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Fig. 1
Water-Moon Guanyin,
Northern China,
12th century (front).
Polychromed wood.

Rijksmuseum Amster-

dam, on long term
loan from the Society
of Friends of Asiatic
Art. Photograph

Rijksmuseum, c. 1999.
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The Chinese
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New technical and art historical insights
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O ne of the unanimously acclaimed
masterpieces of the collection
of Asiatic art in the Rijksmuseum is
the Chinese wooden sculpture of the
seated Guanyin.! The life size human
figure, with its introspective, serene
expression and its elegant and com-
pletely relaxed pose, attracks every-
body’s attention. Although the Chi-
nese male physical ideal of a slim yet
stocky body with rounded limbs and
a full face contrasts strongly with the
European ideal of a tall, taut, broad-
shouldered muscular figure, looking
the spectator straight in the eye, this
does not prevent Westerners from
appreciating the sculptural qualities
of the statue (figs. 1-3).

At the time of its acquisition, in
1939, it was considered to be a great
work of art and the limited informa-
tion about it was regarded as of little
importance in relation to its great
beauty. The sculpture is still a very
important asset to the collection today
and has frequently been published as
such.2 It is one of a number of com-
parable Buddhist images, all made
of polychromed wood and seated in
roughly the same relaxed way, which

[ ]

were added to European and Northern
American collections in the early 20th
century, a period when the decline of
Buddhism in China coincided with the
growth of interest in Chinese and
other Asiatic art in the West.3

Given it measured up to current
European aesthetic norms, Buddhist
sculpture from the various regions in
Asia — provided they could withstand
the European standard of aesthetics
of the day — was part of the repertory
of sought-after works of art. This
new movement of recognition and
aesthetic appreciation of traditional
arts made for the domestic markets in
Asia, was represented in the Nether-
lands by the Society of Friends of Asi-
atic Art (Vereniging van Vrienden der
Aziatische Kunst). To further its aims
the Society, founded in 1918, mounted
exhibitions, organised lectures, pub-
lished high quality reproductions of
important works of Asiatic art and
built up a collection. The President of
the Society, H.K. Westendorp (1868-
1941), and the Secretary and later
Curator, H.F.E. Visser (1890-1965),
were strategists in the battlefield of
the international art market and the
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Fig. 2
Water-Moon Guanyin,
Northern China,
12th century (back).
Polychromed wood.
Rijksmuseum, Am-
sterdam. Photograph

Rijksmuseum, c. 1999.

Fig. 3
Water-Moon Guanyin,
Northern China,
12th century (base).
Polychromed wood.
Rijksmuseum, Am-
sterdam. Photograph

Rijksmuseum, c. 1999.
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art circles at home. The two of them
determined the policy of the Society
for about a quarter of a century and
were able to built up an excellent col-
lection of major works of Asiatic art,
which still form the core of the collec-
tion of the Department of Asiatic Art
of the Rijksmuseum. Although from
different social backgrounds, Westen-
dorp and Visser were of one mind
about the definition of the Asiatic art
that the Society ought to promote.
Westendorp, of Amsterdam patri-
cian stock and married to Betsy
Osieck, a painter belonging to the
group of the ‘Amsterdamse Joffers’ of
similar background, was himself a for-
midable collector of Japanese ceramics
and other Asiatic and European art.
He was very influential in Amsterdam
art circles: not only was he President
of the Society of Friends of Asiatic
Art, but he was also President of the
Society for the Formation of a Public
Collection of Contemporary Art,
popularly known as: Society with the
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Long Name (de Vereeniging tot het
Vormen van eene Openbare Verzame-
ling van Hedendaagsche Kunst, or
Vereniging met de Lange Naam), based
in the Stedelijk Museum in Amster-
dam. It was through him that in 1932
the Society’s Museum of Asiatic Art
(Museum van Aziatische Kunst) was
housed in the gallery overlooking the
garden of the Stedelijk Museum.

Visser, a Dutch engineer of assimi-
lated Jewish background, who had
trained in Germany, continuously was
engaged in writing about the apprecia-
tion of Asiatic art, reviewing exhibi-
tions and new installations in galleries
and museums, visiting national and
international art dealers, enticing col-
lectors to buy the right art objects,
corresponding with every expert in
any branch of Asiatic art in the world
and pressuring persons of any sort for
acquisition money. Naturally, it was
Visser who spotted and secured the
prized Guanyin sculpture for the
Society.

367




368

BULLETIN VAN HET RIJKSMUSEUM

For any major acquisition for the
Museum of Asiatic Art Visser had to
go through an ordeal. The Dutch were
not used to spending a lot of money
on art, let alone on art without any
Dutch connection and from a far away
continent. In this case the threat of the
impending Second World War made
it even more difficult to raise money.
Moreover, the desired sculpture of
Guanyin was in New York, another
continent again, with the widow of the
well-known banker and collector Otto
Kahn. Only through the perseverance
of Visser was it finally acquired. The
Vereniging Rembrandt was of great
assistance, as were several members
of the Society. In the end even Mrs.
Kahn helped by lowering the price.
Then, sadly, the sculpture was on dis-
play only for two months, since by the
end of 1939 all the works of art had to
be removed from the galleries because
of the danger of air attacks. Not until
six years later, late in 1945, was the
Guanyin installed again.4

Soon after the sculpture was put
back on display to the public, the idea
arose of restoring it to its original
appearance. It was covered in several
layers of paint, put on to preserve it
over the centuries it was worshipped.
[ts appearance was that of a gilded
sculpture, but in one place, at the back
of the raised right knee, the original
polychromy of the Bodhisattva’s rich
cloth shimmered through. The textile
pattern, a network of rare fine gold
leaf known by the Japanese term
‘kirikane’ or ‘cut gold’, looked par-
ticularly appealing. The conservator
F.A.J. Smoorenburg (1912-1963) was
commissioned to undertake the work
and the cleaning of the sculpture was,
indeed, considered a great success.
Some of the polychrome layers were
removed. Gilded areas of bare flesh —
the face, arms, breast, etc. — on a red
brown priming were uncovered. The
red loincloth decorated with a pattern
of clouds and phoenixes enriched by
the very fine kirikane was particularly

admired. Moreover, by the removal
of the paint layers the overall shape
gained its original sculptural qualities.s
The results of recent investigation
of a Chinese wooden sculpture in the
Victoria & Albert Museum compara-
ble to the Rijksmuseum Guanyin® in
particular and the increasing interest
in post-Tang Dynasty (618-907) Bud-
dhist sculptures in general have stimu-
lated new examination of the Rijks-
museum Guanyin’s iconography and
origins in the Buddhist art of China,
as well as its material and technique
and the way it was treated during wor-
ship and also thereafter.” Since these
various investigations were able to
profit from each other, opening the
way to more and wider new insights,
an unexpectedly rich conclusion can
now be presented here.

Identification
It used to be thought that Guanyin
sculptures of this type were made
in Shanxi province, in the area of the
river Fen, during the Jin dynasty (r115-
1234). Nowadays differences in style
have been noted and one cannot say
more than: Northern China in the
eleventh to thirteenth centuries. The
Rijksmuseum Guanyin is generally
ascribed to the twelfth century. The
figure can be identified as a particular
manifestation of the Bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara, known in Chinese
as Guanyin.

Bodhisattvas seated in a natural
setting in a relaxed pose with one
leg pulled up, have been identified as
representations of the Water-Moon
Guanyin (Chinese: Shuiyue Guanyin,
fig. 4)® by comparison with paintings
dating to the 10th century from the
Buddhist cave temples in Dunhuang,?
in Western Kansu, on the border of
Chinese Turkestan. This Bodhisattva
is mentioned in the last chapter of
the Flower Garland Sitra (Chinese:
Huayanjing), in which a boy called
Sudhana, who is in search of enlight-
enment, visits and questions fifty-



Fig. 4
Water-Moon Guanyin,
Central Asia, 1oth
century. Colours on
paper. From: Jaques
Gies, Les arts de ’Asie
Centrale — La Collec-
tion Paul Pelliot du
musée Guimet, vol. 1,
Paris 1995, fig. 83-1.
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three ‘wise teachers’. Guanyin, the
twenty-eighth of these teachers, is

found residing at his home, Mount
Potalaka (Chinese: Putuoshan), a
mountain situated on an island. The
text describes the Bodhisattva sitting
on a diamond boulder in a clearing
surrounded by willow trees and bam-
boo.!° Images of divine beings seated
in a reclining pose with one leg pulled
up and the foot resting on the throne,
many examples of which comparable
to the Rijksmuseum one are now pre-
served in Western collections, have
been identified as representations of
this particular manifestation of
Guanyin."

The seated pose
Comparison with early painted ver-
sions of the Water-Moon Guanyin
sheds light on the seated pose and that
of the left leg in particular. A rocky,
grove-like setting on an island as seen
in Dunhuang painting is attested by
textual sources, but the relaxed seated
pose is not. On the contrary, in the
last chapter of the Flower Garland
Sutra, when Guanyin is receiving
Sudhana, the Bodhisattva is described
as sitting in the meditation position
or lotus posture with crossed legs. In
visual renderings of this textual pas-
sage from the 1oth century onwards
Water-Moon Guanyin assumes vari-
ous poses. On a banner painting in
Dunhuang the Bodhisattva is shown
seated in a natural setting in the lotus
posture. In another example he is
depicted with the ankle of his right,
raised leg lying on the knee of the left
leg, which is hanging down in a pose
similar to the half-lotus posture (Chi-
nese: ban jiejia fuzuo). Sometimes the
Bodhisattva is clasping the raised knee
with both hands in a quite casual man-
nee.’=

The back of a bronze mirror in the
Seiryo6ji temple in Japan (fig. 5), which
is also dated to the roth century,
shows the Bodhisattva reclining in
exactly the same way as the Rijksmu-
seum sculpture, with one leg lying flat
and the other pulled up with the foot
on the surface of the throne, a pose
also assumed by other sculptural
representations such as the one in the
Saint Louis City Art Museum. This
pose and its variation with the left leg
hanging down are thought to have
originated in India, where they are fre-
quently met with Buddhist and Hindu
figures. They are therefore called
poses of royal ease (Sanskrit: mahara-
Jjalilasana).'+ These relaxed sitting pos-
tures appear from the roth century
onwards in China, which they could
have reached via Sri Lanka.'s The Chi-
nese pose of royal ease is reserved to
Guanyin and can be observed in early
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Fig. s
Circular bronze mirror
with a depiction of
Water-Moon Guanyin,
1oth century. Diam.
1.3 cm, Seiry6-ji
temple, Japan. From:
Pan Liangwen, 1996,
fig. 10.
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representations of manifestations of
this Bodhisattva, such as a 1oth cen-
tury print, showing the Eleven-headed
and Six-armed Guanyin accompanied
by two smaller depictions of the
Water-Moon Guanyin in the left and
right upper corners.'® Here Guanyin is

shown seated in quite a casual, relaxed
way. Later murals from Dunhuang
also show Water-Moon Guanyin sit-
ting in various relaxed ways. To be
seated in some relaxed way without
further specification is apparently the
characteristic element of the royal ease
pose. The observations mentioned
above show that the variation with the
left leg lying in front of the Bodhisattva
on the throne surface is known from
representations of Water-Moon
Guanyin from the 1oth century on-
wards. Therefore, both positions of
the left leg, hanging down from, or
laying flat on the throne surface, are
acceptable in the Chinese Buddhist
tradition.

As traces of clay have been discov-
ered by Aleth Lorne on the bottom of
the sculpture, the throne was perhaps
made out of clay, like the grotto-like

wall mentioned above, and not neces-
sarily out of wood, as in the case of
the Guanyin sculpture in the Victoria
& Albert Museum in London. Clay is
frequently used as a material for the
surrounding elements and for restora-
tions on Buddhist sculptures, as can
be seen on the crown of the Amster-
dam Guanyin.

The setting, the secondary

figures and the location
As can be shown by comparison with
wall-paintings in the Dunhuang cave
temples dating from the 11th to 13th
centuries, the relaxed seated Guanyin
is not on his own, but is being visited
by the boy Sudhana, who has come to
question him."” The boy is standing
on a piece of land separated from the
Bodhisattva by a narrow strip of
water and is slightly bowing with his
hands clasped in front of his chest in
respectful greeting. Some sculptural
representations also show the boy
standing in front of Guanyin. So far
the earliest known example, discov-
ered by Jan Fontein, is a stone relief
in the Northern Pagoda at the Beishan
cave temple in Dazu, Sichuan
province. It is dated to the mid 12th
century.'

Yet another figure may accompany
Guanyin. The Dragon Princess
Longnii is associated with the Bod-
hisattva, but was added to Water-
Moon Guanyin’s entourage slightly
later. According to esoteric scriptures,
Longnii, the daughter of the Dragon
King, presented a jewel to Guanyin
out of gratitude for the Bodhisattva
having revealed the Buddhist law to
her and her father.'9 Such a group of
figures around Water-Moon Guanyin
dating to the Ming Period (1368-1644)
is preserved in excellent condition in
the Guanyin Hall of Shuanglinsi tem-
ple in Shaanxi province. The Bod-
hisattva is seated in royal ease on a
rocky throne with his back shielded by
a screen depicting rugged stones. The
boy Sudhana and the Dragon Princess



Fig. 6
Water-Moon Guanyin
with Sudhana and
Longnii, 14-15th
century. Clay with
colours. In situ in
the Guanyin Hall,
Shuanglinsi, Shanxi
Province. From:
Zhongguo fojiao
wenhua yanjiusuo
(Chinese Research
Institute of Buddhist
Culture) (ed.), ‘Shanxi
fojiao caisu’ (Buddhist
Clay Sculptures of
Shanxi Province)

Beijing 1991, fig. 108.
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appear floating on clouds above and
worshipping the Bodhisattva (fig. 6).
Images of Water-Moon Guanyin are
also to be found in another place in
Northern-Chinese Buddhist temples.
Like a Chinese palace, the temple-
complexes are commonly oriented on
a north-south axis on which stand the
main buildings like the image-hall(s),
lecture-hall and monk’s-quarters.
Flanking the main buildings and form-
ing courtyards with them, there may
be various side-halls dedicated to Bod-
hisattvas or guardian deities etc. In the
main image-hall of a temple images of
Water-Moon Guanyin with attendants
are often encountered sitting back to
back with the main Buddha-assembly
so that they seem to be guarding the
back of the central hall, where there
is often a back door leading into the
next courtyard. An example of such a
Water-Moon Guanyin with attendants
behind the main altar is seen in the
temple of Dulesi (fig. 7) dating from
the Liao-Period (907-1125). Assem-
blies like this, in which Guanyin is
accompanied by guardian deities, can
also be attested in several other halls
of Jin (1115-1234)?° and Ming-Period
temples in Northern China. In Dulesi
the guardian deity Weituo,*' one of the
32 generals who guard Buddha’s law, is
venerating Guanyin. Therefore it may
be assumed, that one of the main
functions of deities in this position is
to protect the Buddha’s realm against
evil spirits.

Fig. 7
Guanyin on Mount
Potalaka, Liao
Dynasty, 984. Clay
with colours, h. 120
cm. Guanyin Pavillion,
Dulesi, Hebei
Province. From:
Gridley, 2001, fig. 6.
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Fig. 8
Water-Moon Guanyin,
ioth century. Colours
on paper, 82.9 x 29.6
cm. Stein Collection,
British Museum, Lon-
don. From: Whitfield,
Roderick: The Art of
Central Asia — The
Stein Collection in the
British Museum. Vol. 2,
New York 1983,

fig. 52-1.
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The halo or full moon disk
Halos are often found behind the
heads or the entire figures of enlight-
ened beings, symbolising the light
emanating from them, but in the case
of Water-Moon Guanyin the halo also
has a special meaning, calling to mind
the disk of the moon.?? That a full
moon-like halo emphasises the icono-
graphy of Water-Moon Guanyin is
indicated by paintings from Dun-

BULLETIN VAN HET RIJKSMUSEUM

huang23 such as the earliest represen-
tation of Water-Moon Guanyin of
AD. 943 in a painting of the Thousand-
armed and Thousand-eyed Guanyin
(Musée Guimet) and a painting of the
1oth century (Aurel Stein Collection,
British Museum, fig. 8). The Chinese
mirror in the Seiry6ji Temple in Japan
on which Water-Moon Guanyin is
engraved, as mentioned above, indi-
cates in a specific way the Buddhist
idea that the illusory nature of all phe-
nomena is expressed by the deceptive
reflection of the moon in water.24 The
mirror, as the surface for the repre-
sentation of Water-Moon Guanyin, is
itself a symbol of delusive reflections,
while at the same time its circle serves
as the full moon-like halo surrounding
the image (fig. 5). However, in respect
of three-dimensional representations
of Water-Moon Guanyin it is more
difficult to come to a conclusion,
mostly because only few examples are
known of this Bodhisattva in his origi-
nal setting and the only one showing a
large halo behind the back is the clay
sculpture of Water-Moon Guanyin in
the Liao Dynasty temple hall of Dulesi
in North China, dated to 984 (fig. 7).
The wooden dowels at the back
of the Water-Moon Guanyin in the
Victoria & Albert Museum may have
been the attachment for a halo sur-
rounding the upper body. In their
report Larson and Kerr suggest that
this sculpture was attached to a back-
ground, possibly of painted or gilded
rocks.?¢ Sculptural examples of the
Water-Moon Guanyin placed in front
of mountainous screens are known
still in situ, but the backs of those
sculptures are never attached to the
screens. This makes it more likely that
a halo, as seen in the sculpture in the
Dulesi temple hall mentioned above,
may have been attached to the back
of the Water-Moon Guanyin in the
Victoria & Albert Museum. Whether
the Rijksmuseum Water-Moon
Guanyin was provided with a halo is
more difficult to ascertain. The rec-
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tangular cavities in the back, one at
the height of the shoulder blade, the
other below the waist, may derive
from the attachment of a large halo
surrounding the upper body, but their
positions one above the other to the
left of the spine and not in the centre,
seem unsuitable for this purpose.
What other function they may have
had is impossible to tell at this stage.

The construction
The sculpture of the seated Bodhi-
sattva is composed of many pieces
of wood, the smooth, even surface of
which may be observed through the
losses in the paint layers. Most of the
wood has been identified as a species
of willow, a tree that grows in humid
regions such as along the river Fen in
Shanxi province, and also in the more
temperate climate of Northern China;
three original fragments are of
paulownia wood. They are the right
hand, the right arm, and a thin plate
on the side of the right leg. No survey
of the types of wood used for Chinese
religious sculpture exists as yet, but it
seems obvious that the wood carvers
would have used trees locally available
and suitable for carving.>”

The Guanyin is composed of no

fewer than thirty-one blocks of wood.
Most of the joints have become visible
over time, making it possible to detect
much of the construction, which was
later confirmed by radiography.®

The torso is carved out of a single
huge tree trunk (60 cm in diameter).
The head, the legs, and the arms,
which are joined to the central block,
are themselves made of several parts.
The closer to the extremities, the more
fragments are used. This is a technical
solution for the manufacturing of
large size wooden figures, which may
have its origin in early Indian sculp-
ture.? An advantage is that the sculp-
ture is stronger because the grain of
the wood can run in the same direc-
tion as the limbs, but a disadvantage
is that the large number of joints form
the weak spots. The technique allows
the proportions of the figure to be
adjusted by the addition of an extra
piece of wood. The right upper leg of
the Rijksmuseum’s Guanyin and the
lower part of the back have been thick-
ened in this way, for example. Large
and medium sized parts are joined by

dowels, while the small parts are sim-
ply glued together.

Fig. 9
Detail of seated
Guanyin, nth century.
Clay with colours,
h. c. 50 cm. Provincial
Museum Zhejiang,
Hangzhou. Photo
Petra Résch.
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Fig. 10
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
see figs. 1-3. X-ray
photograph, detail of
right leg.
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The radiographs show that dowels
have been used for joining pieces of
wood which are in line. Without a
dowel the glue bond between the end-
grain surfaces would not be strong
enough. The radiographs also show
tenons, rectangular blocks joining two
solid blocks of wood, as for instance
in the right thigh. They are 7-8 cm
long, 5-6 cm wide and probably 1.5 cm
high (fig. 10). Unlike the dowels, the
tenons join large blocks of wood with
the grain in the transversel direction.
Thanks to their large size and posi-
tion, these rectangular tenons are able

to withstand high pressure.

RIJKSMUSEUM

The damage, repairs

and alterations to the

wooden body
Considering its age and history, the
sculpture is in good condition. Most
of the damage is physical in nature and
in all likelihood due to protracted
neglect as well as the removal and
transportation of the image from its
original place. There is some insect-
infestation, particularly at the back,
where it has caused the loss of a sec-
tion of wood, and there are shrinkage
cracks in various places. The joints
came loose and some of the blocks of
wood are missing, including the toes
of the left foot, part of the loin cloth
and two strands of hair running from
the ears to the back of the shoulder.
At the back a section behind the left
ear and large sections below the left
shoulder and at the waist are missing.
The X-rays have revealed early repairs
by means of small wooden pins of a
circular section.3® At a later period
many handmade iron nails of different
sizes, as well as huge iron cramps,
have been used to reinforce the joints.
Some of the open joints have been
filled in by a whitish material which
seems to be a white clay or chalk
mixed with animal glue.

Other damages are deliberate and
more difficult to explain. The head has
been roughly sawn off and refixed in
its original place. The jagged saw cut
running from the upper part of the
back and shoulders to the folds below
the chin is clearly visible in the early
photographs (figs. 16, 17). The 1946
restoration concealed it at the front
(fig. 18), but it can still be seen at the
back. The sawing off of the head may
have caused further damage. At the
nape of the neck and behind the left
ear part of the wood has come off and
two strands of hair are gone.

The present condition of the left leg
suggests that this part of the figure
has also been subjected to repairs. The
tip of the loin cloth laying flat in front
of the leg has been joined on in such a
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way that the folds on it do not match
up with those in the cloth on the leg.
A long unpainted piece of wood has
been fixed behind the folded leg in
order to adjust its thickness, while the
surface of the left thigh was remod-
elled in 1946 by a thick layer of gyp-
sum painted brown in order to hide

a wide deep crack, as can be seen on
the earliest known photograph of the
Rijksmuseum Guanyin (fig. 16).3"
Finally, some of the folds of the loin
cloth behind the left leg, which now
lie in a horizontal position, have been
roughly broken off and removed

(fig. 11).

Examination of the underside of
the sculpture provided clues for the
interpretation of the general disorder
around the left leg (fig. 3). The first
observation was that deep, wide
cracks had endangered the solidity of
the underside. The second was that
the joinery detectable through the
splits and open joints showed that the
leg had originally been in a vertical
hanging position and that it had been
turned go degrees at some time.

Traces of original polychrome layers
on the fragments fixed to the leg indi-
cated that they were re-used parts
belonging to the original construction.
The change of the position of the leg
also explained why the folds of the
loin cloth behind it had been broken

off and why there was a pin hole under

the left foot. This may have been used
originally to fix it to a support now
lost.

The left hand of the Bodhisattva
making the gesture of resting with its
palm on the surface of the throne is
actually floating above it. The tip of
the scarf curling down the arm, on
which the hand is placed in most simi-
lar Water-Moon Guanyin sculptures,
is missing. The scarf now terminates
abruptly at wrist height where the
block of wood forming the arm also
terminates. The block forming the
hand shows a flat side where the
wrist meets the palm and does not fit
smoothly to the arm (fig. 2), contrast-
ing sharply with the subtle shapes of
the sculpture as a whole, particularly
in comparison with the right hand

Fig. 11
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
see figs. 1-3. View of
the left leg from

above.
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and arm.32 The block of the left hand
is joined to the arm by a dowel, but a
large handmade nail was later driven
through the joint. A careful examina-
tion of the radiographs shows that the
dowel joining the hand to the arm is
similar to the one of the right hand

in every aspect. The same pink flesh
tones of the early period are found

on the hand and the arm and the paint
layers are not disturbed by any repairs.
Everything seems to point to the origi-
nality of the hand. The only explana-
tion for the supporting hand not
touching the surface of the throne
would be that the throne surface,
representing a boulder, was raised at
that point, but that would be a rare
exception.

The original paint layers
Repairs and alterations are not con-
fined to the wooden body of the sculp-
ture. The many superimposed layers
of paint still present on the surface of
the sculpture, even where they were
reduced to small patches by the restor-
ation in 1946, give evidence of the
worship over the centuries. To apply a
new layer of paint was an act of devo-
tion attracting merit as well as helping
to maintain the sculpture, while at the
same time it offered an opportunity to
adapt the appearance of the sculpture
to the taste of the period. The remains
of the paint layers have been investi-
gated under the binocular microscope
in order to find out what the original
colour scheme of the sculpture was,
and how it developed over the cen-
turies. It has not as yet been possible
to identify the materials.

Eight or nine superimposed layers
of polychromy were observed on the
front of the sculpture. The back and
right side have never been over-
painted, probably because they could
not be seen by the worshippers or
because they were not accessible to
the painters, or perhaps for both rea-
sons. The layers of polychromy can be
divided into two homogeneous groups,

376

determined by their specific style.

The first group consists of the four
earliest layers of polychromy and is
characterised by a very naturalistic
style. The flesh tone was originally
pink and the hair was the dark blue
it ought to be according to the tradi-
tional colour scheme of the Bodhi-
sattva. The loin cloth reaching to
the ankles was red and decorated
with black figures of phoenixes and
clouds .33 Another piece of cloth also
draped around the lower body, but
covering the hips and thighs only, is
held in place by the same belt. The
border of this cloth was decorated
with a band of white, green and black
flowers. The same colours are used
for the foliage pattern painted on the
cloth partly covering the upper part of
the body (fig. 12). The scarf enveloping
the shoulders and curling down the
arms is black and its inside is painted

Fig. 12
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
see figs. 1-3. Detail of
the traces of original
polychromy on the
back, foliage pattern.



Fig. 13
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
see figs. 1-3. Detail of
a phoenix painted in a
reserved space on a
red background with
kirikane on the left

leg.
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with the same red as that of the loin
cloth. Red and black are the dominant
colours of the various cloths, with
additional touches of green and white.
The very mat cloth draped over the
lower part of the torso contrasts with
the slightly shiny red paint of the loin
cloth. This original colour scheme has
been repeated three times in succes-
sion in the same materials and tech-
nique, but with some variation in the
ornamentation.

The loin cloth may have been the
most elaborately finished part of the
clothing. The wood was first impreg-
nated by a very thin greyish layer of
priming. A thicker layer of priming
was applied on the construction joints
in order to make them less visible.
Then came a thin bright orange layer
which served to give depth and lustre
to the top layer of transparent red
paint. The mat black clouds, trees and
phoenixes were not painted on top of
the red layer, but the space for them
was left in reserve, the red paint run-

ning beyond their outlines (fig. 13).
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The kirikane
The loin cloth was overpainted twice
in red and continued to be decorated
with the same clouds and phoenixes. It
was only when it was repainted for the
second time (third polychrome layer)
that the paint layer was enriched by an
amazing pattern of very thin strips of
gold crossing each other endlessly.
This decoration technique, kirikane, is
achieved by folding and cutting gold
leaf into extremely narrow strips,
which are glued on to the surface and
arranged with great precision in geo-
metrical patterns.3+ Examination of
the Rijksmuseum Guanyin under the
microscope shows clearly that the
kirikane is spread like a network over
the whole surface of the loin cloth
with no consideration of the underly-
ing phoenix-and-cloud pattern. This
kirikane, laid bare by the 1946 restora-
tion, is of a very fine quality and well
preserved.

The rich kirikane is among the
most elaborate examples now extant
on Chinese sculptures. The pattern




Fig. 14
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
see figs. 1-3. Detail of
thickly overpainted
clouds (and trees?) on
a red background with
kirikane, on the right
side.
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of a star in a medallion, limited to the

knees, and the geometrical pattern of
segmented rhomboids covering the
largest part of the loin cloth, as well as
the leaf like border on the hem of the
loin cloth, show a variety in decorative
motifs. Not only the quality of the
kirikane on the Rijksmuseum Guanyin,
but also the growing number of other
Chinese Buddhist sculptures with
traces of this technique (fig. 11) be-
coming known to us, show that the
application of kirikane on wooden
sculptures must have been widespread
in China, at least during the 11th and
12th centuries.3s

The underlying decoration was dis-
regarded when the network of kirikane
was applied over the third layer of
phoenix-and-cloud motifs on a red
ground (fig. 14). On the one hand the
phoenix-and-cloud motif could have
been inspired by Liao Dynasty (907-
1125) textiles,3* while on the other,
the origins of complex geometrical
patterns of kirikane interwoven or
embroidered with silk or gold threats
are found in other Chinese textiles of
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the eleventh century.’” No combina-
tion of both patterns is known in
extant examples of textiles. Many
Japanese sculptures of the 11th and
12th centuries are decorated with
kirikane combined with polychrome
patterns and Japanese scholars assume
that some of these must have been
inspired by Chinese sculptures of
slightly earlier date.3® In these Japan-
ese sculptures geometrical kirikane
patterns are never applied over
coloured motifs, but surround them,
this in imitation of extant textile pat-
terns.’ Thus the application of the
kirikane pattern ignoring the under-
lying motifs on the Rijksmuseum
Guanyin is astonishing and indicates
that the kirikane was probably a sepa-
rate decoration.

Over the kirikane the sculpture was
given one more layer in the naturalistic
style. This last addition, however, was
limited to the phoenix-and-cloud
motifs, which were repainted with a
thick blue and green layer finished by
a few gold lines of kirikane following
the outlines. As this kirikane is of a
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lesser quality than that of the previous
layer (fig. 14) this partial overpainting
was probably not applied at the same
time. At present these overpaintings
can only be seen on the right side of
the sculpture, since the phoenixes and
clouds painted on the front were acci-
dentally removed during the 1946
restoration.4°

The layers of gilding
The next layers of paint indicate a
sudden change of style. The Guanyin
was gilded all over except for the
hair which remained dark blue. The
gilding is built up in the following
way: a greyish priming followed by an
opaque orange layer on which thick
gold leaves have been glued. The gold
leaves were finally covered by a var-
nish which has now darkened strongly.
This gilding has been repeated three
times, each time with similar materials
and technique. Strips of paper covered
with polychromy, which the conser-
vator Smoorenburg removed from
Guanyin’s surface in 1946 and kept
in his private files, were brought to
our attention only recently. They show
that the last two layers of gilding, if
not all of them, were each isolated
from the previous one by layers of
paper. This could not be discovered
by the examination by binocular
microscope. A similar practice has
been observed on the Victoria &
Albert Museum Guanyin.+

Most of the layers of gilding on the
Rijksmuseum Guanyin were removed
by the 1946 restoration. The gilding
visible at present is the remains of the
earliest layer. Only these gilded flesh
tones and a few patches here and there
prove that the Bodhisattva was once
gilded all over.

The gilded surface of the clothing
was enlivened by a raised pattern, as
can be seen on a photograph taken be-
fore the 1946 restoration (figs. 15-17).4>
Surface irregularities comparable to
an Italian pastiglio indicate the pres-
ence of raised decorations on the
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knees, the border of the loin cloth and
the cloth draped over the torso.# It is,
however, impossible to tell if these
patterns were part of the first gilded
layer or applied at a later stage. The
totally gilded surface combined with
raised decoration on the cloths was
meant to give the Guanyin the appear-
ance of a rich, chased and gilded
bronze, as suggested by Kerr and
Larson for comparable layers of gild-
ing found on the Victoria & Albert
Museum Guanyin.++ The same authors
date these layers to the Ming period
(1368-1644).45

The Chinese art

market c. 1930
When Herman Visser embarked on the
acquisition process for the Guanyin in
1939, it was not the first time he had
seen it. In the spring of 1929, when
visiting Berlin for the exhibition of
Chinese art, held from 12 January to
2 April, he had seen it at Tiergarten-
strasse 2, the premises of Edgar Worch
(1880-1972), whose business partner
Jorg Triibner (1901-1930) had brought
it in. At that time he had considered
the price too high.4¢ Berlin was one of
the European cities with a great inter-
est in things Chinese. The month of
May following on the exhibition saw
the sale of the well known Breuer col-
lection, while several other dealers
like Worch, who imported directly
from China, were based there.+
The Museum of Far Eastern Art had
opened in 19064% and the flourishing
Society for East Asian Art was
founded in 1926.4% Triibner had been
on a buying trip to China in order
to be able to offer a wide variety of
objects to the customers expected to
come to Berlin for the Chinese art
exhibition. An idea how much he was
able to secure on this trip can be
obtained from the book published in
his memory after his untimely death
the next year at the age of twenty-
nine. The Rijksmuseum Guanyin was
among his last acquisitions (fig. 15).5°
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Fig. 15
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin

in Berlin in 1929. From:

Kimmel (note 2),
Tafel 76.
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In the twenties and thirties Beijing,

an international metropolis housing
Western diplomats, artists, dealers
and many others, was the centre of a
very brisk trade in Chinese curios, art
and antiquities. Interest in the West in
Japanese and Chinese art had started
in the late 19th century, but now it was
at fever pitch. Any kind of object made
in any kind of material during any
point in time in China was brought on
to the Beijing market. Several Chinese
art dealers had established businesses,
but Western and Japanese ones had
also set up there for the lucrative
trade. Direct routes connected Beijing
with Berlin, Paris, London and New
York. The countryside was stripped

of anything man-made and movable.
Often the objects were forcibly re-
moved. They were eagerly awaited by
the many Westerners living in Beijing
who could count on a regular supply
of a wide choice of art objects, many
of which were of a kind not seen

before in the West. Collecting Chi-
nese art had become a true craze.s'

A photograph of the Rijksmuseum
Guanyin on page 299 of the book
Preuves des Antiquités reveals the
source of Triibner’s purchase (fig. 16).
[t must have been made before the
sculpture was transported to Berlin
before or early in 1929. The book,
published in Beijing in 1930 by the
Chinese art dealer Paul Houo-Ming-
Tse, is a very special one in many
ways. A de luxe publication of large
format with around 700 pages, it is at
the same time the story of his life and
a new history of Chinese art. The
author presents himself as a specialist
in antiquities and owner of the antique
shop ‘Ta-Kou-Tchai’ (‘Daguzhai’ =
‘Antique shop’). His life story starts
with his being a poor orphan and goes
on to show him attending a Christian
school, becoming a civil servant and
establishing himself at the age of
twenty-seven as a curio dealer in Bei-
jing and culminates with the presenta-
tion of his history of Chinese antiqui-
ties, which comprises the major part
of the book. He classifies the antiqui-
ties in categories, such as coins, seals,
books, bronze vessels, musical instru-
ments, paintings, wooden and bronze
sculptures, etc. Each category is intro-
duced by the author and illustrated by
photographs of objects from his own
extremely rich stock. The majority of
the text is in French, the captions to
the photographs in both Chinese and
French. Preuves des antiquités must
have been produced at the very height
of the author’s career, when he had
reached a certain age and felt he was a
made men. Two years later he had his
entire stock auctioned in Paris.>*

Preuves des antiquités shows, in few
words and many photographs, what
was happening at the time on the Chi-
nese antique market. One passage is
particularly telling: Paul Houo, at the
very beginning of his career as an art
dealer, sets out for Lingshi district in
Pingyang prefecture (in the south of




Fig. 16
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin
in Beijing in or before
1929. From: Houo-
Ming-Tse, (note 2),
p-299.
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Shanxi province on the river Fen) to
collect antiquities. He shows us a pho-
tograph of a completely broken down
cart in a landscape. The caption says
that the accident on the way could
have cost him his life, implying that
he put his life at stake for antiquities.
Several illustrations of the interior of
his shop and garden in the book are
dazzling for the enormous number
and variety of objects. He must have
joined in with the junk dealers pillag-
ing the country side around Beijing
and further out, collecting curios by
the cartload for the eager but often
ignorant Western customers in
Beijing.

Of the twenty or so life-size wooden
sculptures illustrated in Preuves des
antiquités, the Rijksmuseum Guanyin
has all the parts it had in Berlin, but
most of the others have lost one or

more hands and other extremities.
They appear to have been neglected
for a long time. It can be imagined

that while the sculptures were being
photographed for the book, the loose
parts were lying about, some of them
waiting to be reused to patch up defec-
tive sculptures. On one Water-Moon
Guanyin in Preuves des antiquités the
missing lower right arm and hand
were added before it was auctioned
two years later in Paris by Paul Houo-
Ming-Tse.53 Worse things also hap-
pened in Beijing: Buddhist sculptures
were fashioned out of wooden roof
beams and telegraph poles, and these
were also acquired as works of art by
keen Western collectors.5+ The Chi-
nese art market was extremely rich,
but the good was jumbled up with the
bad and one needed a good eye to pick
out the best.

The 1946 restoration
Since this was not required at the
time, no report was made of the
restoration carried out in 1946.
Visser’s communications about it in
that and the following year are the
nearest thing to a report that we have,
while envelopes containing scraps of
paper with gilding and other colours
stripped from the Guanyin sculpture
were rediscovered in the files of the
museum and the conservator. The
present investigation of the remains
of the layers of polychromy, the radio-
graphy and the photographs made
while the sculpture was in the care
of the subsequent owners in Beijing
before or early in 1929, in Berlin in
the spring of 1929 and in Amsterdam
in 1939 and 1946 now allow us to
reconstruct what was done by the
conservator F.A.J. Smoorenburg in
1946 (figs. 15-18). The work was en-
trusted to him, as he had done other
restorations on objects in the collec-
tion of the Society of Friends of Asi-
atic Art to complete satisfaction, and
a commission was established to
supervise it.ss

The aim was to restore the sculp-
ture to its original appearance, to strip
it of the layers of paint and paper
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Fig, 17

The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
Northern China, 12th
century. Polychromed
wood. In Amsterdam
after its acquisition in
1939.

Fig. 18
The Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin,
Northern China, 12th
century. Polychromed
wood. In Amsterdam

after its restoration in
1946.
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added after its inception in order

to reveal the original forms and to
retrieve the initial colour scheme. This
last was motivated by the fragment of
kirikane on the right knee, which was
then believed to be the original deco-
ration of the Bodhisattva’s loin cloth.
The restoration was certainly not
meant to make the sculpture look like
new or undamaged, as is evident from
the back, the left shoulder and the left
leg and foot.

Smoorenburg removed large iron
clamps holding wide cracks together
and he filled in and repainted the
cracks. He completely covered the
upper part of the loin cloth, with a

whitish material (gypsum) and re-

painted it. As the retouchings have
discoloured over time, they are now
clearly visible. The paint layers of the
fleshy parts were removed down to the
first layer of Ming gilding, those on
the loin cloth to the kirikane, the last
embellishment over the red cloth dec-

GUANYIN

orated with phoenix-and-cloud motifs.
Smoorenburg proceeded with caution
and did not interfere if it was not nec-
essary. He filled in the crude saw-cut
through the neck and retouched it
only at the throat. He left as they were
the hole in the forehead, where a crys-
tal or other semi-precious stone is
missing, and the front of the crown
where a tiny figure of Guanyin’s spiri-
tual father the Buddha Amida has dis-
appeared. Everything was done to
please the eye of the beholder, an aes-
thetic approach completely in agree-
ment with the taste of the curator
H.F.E. Visser, who together with the
President H.K. Westendorp, set the
tone for the collection of the Society
of Friends of Asiatic Art. Smooren-
burg’s know-how must have been rare
at the time, but so must have been his
customers.

One result of the 1946 restoration
was that the gilded flesh tones of
the Ming period were now combined
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with the red loin cloth covered with
kirikane from the naturalistic style of
the 12th century. Unintentionally the
conservator produced an image of
Guanyin in a mixture of historical
styles, which complicated the present
examination.

Conclusion
The general idea about the area and
period in which the Rijksmuseum
Guanyin and other sculptures of its
kind were made is not influenced by
the research results presented here,
but many other hidden aspects of
the sculpture as a Chinese object
of worship and as a Western work of
art have come to light. The Rijks-
museum Guanyin is made of a type
of willow native to China. The con-
struction, with one large solid tree
trunk for the body of the deity, to
which smaller blocks of wood were
added for the head, limbs and other
parts, seems to have been the usual
technique.

According to the texts and in sur-
viving paintings Water-Moon Guanyin
is seated on a rocky boulder of the
mountain Potalaka. The seat of the
Rijksmuseum Guanyin must have
been a boulder too, but made sepa-
rately, possibly in clay. The back of the
Bodhisattva image, which is summar-
ily sculpted, was not painted as long
as it was on its original place in the
temple, standing without an attach-
ment in front of a screen or other
device suggesting an environment of
trees and bushes. It is unclear whether
the Rijksmuseum Guanyin had a halo
or not. It must have been accompanied
by one or more smaller secundary
figures hovering symmetrically above
or placed next to it. These may have
been, in order of likelihood: the boy
Sudhana, the Dragon Princess, the
Guardian of the Buddhist law or other
Buddhist guardians. Such a group of
Water-Moon Guanyin and accompa-
nying figures was usually placed at
the north side of the main hall of a

temple complex with the main group
of Buddhist figures, so that they
served as guardians.

It is now possible to reconstruct
the main events of the history of the
Rijksmuseum Water-Moon Guanyin.
The layers of overpainting of the
sculpture can be divided into two dis-
tinct styles, each of them very homo-
geneous in materials, technique and
taste. When the image was created
sometime in the 12th century, it was
painted in natural colours, i.e. pink for
flesh, red and black for the cloths, etc.
The first group of overpaintings for
the upkeep of the sculpture was the
same. The last layer of this group, the
kirikane, was decorated with phoenix-
and-cloud motifs copied from the
underlying imitation of a red textile.
The kirikane is not as rare as was
thought in 1939, but is still considered

of very fine quality and well preserved.

The second group of overpaintings
was applied much later, during the
Ming Period (1368-1644). It is of a dif-
ferent taste altogether, Guanyin being
turned into a richly gilded bronze in
appearance. After that the image was
overpainted a few times in the same
fashion, but these layers of gilding
were not applied on the back.

It is difficult to establish with
certainty the historical connection
between the three successive periods
of Guanyin’s outward appearance and
the alteration of the position of the
left leg. However, this must have been
done at a late stage and in view of the
roughness of the construction, it can-
not have been contemporary with the
fine gilding. Repairs were done to the
image during the long period over
which it was worshipped. Both posi-
tions of the left leg are acceptable
according to Chinese Buddhist rules.
The main effect of the turning of the
leg, however, was to hide the damage
to the left upper leg and the area
around it. Although definite proof is
lacking, in view of the attitude to-
wards Chinese antiquities at the time,
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this looks more like an intervention

to prepare the piece for the Western
art market. Something also happened
to the left hand, but, regrettably, it is
impossible to establish exactly what
this was, while the reason for the saw-
ing off of the head also remains
unclear.

The Guanyin sculptures in the
Rijksmuseum and the Victoria &
Albert Museum had approximately
the same career, beginning around the
same era in China and ending up in
a Western collection, over the same
period of time. They were given simi-
lar treatment as objects of worship, as
well as thereafter. By the late 19th cen-
tury both Buddhism and the economic
situation in China were in decline,
while at the same time Western inter-
est in the arts and crafts of remote
periods and lands was growing. As a
result, instead of being mended and
repainted, Buddhist images were
removed from their rightful places
and exported to the West to be wor-
shipped by quite a different audience.
The case history of the Rijksmuseum
Guanyin may be exemplary for other
Chinese sculptures.

In conclusion the Rijksmuseum
Water-Moon Guanyin can be said to
have succesfully withstood the many
centuries during which it was in the
care of people with a diversity of
interests. [t remains a masterpiece,
not only of the Rijksmuseum in Am-
sterdam, but also amongst sculptures
of its own kind all over the world. It is
to Herman Visser’s credit that he rec-
ognized the sculpture’s hidden beauty.
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s

Visser, ‘De Tentoonstelling van Chineesche
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Erdberg ‘Peking; Erinnerungen an einen Lebens-
raum, den es nicht mehr gibt’, Mitteilungen der
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(Oktober 1992) 2, pp. 12-16; Jirka-Schmitz, op.cit.
(note 43), pp. 23-35; Herbert Butz, Frithe Chine-
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fiir Ostasiatische Kunst, Berlin’, Orientations,
vol. 31 (October 2000) 8, pp. 47-55. The attitudes
of local people towards the pillaging of the cul-
tural heritage of their country differed. On the
one hand they were protective: ‘The inhabitants
of Shanxi Province are so superstitious that even
when a Buddhist sculpture is broken, they still
attribute great power to the fragments that they
collect to the last bit and do not permit to be
thrown away or destroyed.” see Houo-Ming-Tse,
op.cit. (note 2), p. 286. On the other hand, they
wanted their share in the profit: Kerr cites a
passage by Osvald Siren, travelling throughout
China in the thirties, who noted that ‘some build-
ings were boarded up to protect them from van-
dalism committed by local people, ..., large num-
bers of Buddhist sculptures and frescoes were
being hacked out and transported to the cities for
sale to Chinese and foreign collectors.* Larson
and Kerr, op.cit. (note 6), pp. 11-12.
Houo-Ming-Tse, op.cit. (note 2); Objects d’art Chi-
1932.
Many thanks to Helga Lormans, librarian of the

nois, auction catalogue Hotel Drouot, Par

Sinological Institute of the University in Leiden,
for translating titles and captions in Preuves des
antiquites.

As is shown by the art dealers Christian Deydier
Oriental Bronzes, London 1996, fig. 30 and Li
Yin Oriental Art, Ancient Chinese Sculptures,
Taipei (October 2000) 10. Mr. Li Yin Tsai of Li
Yin Tsai Oriental Arts Co. Ltd. has kindly pro-
vided several other examples of Chinese Buddhist
wooden sculptures appearing in Preuves des anti-
quités and reappearing elsewhere with more or
different parts. The Bodhisattva on p. 297 was
auctioned in Paris in 1932 with an additional right
forearm and hand; the one on p. 302 now in a pri-
vate collection in Taipei, received a right and left
hand, see Chinese Buddhist Wooden Sculpture from
Sung and Yuan Dynasties, Taipei (The National
Museum of History) 1997, p. 51; the one on p- 305
was provided with a right finger and toe before it
was sold in Paris in 1932; of the one on p. 315,
right, the topknot and both hands, probably not
original, were removed, see Giuseppe Eskenazi’s
sale catalogue, Chinese Works of Art and Furniture,
London, 16 November-5 December 1998, no. 1.
Erdberg 1992, op.cit. (note 48), p. 16.

Visser 1946, op.cit. (note 2), particularly p. 28 and
Visser 1947, op.cit (note 2). As reports were rarely
made about them, we are certain of only two ear-
lier restorations, those of the South Indian bronze

sculpture of the Dancing Shiva acquired in 1935
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(inv.no. AK-MAK-187) from which Smnm‘cl‘llmrg
removed the metal bars inserted in the two cavi-
ties in the lotus base and fastened at least two
flames to the halo, cf. the photograph in the sales
catalogue C.T. Loo & Cie, Exposition de sc ulptures
et bronzes anciens de I'Inde, Paris 14 Juin au 31 Juil-
let 1935, fig. V, with the photographs in the first
publication, Th.B. van Lelyveld, ‘Schoonheid en
beteekenis van het Nataraja-beeld’ Maandblad
voor Beeldende Kunsten deel 12 (1935), p- 290 and
in the next issue of the same journal, p. 320 and
the Chinese bronze ritual mask, a donation of
1945, from which he removed the crusts of corro-
sion and earth (inv. no. AK-MAK-12). We are grate-
ful to Hans Smoorenburg, who provided us with
photographs and other data about his father’s

work.
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