traditional Chinese
scholars and coliectors like Duanfang in Buddhist
stone images was primarily epigraphic and histori-
cal. This approach was markedly different from that
of most Western art collectors of Freer's time, who
were collecting Agurative stone sculptures primarily
for their aesthetic value rather than inscribed pieces
without finc images.

As a connoisseur, Freer believed that the abilin
to distinguish the genuine from the fuke was criti-
cally important to students of Chinese art and cop-
ics offered opportunities for study.’ He noted that
forgerics were everywhere on the art market, which
posed the biggest challenge for collectors of Chinese
art.®* While he purchased in 19oy in London (perhaps
knowingly) a modern picce in the style of a sixth-
century gilt-bronze sculpture of Gy at the price
of S35 (r190y.402), a few months later he acquired in
Beijing an authentic comparative piece for S230 and
kept both in the collection, probably for study pur-
poses (¥19og. 264).

Although Freer was regarded as a leading expert
and collector of Chinese art, he had no formal training
in the subject, or in Buddhism. In his time Chinese
painting scholarship was still at its infancy in Europe
and America, where few authenticated carly paintings
were available for study. A number of paintings Freer
considered to belong to the Song dynasty have been
reattributed and given a Ming (1368-16.44) or a Qing
dynasty date. A group of fuokan paintings he acquired
as works by the Chinese painter Li Gonglin has been
reassigned to the fourteenth-century Japanese artist
Rydzen (F19og.297). Freer named all the sculpures
of bodhisattvas he studied at Longmen Guanymn
regardless of their different identities and attributes,
Given the large-scale pillage that took place soon
after he left China, Freer's detailed observations on
Chinese Buddhist objects and sites in his diary and
correspondence along with the photographs and rub
bings he commissioned remain valuable despite these
Crrors.

Spiritual quest

Freer's initial interest in Buddhism can be raced back
to 1894 and 1893, when he began to study Buddhbist
monuments during his first visit to Sri Lanka, India
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and Japan. He came to the Longmen Caves in 1gro,
not only as an art student burt also as a pilgrim of
sorts embarking on a spiritual journey. His diary and
correspondence, often mixing the objective and the
emotive, revealed an intensely spiritual and nearly
mystical experience. He noted the impact Longmen
had on him:

Its grip upon me constantly increases, it makes me almaost
feverish an influence from the souls of these stone saints . , |
Centuries of work of the great Chinese artistic periods are
represented here — it cannot be appreciated in full by any
one person during an average life time, Its beauty is varied
and has something new 1o disclose cach time 1t is seen, It’s
of a fascinating and illusive kind. Behind and deeper is its
spiritual meaning which forces itself upon one constantly,
and this side of the matter is entirely beyond my under-
standing. I should have 10 live many lives to grasp ic.®

Although Freer was not formally initiated into
Buddhism, he related on a personal level o the
Buddhist concepts of suffering, incarnation and
enlightenment, having experienced a difficule child-
hood, the premarure deaths of his parents and siblings,
and his retirement from active business in his mid-
forties. Buddhist teachings and art objects offered
him an opportunity to be in communion with a higher
realm bevond the gruesome rcality he had o deal with,
The acute awareness of mortality duc to his deterio-
rating heath toward the end of his life added a sense
of urgency to his search for spiritual consolation and
therapeutic power in Buddhist art, When Freer was
seriously ill, his close friend and fellow art collector
Agnes Ernst Mever ( 1887-1970) brought him a pair of
hands broken off from a ceramic fuphan figure. Meyer
observed Freer's deep emotional response to their
spiritual quality: ‘Frequently he sat thoughtfully in
his big armchair next 1o the window lovingly clasping
these hands in his.™

Freer’s fascination with Chinese Buddhist art can
be placed in a broader intellectual and social con-
text in the late nineteenth and the carly twentieth
centuries. As the notion of the religion of art - thar
is, the experience of art as a mystical moment of
contact with a world beyond ordinary conscious-
ness — gained currency in Euro-American art circles,
Chinese Buddhist art, particularly that encoun-
tered by Freer i sity at Longmen, appealed to him
as a perfect manifestation of the confluence of art
and religion.¥ The instability of rapid industri-
alization and urbanization, economic upheaval, and

war spurred an interest in things long ago and far
away. Ireer, as well as his fellow Asian art collectors
Fenollosa and William Sturgis Bigelow (1850~1926),
turned to artistic and spiritual traditions in Asia,
In the United States, there was a growing interest
in Buddhism, marked by the World’s Parliament
of Religions in Chicago in 1893 when Saen Shaky
{(1860-1919) travelled 10 the US 10 represent the
Zen school. When Freer embarked on his first Asian
journey to visit Buddhist sites in 1894, The Gospel of
Buddha, an anthology of addresses presented at the
World’s Parliament of Religions, was published

Preserve or purchase?

From the early 19108 onwards, major Chinese sites
including Longmen were severely damaged due to
the lack of carc and protection, and the subsequent
removal of sculptures from their sites and their dis-
persal to Japan, Europe and the United States, The
pillage on a massive scale of important Buddhist
cave temples coincided with the onset of instability
in China. Turmoil and weak Bovernance encouraged
illicit practices in the antique trade, as observed by
the prominent international dealer of Chinese art
C.T. Loo: ‘Following the Revolution in 1911 sculp-
tures gradually came into the market and many fine
examples were taken from the Lung men [Longmen)
caves.”™ Although Chinese laws and regulations
restricting the export of antiquities were in existence
as early as 1914, dealers found ways to sccure and
ship large-scale, high-quality picces out of China.¥
During and after his visit in 1910 to the Longmen
Cave Temples, Freer was alerted to the man-made and
natural damage to the site, He arrived at a time when the
caves were given little attention by the Chinese. During
his two-week stay, he saw only a couple of native visi-
tors. The local government wag preoccupied more with
riots and crimes perpetrated by bandits rather than
cultural heritage preservation. Inside the caves Freer
noticed missing parts, as well as poorly made additions,
plaster restorations and garish added colours, which
compromised the aesthetic quality of the caves and
their sculptural programmes, He saw in many places
damage to sculptures caused by secping water, which
resulted in surface dissolution and mineral deposition.
After Freer returned o Detroit from his last visit to
China, he was prompted by what he had witnessed to
establisha plan foran American instirute of archacology
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in China. In 1911 Freer expressed his hope that the
American government would appoint a committee to
protect precious art objects in ancient cities in China
so that, through research conducted by American
scholars, the world could gain a better understanding
of these Chinese treasures.® In 1913, Freer received
the disturbing news that the cave temples at Longmen
had been looted on a large scale by dealers and by local
people with the cooperation of Chinese officials, This
added a sense of urgency to Freer’s vision to build
the archacological institute based on collaboration
between the Chinese government and international
experts. Unfortenately, his plan evaporated, largely
due to the outbreak of World War 1.%

For the most part of his stay at Longmen in 1910,
Freer was accompanied only by his assistants and by
soldiers supplicd by local officials to protect him. While
opportunitics presented themselves, Freer was not
directly involved in removing or purchasing any signifi-
cant stone sculptures from the Longmen Caves or from
other sites during this visit to China. However, he pur-
chased from unknown sources in Kaifeng, a city about
100 miles from Longmen, five stone fragments report-
edly from Longmen, measuring 5 to g inches in width
at a cost of St cach (F1gi1.545-549). Their incomplete
state and less atractive appearance suggested that they
were probably collected as study pieces. Before his
departure, he coliected as mementos thirty-nine peb-
bles from the bank of the Yi River that runs between
the castern and western mountains of Longmen, where
hundreds of caves were located. He had cach of them
fitted with a wooden stand so that they could serve as
weights when he wished to view Chinese handscrolls,
Freer's choice of not removing significant objects
directly from Buddhist sites in China was carefully
made to avoid any association with looting, and beyond
this diplomatic consideration, Freer in his diary and
correspondence expressed sincere respect for Chinese
art, culture and people as well as a strong desire to pre-
serve ancient moments in China,

After 1911, despite Freer’s awareness of his sta-
tus a5 a leading art collector and the impact of his
collecting activities on the art market, he actively
acquired important stone sculpeures, including the
standing Guanyin probably from the Wanfo Cave
at Longmen, offered by the art dealer Kelekian
(F1916.364). Freer preferred picces that were
already outside of China at the time of his purchases,
probably to avoid the stigma of association with the

looting of Buddhist sites. Such a practice, com-
monly accepted by American collectors and insti-
tutions in the early years of the twentieth century,
helped generate a demand for Chinese Buddhist
sculptures in America. One of the justifications
for such practice was the *salvage paradigm’, that
Chinese Buddhist sculptures were seen to be held
in negligence or in peril and should be saved and
appreciated by the Americans equipped with sci-
entific knowledge and aesthetic sensibility. Freee's
collecting of Chinese art was also justified by the
universalist collecting and display philosophy envi-
sioned for his future museum: ‘My greatest desire
has been to unite modern work with masterpicces
of certain periods of high civilization harmonious
in spiritual suggestion, having the power to broaden
esthetic culiure and the grace to elevate the human
mind.”™ While Freer was genuinely generous in
muaking his collection accessible through public dis-
plavs in the exhibition space and private viewings in
the spacious study rooms designed for visitors and
scholars in the gallery to be built, he approached
Chinese Buddhist art mainly with the American
audience in mind, as he noted in 1910, after his
visit to the Guyang Cave — onc of his favourite cave
temples at Longmen: “The scale and exquisite pro-
portion of the decorative features of this temple are
inspiring. I wish that all young American architects
and decorators might see this work.™

Freer's collecting of Chinese Buddhist art was a
matter of knowledge, spiritual and acsthetic inter-
est, as well as strategy and competition. A shrewd
businessman and ambitious collector, he approached
his subject with a vision of building an outstanding
muscum collection in the West. The desire to pur-
chase Buddhist objects removed from their origimal
sites muay have been prompred by not wishing to be
left behind by other collectors and institutions. In
1919, ten days before his death, Freer wrote to the
Shanghai-based dealer K. T. Wang, specifying items
he would like to acquire, such as one or two fine
carly Buddhist paintings and one or two carly block-
printed books illustrated with drawings of Buddhist
deities.” This suggested Freer's close attention to the
collecting activities of a number of European explor-
ers in China. In 1907 Aurel Stein (1862-1943) became
the first Furopean to enter Cave 17 in Dunhuang,
which contained over 40,000 carly manuscripts. Stein
removed some 7,000 manuseripts to be sent to the

413




DAISY V1Y

British Muscum, including the world's carliest com-
plete survival of a dated prinied book made in §68 -
the Diamond Sutra with an illustrated frontispicee.
A few months after Stein's trip, the French Sinologist
Paul Pelliot (1878-1943) studied the remainder of the
manuscripts in the cave and purchased items now at
the Guimet Muscum and the National Library of
France. In 1907 Edouard Chavannes came to Ching
1o tour many Buddhist monuments and sites, which
resulied in the publication of the multi-volume
Mission archévlogiyne dans It Chine septentriongle
between 19og and 191 5. This publication made major
Chinese Buddhist sites and sculptures known interna-
tionally to scholars, dealers, and collectors like Freer;
umintentionally, it also stimulated interest in the
removal of works from their sites, 5

Freer was also alert 10 the seminal interest in
Chinese Buddhist art on the part of other collect-
ing institutions in the US, For cxample, Okakura
Kakuzd (1862-191 3) a consultant to the Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston (and later, the museum’s curator
of Chinese and Japanese art) was in China in 19067
and again in 1912 to purchase Chinese works for
the museum, with a particular interest in Buddhist
and Daoist paintings and sculptures. As two of the
Most active museum collection-builders of their
time in the field of Chinese art, Okakura and Freer
were probably aware of each other’s ambitions. The
University Museum in Philadelphia in 1916, and the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 1918,
featured prominently large-scale Chinese Buddhist
sculptures in their displays of Chinese ary.*

Freer's fetlow American collectors of Chinese art,
such as John Pierpont Morgan (1837-1913), Henry
Frick (1849-1919), and John D Rockefeller, Jr.
(1874~1960), concentrated on high-value later ceram-
ics. For example, Rockefeller in 1915 paid over S1.5
million for a group of Ming and Qing porcehins
from the Morgan collection through the art dealer
Joseph Duveen ( 1869-1939).% Although Freer had
accumulated considerable wealth, his resources for
art acquisition were in no way comparable 1o those of
Rockefeller. To excel, Freer had to formulate a unique
acquisition strategy to collect intelligently, seek-
ing less-understood but important and rare objects.
Buddhist stone sculptures, as g newly emerged and
relatively inexpensive category, met Freer’s collect-
ing criteria. The art dealer Marcel Bing ( 1875-1920)
reportedly purchased the head of a Buddhist image

414

OU WANG

in China for 10 Chinese dollars, Another dealer,
C. T Loo, commented thar the rising popular-
ity of sculptures encouraged him 10 develop a new
line in Chinese art.™ Freer purchased in 1913 from
a Parisian dealer the sixth-century seated bodhisat-
tva originally from the North Cave at the Northern
Xiangtangshan (Frg1 3-57) for the sum of $5,000 while
John D. Rockefeller, Jr. was paying ten times as much
for a seventeenth- or cighteenth-century enamel por-
cclain figure in 191597

Conclusion

"This article has traced qualitatively and quantitatively
the development of Freer's Chinese Buddhist art col-
lection from 1902 to 1914. Although Freer hag long
been considered a collector who embodied the notion
of art for art’s sake, his collection of Chinese Buddhist
art is shown here to have been conditioned by many
factors, including acsthetic, intellectual and spiritual
considerations as well the art market and interna-
tional relations, This case-study will help towards an
understanding of the complex dynamics in collect-
ing Chinese Buddhist art in carly twentieth-century
America. Despite the limitations in Freer's collecting
activities, his legacy has brought seminal interest in
Chinese Buddhist art to the United Suates, and con-
tinues to inspire new projects o broaden its access
and enrich our understanding of it in America and
beyond,

Supplementary information

Online appendices at jhuuxﬁardjnurna!s.urg record,
respectively, Charles Lang Freer’s Chinese acqui-
sitions for the Freer Gallery of Ar, 1893-1919),
his Chinese acquisitions for the year 1916, and his
Chinese Buddhist acquisitions for that year.

Address for correspondence

Curator of Chinese and Fast Asian Arr, Peabody Fssex Museam,
Last India Square Salem. MA, org70, USA,
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