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A Western View of Eastern Art:
Understanding Postwar Oriental Studies in Great Britain

through the Durham University Oriental Museum
Hsiao, Chih-yin*

Abstract

Taking the Oriental Museum at Durham University as a case study, this paper
examines how British art collectors’ perceptions of “the Orient” were projected
onto their collections after World War II, influencing affiliated university museums on
displaying “the other” culture. It begins by outlining the state of Chinese art collection
in the UK from before the war with an introduction to the 1935 International Exhibition
of Chinese Art in London, a massive undertaking that exposed how British collectors
imagined and collected China. At the same time, inspired by growing demand for
knowledge about the Orient, Chinese art collectors, dealers and academic researchers
invested in developing new educational strategies to promote a systematic approach
toward studying Eastern cultures, languages and histories. The Oriental Museum at
Durham University is one such example, having first received Chinese ceramic collections
from Sir Alan Barrow and later from Malcolm MacDonald, a British diplomat who was
posted to the former colonies of India and Malaysia.

This study focuses on contributions from MacDonald, one of the few senior British
diplomats who was able to make a personal impact in Asia after World War II. At a
time when the colonies were seeking independence, MacDonald took advantage of his
placement and connections to interface with local art collectors and dealers. His ceramic
collection was ultimately sold to Durham University's Oriental Museum, becoming the
main teaching collection at the institution's college of Asian studies and allowing the
museum to continue collecting, displaying and representing Chinese civilization from an

educational perspective.
Keywords
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