The London 1935-36
International Exhibition
of Chinese Art
The International Exhibition at
Burlington House was the largest one
of Chinese art ever to be mounted. It
ran from the 28th November 1935 to
Saturday the 7th of March 1936. 1.
The list of statistics associated with
the exhibition is quite astounding
when you consider that this was
organised and held between the Wars
in the 20th century - there were 3080
exhibits from over 240 collections from museums, royal families, private
collectors and international dealers. 2.
The exhibition was extraordinarily
well-received and attracted 401,768
visitors and 108,914 catalogues were
sold during its three month run. 3.
This article will look at the historical
context that led to the exhibition, as
well as the key figures behind its
organisation. An analysis of some of
the exhibits will be undertaken, as will
their layout within the galleries. Some
of the key exhibits will also be
highlighted and an assessment will be
made as to the eﬀect the exhibition
had on attitudes to Chinese art in
Britain in its aftermath.
A number of events led to the idea of
holding an international exhibition of
Chinese art. One of the most
significant was the establishment of
the Burlington Arts Club in 1856,
which was founded to promote art
exhibitions from Italian old masters to
Asian art. In 1910 George
Eumorfopoulos (1863-1939), Sir
Charles Hercules Read (1857-1929)
and Robert Lochart Hobson
(1872-1941) of the British Museum
organised an exhibition of Chinese
pottery and porcelain for the Club. A
two volume catalogue accompanied
the exhibition, which illustrated the
Club’s commitment to the history of
Chinese art. This gave momentum to
the setting up the Oriental Ceramics
Society (OCS) , which was founded in
1921. 4.

Fig 1. The large figure of the Sui dynasty Amitabha Buddha in the Central Hall from the
vestibule at the Royal Academy. Photograph © Royal Academy.

1.
Fig 2. George Eumorfopoulos and R.L. Hobson inspecting a Han dynasty limestone tomb
casting slab at the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas.

Three significant members of the OCS,
George Eumorfopoulos Sir Percival
David (1892-1964) and R. L. Hobson
were to become the chief organisers of
the exhibition. They realised that in
order to mount a significant large scale
international exhibition, it was
necessary to obtain the involvement of
both the British and Chinese
governments. They therefore
contacted the British Foreign Oﬃce in
1934 asking for their ‘support and
patronage’, which duly followed. 5.
The co-operation of the Chinese
government and the loan of 984
objects was one of the major
achievements of the organising
committee and this was the first time
that pieces were loaned to an
exhibition in the West. The Chinese
were quick to recognise the
opportunity of promoting their culture
in the West as an equal partner, which
was a significant change in
relationship after the looting events of
the second half of the 19th century. 6.
Pieces would be oﬃcially loaned and
then returned at the end of the
exhibition. However, as the members
of the organising committee were to
select the entries, this was essentially
a Western take on the art of China.
The organising committee established
a subcommittee of experts who
travelled to private collections and
museums in Europe, the US, Japan
and China. (Fig 2.)

Fig 3. Hoisting a case from the HMS Suﬀolk at Portsmouth. Photograph © Royal Academy.

The run up to the exhibition attracted
the imagination of the public as well as
quite a degree of publicity, especially
for the arrival of the Royal Navy’s 630
foot long cruiser HMS Suﬀolk into
Plymouth from Shanghai. (Fig 3.) The
valuable cargo was to be sent to
Britain without insurance, so on the
15th November 1934 the secretary of
state, Sir John Simon wrote to the
First Lord of the Admiralty, Sir Bolton
Eyres-Monsell, asking the navy to
intervene to safely transport the 93
packing cases.
On arrival at Burlington House, these
were carefully unpacked and checked
prior to being mounted for the
exhibition. (Fig 4.)
Fig 4. Unpacking exhibits from Japan. Photograph © Royal Academy.
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In terms of the layout of the galleries, these were
arranged chronologically and in the opposite
direction to how exhibitions are viewed today at the
Royal Academy, with the first gallery located where
the shop is currently. (Fig 5.)
The exhibits comprised mainly of archaic and Han
bronzes and jades, sculpture, lacquer, paintings,
cloisonné and painted enamel, jade and ceramics
from the neolithic era through all the dynasties, with
a cut-oﬀ date for all works at 1800.
Before looking at the individual galleries and some
of their highlights it is worth briefly examining some
of the lenders and where the emphasis was placed
on the exhibits.
It is clear that the 1935-36 exhibition was aimed at
a Western audience, despite representation of the
Chinese on the Executive Committee. (Fig 7.) The
choice of the exhibits was primarily dictated by
the prevailing taste of the senior members of the
organising committee. Of the 3080 exhibits, over
a quarter (around 800) were of ceramics of which
the Song dynasty was the largest contingent at
around 260, with Ming around 200 and Qing
imperial around 100. The inclusion of 100 Kangxi
blue and white and famille verte domestic and
export market pieces reflected the fashion in
Britain and America of the late 19th and early
20th century. The inclusion of 95 later jades also
reflected contemporary English taste.
Looking at the exhibition from today’s
perspective, it is interesting to see what were
some of the omissions - Ming and Qing giltbronze Buddhist sculpture, a separate category
of scholars objects and with only the odd few
pieces included. There was also very little
furniture, textiles, later bronzes or Qing lacquer.

Fig 5. Plan of the galleries at Burlington House for the 1935-36 Exhibition.
Photograph © Royal Academy.

Approximate Breakdown of Some of the Exhibits
Ceramics - Over 800
Han Tang unglazed figures - 15
Tang sancai figures/animals - 15
Tang sancai vessels - 30
Song - 255
Yuan - 12
Early Ming (14th/15th c) - 93
Mid/Late Ming (16th/17th c) - 105
Qing Imperial - 101
Kangxi Blue & White & Famille Verte - 100
Export Animals - 30

Works of Art
Archaic Bronzes - 260
Han Bronzes - 112
Archaic Jades - 95
Han Jades 18th Century Jades - 95
Ming & Qing Cloisonne - 42
Ming Lacquer - 30, Qing - 2
Stone Sculpture - 28
Early Gilt Bronze Sculpture - 28
Wood Sculpture Qing Glass - 37

Fig 6. Some of the 1935-36 Exhibition Exhibits.

(Fig 6.)

Of the private lenders Sir Percival David lent the
most, with over 220 pieces primarily of Song,
Ming and Qing dynasty ceramics and Ming
lacquer. Other English collectors included George
Eumorfopoulos and George Russel and the
exhibition coincided with the sale of their
collections. Eumorfopoulos had run into financial
diﬃculties with his businesses in the early 1930s
and he was to sell most of his collection to the
British and Victoria and Albert museums, which
exhibited 193 and 39 pieces of this respectively.
Charles Russell held his sale at Sotheby’s in June
1935. However, he was to loan 16 remaining
pieces.
The dealers C.T. Loo (40), Yamanaka (5), Bluett &
Son (3) and Spinks (6) also made loans to the
exhibition.
3.

Fig 7. Some of the members of the Executive Committee, left to right: Zhuang
Shangyan, Dr Zheng Tianxi, Special Commissioner of the Chinese Government,
Sir Percival David, Exhibition Director, Tang Xifen (with hands on the case), the
Exhibition Secretary.
Photograph © Royal Academy.

One of the major highlights of the first gallery of
Shang and Zhou bronzes was the very large
Shang dynasty archaic bronze zun in the form of
an elephant. It had been purchased by Count
Isaac Camondo (1851-1911) at the Paul Brenot’s
auction at the Hôtel Drouot in Paris, June, 1903. It
was bequeathed to the Louvre in the same year
and was transferred to the Guimet in 1945. 7.

Fig 8 Gallery I, Shang and Zhou dynasties. Photograph © Royal Academy.

This extremely rare bronze is characteristic of
southern Chinese casting during the Shang
dynasty, where other quadrupeds such as
buﬀaloes, rams, rhinoceros and boars were also
made. 8. The size and sophistication of the casting
is truely impressive. This would have been used
as a ritual wine vessel and would have originally
had a cover to its back. It came back to the Royal
academy for a second time in 2012, where it was
exhibited in their Bronze exhibition. 9.
Another notable exhibit from the same gallery was
the Shang dynasty double ram zun, lent from the
George Eumorfopoulos collection, which is now in
the British Museum. (Fig 10.) It was also cast in
southern China in the Yangtse valley in Hunan
province. The casting is of the highest quality and
the details of the horns and scale-like skin are
extremely well articulated.

Fig 9. A large archaic bronze zun in the form of an elephant, Shang
dynasty, 96cm long. Cat no 318. Photograph © Guimet Museum, Paris.
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Fig 10. A large archaic bronze zun in the
form of two rams, Shang dynasty, 45cm high.
Cat no. 260.

This vessel can be seen to the far right in the
image below (Fig 11), where its sits on the top shelf
of the cabinet. As can be seen from this image, a
number of the galleries were fitted out with
specially built in glazed cabinets, which allowed
visitors to view the exhibits safely at close
quarters.

Fig 11. Gallery I, archaic bronze exhibits from the Shang and Zhou dynasty.
Photograph © Royal Academy.

The second gallery was comprised predominantly of bronzes
and jades from the Warring States period and Han to the Six
dynasties.
One of the standout pieces of early jade was the Han
dynasty head, shoulders and part torso of a horse that was
loaned by George Eumorfopoulos, which is now in the
Victoria and Albert Museum. (Fig 13.)

Fig 12. Gallery II, Warring States and Han dynasty exhibits.
Photograph © Royal Academy.

Despite only being 14cm high, it has a strength and
monumentality. This is created by a simplified approach to
the carving, where the elements of the head, neck and upper
torso are reduced to simple planar surfaces and geometrical
shapes, such as the flat area of the head between the eyes
and the circular nostrils. The horse has been constructed in
sections and the four legs and tail would most likely have
been carved separately.
The most significant bronze from this gallery was the Warring
Sates bronze hu and cover. (Fig 14) It is inlaid with gold, silver
and coloured glass and is divided into three registers of square
and lozenge-shaped panels flanked with gold bosses. There are
two circular mask-ring handles to each side and four mounted
bird-like creatures to the cover.
It was lent by Adolphe and Suzanne Stoclet, the wealthy
industrialist family from Brussels. In 1905 Adolphe
commissioned Joseph Hoﬀmann the leading figure of the
Vienna Secessionist movement to design the Palais Stocklet in
Brussels. (Figs 15 and 16.) The jewelled surfaces of this piece
would not have looked out of place in this highly ornate interior.

Fig 13. The celadon jade head, shoulders and
part torso of a horse, Han dynasty, 14cm high.
Cat no. 553.
Photograph © Victoria and Albert Museum.
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Fig 14. The inlaid bronze hu vase and cover, Warring
States, 34cm high. Cat no. 406. To be oﬀered by
Sotheby’s June 2020. Photograph © Sotheby’s.

Figs 15 and 16. The Palais Stoclet on Avenue de Tervuren, Brussels designed by Josef Hoﬀmann,
1911. Photographs © MAK–Austrian Museum of Applied Arts / Contemporary Art.

Galleries IV to VII were allocated to Song wares which,
as mentioned, primarily consisted of ceramics. The
two biggest lenders to these galleries were the Chinese
Government, who lent a number of Ruyao, Guanyao,
Junyao and Ding wares and Sir Percival David.
Of the many pieces that Sir Percival David lent, it has
been quite diﬃcult to narrow down the most significant
examples. However, three that really do stand out are
the Yaozhou celadon circular box and cover, (Fig 19.) the
Ruyao censer (Fig 20.) the Guanyao bottle vase (Fig 21.)
and the Junyao bottle vase. (Fig 22.)
The carving to the surface of the cover of the box
depicts four peony flowers evenly spaced and linked
by a meandering scrolling stem. The elements that
make this box and cover so special are the quality of
the carving of the petals and leafy stems, the perfect
spacing of the design elements to its circular format
and the pooling of the deep olive green-glaze to the
carved recesses that surrounds the petals which gives
a sense of three dimensionality.
The Guanyao bottle vase combines almost a perfection
of shape with the pale blue crackled glaze
characteristic of Guan wares. The rounded body rises
to a well proportioned long cylindrical neck up to a
flaring rim. Both the rim and the foot are bound with
narrow copper bands. Percival David purchased this
from the imperial collection in 1928. 10.
Figs 17 and 18. Galleries IV and VII. Photographs © Royal Academy.
Junyao vases are rare and this example is particularly
noteworthy for its shape and widespread copper
splashes. The rounded body rises to a long narrow neck,
but this time widens towards the rim, which successfully acts as a counterbalance to its length.

Seventeen Ruyao wares were included in the exhibition of which 10 were lent by the Chinese
government (3 dishes, a brush washer, 2 narcissus pots, 3 vases and a brush washer), 5 by Sir
Percival David (a bowl, 2 dishes, a cup holder and an incense burner), 1 by the British Museum
(dish) and 1 by F. Schiller (a bowl). The incense burner lent by Sir Percival David is cylindrical in
shape with three cabriole-type legs. The body is covered in a pale greenish-blue lightly crackled
glaze. (Fig 22.)

Fig 22. The Ruyao tripod censer, Northern
Song dynasty, 15.3cm high. Cat no 960.

Fig 19. The Yaozhou circular box and
cover, Northern Song dynasty, 17.5cm
diameter. Cat no 1340.
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Fig 20. The Guanyao bottle vase,
Southern Song dynasty, 18cm high.
Cat no 875.

Photograph © Percival David Foundation.

Fig 21. The Junyao bottle
vase, Northern Song dynasty,
29cm high. Cat no 1067.

These two large jade animals have been included as they
have an interesting back story to them. (Figs 24 and 25.) Both
were loaned to the exhibition by Oscar Raphael (1874-1941)
who was a founding member of the Oriental Ceramics
Society.

Fig 23. The large green jade buﬀalo, Ming dynasty, 40cm
long. Cat no 480.
Photograph © Fitzwilliam Museum.

The buﬀalo and the horse are both believed to have come
from the Winter Palace in Beijing and came to England
during the Boxer Rebellion. It is also believed that they were
brought to Peking by the Yongle Emperor in 1422. They
were initially dated to the Han and Tang dynasties
respectively and these were the dates ascribed to them in
the exhibition. The latter was dated on the basis of the
record in Zhi Derun’s Gu yu tu (‘Illustration of Ancient
Jades’), that five jade horses of various colours were made
for the Tang emperor, Xuanzong (713-755 AD). 11.
Oscar Raphael was to bequeath these and another jade
buﬀalo to the Fitzwilliam Museum, but sadly the horse and
the other buﬀalo were stolen in 2012 and are yet to be
recovered.

Fig 24. The large dark grey jade horse, Ming dynasty, 16th/
17th century, 8.9cm long. Cat no 1017. Photograph © Fitzwilliam
Museum.

The lecture room was where most of the sculpture of the
exhibition was located and would have provided an
inspiring environment for these talks. (Fig 25.) Thirty lectures
were given during the duration of the exhibition and were
listed at the front of the catalogue. This was the first
opportunity for leading international scholars of Chinese art
history and archaeology to present their scholarship to an
international public audience. 12. The first of these was
given by Sir Percival David on the 29th of November on The
Chinese Exhibition.

7.

Fig 25. The Lecture Room. Photograph © Royal Academy.

The most monumental and awe inspiring
exhibit of the exhibition was the Sui dynasty
white marble figure of Amitabha Buddha
(the Buddha of Infinite Light) standing on a
lotus base. (Fig 26.)
It was cleverly placed in the middle of the
central hall, so that it was framed in the
archway and was the first thing that visitors
saw on their arrival into the vestibule at the
top of the stairs (Fig 1.)
The eyes are carved gazing downward and
this and the thin nose and small lips give
the figure a peaceful countenance. The

Fig 26. The Central Hall. Photograph © Royal Academy.

drapery of the robes is rendered in shallow relief
in repeating semi circles running down the body.
The base bears a dedicatory inscription to the
Chingguang Temple (which is believed to have
been south-west of Baoding in Hebei province)
and is dated 585 AD. The back of the figure is
carved flat.
The figure was loaned by the dealer C.T. Loo
(1880-1957) and after the exhibition he presented
it to the Chinese government, which in turn
presented it to the British Museum. The imposing
figure now stands at the bottom of the south
staircase. (Fig 27.)
Other exhibits in the central hall were mainly from
the Royal collection of George V from Windsor
Castle and from Queen Mary from Buckingham
Palace, such as the pair of cloisonné elephants
and the Qianlong period lacquer pagoda. (Fig 25
detail.)
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Fig 26 detail. Central Hall. Photograph © Royal Academy.

Fig 27. The Large Marble figure of Amitabha Buddha, Sui dynasty, dated
585 AD, 5.78m high. Photograph © British Museum.

Galleries VIII-XI
comprised Ming and
Qing ceramics and
works of art. Around a
quarter of the exhibits
(858 pieces), filled
these four galleries. In
ceramics, every reign
period was represented
and included blue and
white, enamel wares
and monochromes.
The pieces highlighted
below represent two
lenders: the Topkapi
Saray Museum in
Istanbul, for the Ming
dynasty and the
Chinese government,
primarily from the
Palace Museum, for the
Qing dynasty. (Figs 29 to 31.)

Fig 28. Gallery VIII Ming dynasty. Photograph © Royal Academy.

The Qing ceramics represented below were all exhibited at the National Palace Museum in 2008
13. and rather than examine a few examples in detail, I have instead illustrated a number of these
to give an idea of the breadth and depth of the exhibition. (Figs 32 to 39.)
One shortcoming of this article has been to entirely overlook the contribution of paintings and
calligraphy, as the focus has been primarily on ceramics and works of art. From the Tang dynasty,
every room was hung with a number of works relating to the period of the exhibits.

9.
Fig 29. A blue and white flask, decorated with
foreigners, Ming dynasty, early 15th century, 30cm
high. Photograph © Krahl, Regina, Chinese Ceramics in the
Topkapi Saray Museum, cat no 612, p. 422.

Fig 30. A blue and white bottle, decorated with
an incised white dragon on waves, Ming
dynasty, early 15th century, 53cm high.
Photograph © Krahl, Regina, Chinese Ceramics in the
Topkapi Saray Museum, cat no 615, p. 419.

Fig 31 A blue ewer and cover, with openwork
dragon panels, Ming dynasty, second half
16th century, 30cm high. Photograph © Krahl,
Regina, Chinese Ceramics in the Topkapi Saray
Museum, cat no 1644,p 471.

Prior to concluding, it is important to make mention of the oﬃcial catalogue
to the exhibition which was a great achievement of the organising
committee. It was edited by F. St George Spendlove, who acted as the
assistant secretary to the exhibition. After including the various committees
and lectures, its 300 pages listed every exhibit by gallery, with a brief
description, measurement, and naming its lender. At the end of the
catalogue there was an alphabetical index of lenders with the catalogue
numbers of the pieces each had lent. An illustrated supplement, provided
2163 thumbnail images of the main exhibits over 288 pages. A seperate
illustrated advertising supplement of 32 pages was also provided, listing
international dealers in Chinese art. These three sections were sold
separately or bound together in hard back form. (Fig 42.)

Fig 32. The Gall bladder vase in yangcai
enamels, Qianlong seal mark and period,
38.5cm high. Cat no 2088. Photograph ©
National Palace Museum, Taipei.

The exhibition was lauded as a phenomenal success on many levels. A
record number of people had attended and in fact the organising
committee received hundreds of letters requesting it be extended. On the
last day the international press reported an atmosphere of almost hysteria
as people tried to get a last look and the doors at times had to be closed
due to overcrowding. 14.
Despite mainly reflecting a Western (and English) view of Chinese art, it
was the first truely global exhibition of its type. The organising committee
had had the foresight to include national governments, museums, Royal
families and private collectors to try and tell a complete a story as possible
about Chinese art. For the Republic of China, it was a great public relations
success, which was much needed to promote its new nation status and to
enlist international support against the Japanese who were occupying the
territory of Manchuria at that time.
Another positive eﬀect of the exhibition was a boom in the writing and
translation of Chinese civilisation, which enjoyed unprecedented popularity.
Museums were also to benefit from donations and the sale of exhibits, but
also the status of some lesser-known museums was raised amongst the
older larger institutions, such as the Nelson-Atkins Museum, which had
only opened in 1933 and lent 25 exhibits.

Fig 33. The revolving gourd-shaped vase
in yangcai enamels, Qianlong seal mark
and period, 30.2cm high. Cat no 2086.

In Sir Percival David’s obituary in 1964, S. H. Hansford outlined the three
major ambitions that he had had in life: the first was to build a world class
collection; the second to organise a major exhibition of Chinese art in
England and the third, as a personal legacy, he wanted to leave a centre of
Chinese art studies to the British public at the University of London. As he
was the key player in the 1935-36 Exhibition of Chinese art, he was to
achieve his first two goals in his lifetime. The third followed after his death
in 1964 where he was to leave a significant legacy to Britain and the world.
15.

Photograph © National Palace Museum, Taipei.
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Fig 34. The falancai vase painted with flowers,
Qianlong seal mark and period, 9.25cm high. Cat
no 2112. Photograph © National Palace Museum, Taipei.

Fig 35. The falancai vase painted with sparrow
and mynah birds, Qianlong seal mark and
period, 20.3cm high. Cat no 2118. Photograph ©
National Palace Museum, Taipei.

Fig 36. The falancai gall bladder vase painted with
cranes, Qianlong seal mark and period, 20.7cm
high. Cat no 2114. Photograph © National Palace
Museum, Taipei.
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Fig 38. The falancai revolving openwork vase,
Qianlong seal mark and period, 23.5cm high. Cat
no 2083. Photograph © National Palace Museum, Taipei.

Fig 42. Hard bound catalogue for the
1935-36 International Exhibition of Chinese Art
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Fig 41. The champlevé enamel on gold cup and
saucer, painted with panels of figures, Qianlong
mark and period, 4.5cm and 14cm diameter. Cat
no 22089. Photograph © Palace Museum, Beijing.

Fig 40. The champlevé enamel on gold ewer,
painted with panels of figures, Qianlong mark and
period, 9.25cm high. Cat no 22089. Photograph ©
Palace Museum, Beijing.

Fig 39. The falancai vase painted with flowers,
Qianlong seal mark and period, 9.25cm high.
Cat no 2112. Photograph © National Palace Museum,
Taipei.

