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Mini Reunion Cruise

There is still time to reserve your spot for the May 26th Mediterranean Cruise and Land Excursion package.  The cruise sails on May 29, 2005 on the Royal Caribbean’s Brilliance of the Sea from Rome Italy.  The land tour package starts on Mary 26, 2005 in Rome.  Either package is available, however, the balcony cabins are sold out.

Attached are the particulars.

Gladys Chin

************************************

Chinese Stories, Alluring and Odd

By HOLLAND COTTER

"China: Dawn of a Golden Age, 200-750 A.D.," now in previews for museum members and opening on Tuesday at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, is a different kind of exhibition, in ways at once novel and old-fashioned. It's about history rather than archaeology, or rather, about the way archaeology is sorted, interpreted and shaped into history.

Almost all of the 350 objects are straight from China; a few were unearthed as recently as last year. The exhibition begins and ends with colossi. An immense stone tomb guardian in the form of a chimera, a mythical hybrid of lion and bird, commands the Met's lobby as a teaser for the show upstairs. And the show itself concludes with a carving of a crowned Buddha nearly eight feet tall.

But much of the work in between is small or smallish, disappointingly so if the Guggenheim's "China: 5,000 Years" of 1998 is your point of reference. Of course, small can be spectacular. The many objects made of gold will captivate acquisitive 21st-century eyes just as surely as they did those of the ancient Chinese, prodigious but picky shoppers that they were.

Other items are alluringly odd: is that wooden post with radiating spokes a whirligig or a clothes rack or what? (It's a lamp.) Still others, like a pair of gremlin-faced earthenware warriors, you barely notice until you're almost on top of them. Loam-dark and mysterious, they seem to be still marinating in Chinese earth.

Like many things buried in that earth, they embody complex and specific stories. And the Met show, organized by James C. Y. Watt, the chairman of the museum's Asian art department, is clearly intended to tell those stories as accurately as possible. This helps to explain its character: not that of a trophy display of objects found but that of a meticulously edited essay on history learned.

The history in question runs from the end of the Han dynasty, around A.D. 200, to the middle of the Tang dynasty in A.D 750. If we stick to the "golden age" model — and I would rather not; it's such a tired concept — the Han and the Tang are twin peaks and the 400-year-period that separates them a mere interlude.

But there was nothing "mere" about this period. It wasn't a lull; it was certainly no Dark Ages. It fizzed with messy vitality as China opened itself wider than ever and expanded its sphere of influence. Foreign dynasties and foreign religions came to power. Cultural vibes from India, Persia, Mongolia, Southeast Asia, the Mediterranean, even Africa flowed in, creating an unprecedented diverse Chinese society and an eclectic, hybrid art.

This idea of a multicultural China is the crux of the show, but it is hardly news. Scholars have been advancing it for decades. And recent exhibitions have illustrated it, like "Monks and Merchants: Silk Road Treasures From Northwest China" at the Asia Society three years ago. And several of the most striking objects from that show, including a splendid silver ewer — Sasanian in shape, Greco-Roman in decoration, found in China — are in this one, too.

But where the cultural picture at the Asia Society was compressed in size and geographic scope, the Met presents it panoramically, embracing all of China, and in extravagant, cornucopian detail. The results are less a shock-of-the-new revelation than a revelatory confirmation of realities until now incompletely known.

The show opens with a striking sight: a sculptural tableau of mounted horsemen flanking parasol-shaded chariots. The free-standing cast-bronze figures are about two feet high and naturalistic without being individualized. They are from a third-century Han tomb, and nothing about them will ruffle the once-orthodox notion of a fixed, insular, centralized "Chinese" style.

This is not necessarily true of another Han object nearby, a little bronze inkstone case. It's in the shape of a chimera, like the one in the lobby, only squat, fat, gilded and small. These creatures weren't Chinese at all; they probably originated in Mesopotamia and came east by way of Persia. And if such a journey was long in the past by Han times, the bright blue inlaid stone that speckles the chimera's surface was a recent import: lapis lazuli, brought over the Silk Road from Bactria in present-day Afghanistan.

 There are more such critters, tiny ones in gold filigree, a technique borrowed from West Asia via the northern steppes. The fad for gold was fairly new to the Chinese, who traditionally valued bronze and jade. Yet a carved jade cup here has a funny look: it copies the form of a Roman goblet. A glass bottle nearby was probably actually made in Rome, but ended up in a Chinese tomb.

These odds and ends set up the conceptual rhythm of the show, and once you get into the swing, it's exhilarating. Cosmopolitanism is the key. No object is ever quite what it seems; it's always more. Everyone you encounter, artist or patron, is like the Han emperor Huandi, who, a fifth-century chronicle tells us, was crazy for "foreign dress, foreign hangings, foreign beds, foreign chairs, foreign food, foreign harps, foreign flutes, foreign dance." In short, foreign everything.

Not that indigenous forms disappeared. A jade disc with snakey dragons on the rim differs little from one carved a thousand years earlier. But overwhelmingly, the story is change. In 220 the Han dynasty collapsed, and some of the court fled south. Tribal groups, known collectively as Xianbei, moved in and occupied the north. Kingdoms rose and fell, and eventually one non-Chinese group prevailed.

They took the dynastic name of Northern Wei, (386-534) and like invaders before them, they were faced with a quandary: should they adapt to the highly developed culture they now ruled or keep their own identity? They did both, and the evidence is spelled out in art. To take one example, they adopted the Chinese practice of furnishing tombs with earthenware figures of servants and musicians, but gave some of the figures Xianbei clothes and non-Chinese features.

Their shrewdest decision, strategically, was to take Buddhism as a semi-official dynastic faith. An exotic religion, originally from India, it was identified neither with the Han-Chinese nor with the Xianbei themselves. So it was available to be claimed as absolutely Wei, and Northern Wei artists gave it absolutely glorious sculptural form.

The Met owns monumental examples of such sculptures: they are on permanent view, and they are fantastic. Possibly for that reason, Mr. Watt felt free to borrow more modest-size images that directly illustrate the show's themes of diversity and dispersion. In a grouping of a dozen or so contemporaneous Buddhist carvings from different parts of China, he creates an important essay within the larger essay.

The sculptures come from both northern and southern China. Lined up side by side, they throw regional distinctions, which in some cases signify doctrinal differences, into relief. These distinctions, in turn, illuminate not only the many routes, direct and indirect, by land and sea, that took Buddhism to China, but also the intricate circulatory system operating within China itself. A fresh model of transmission and exchange is laid out in one extended curatorial stroke.

Are such subtleties too fine, or arcane, for the average viewer, whoever that may be? Do they belong too much to the world of scholarship? Well, the show is old-fashioned in that way. You can tell that a scholar put it together, and for some of us that's a plus. At the same time, there is so much of interest to look at — really, the variety is almost disconcerting — that no one, even a drive-by viewer, is likely to feel shortchanged.

This is especially true of the final section, devoted to Sui and Tang dynasty art. Some of the grandest entries are here, from the big, crowned Buddha, a limestone embodiment of a sudden hush, to a disassembled marble sarcophagus, covered with jazzy reliefs of oversize birds, diminutive dogs and lion-chomping camels.

In addition, you'll find objects of a kind you have probably never seen before, including Barbie-size female figures dressed in real silk gowns and veils, along with others you won't soon forget. Among the latter is a fabulously rabid chimera, a kind of Disney version of the one in the lobby, with platform hooves and Norma Desmond eyes.

And you'll get a glimpse back to the future. A landscape of twisting pines and faceted rocks in a Tang tomb painting is a prototype for a whole tradition of landscape images, some of them to be savored in the museum's recently reinstalled Chinese painting galleries.

The tomb painting, by the way, excavated in 1997, is just a slice of something huge, a panoramic mural some 20 feet long. Much of the larger picture has been obscured by time. So, in a sense, its significant features can be most truly assessed and appreciated in this equivalent of a camera close-up, modest in scale but vivid in detail, where a smudge of color is epochal, the twitch of the brush an event. This is the dynamic of the Met show.

************************************

[image: image1.png]


