
expanded family activity 

area with its comfy sofas 

has already proved very 

popular with all kinds of 

visitors.   

 

Work on the gallery is  

continuing as part of the 

museum’s China research 

project.  Read more about 

this on page 3.  

The redesigned Marvels of 

China gallery is now open 

to the public.   

 

The gallery has been  

created as an introduction 

to China using displays on 

themes such as family, 

dress, arts and crafts, 

trade and agriculture.   

 

As before, the centerpiece 

of the gallery is the  

magnificent bed, now 

adorned with replica  

hangings and bedding  

created by members of the 

Embroiderers Guild.  

 

One of the main aims of 

the redesign has been to 

make the gallery more 

friendly to families, tour 

groups and schools.  We 

have opened up the space 

to allow larger groups to 

gather round key exhibits 

such as the bed.  Some 

cases, such as ‘symbolism 

in art’ have also been  

designed in conjunction 

with our education staff to 

meet their needs.  The  

the redesigned centre of Marvels of China  

New look for Marvels of China 
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other objects have been 

loaned to the Bowes  

Museum for their summer 

exhibition.  More on page 4.   

 

The gallery will open on 

Saturday 23rd July.  We will 

be celebrating all weekend 

with Egyptian themed family 

activities, so why not start 

the school summer holidays 

with a trip to the Oriental 

Museum?  

At the end of May museum 

display case specialists 

Click Netherfield spent two 

weeks at the museum  

installing the new custom-

built cases for our Ancient 

Egypt gallery. Since then 

staff have been hard at 

work installing the new 

displays. 

 

The gallery will include 

more than 300 objects 

from the Ancient Egyptian 

collections, ranging from 

tiny amulets to a 3 and a 

half foot high solid stone 

painted ‘false door’.  Even 

with this many objects  

going into the gallery it has 

been a tough job for staff 

to narrow the selection 

down from more than 

6,500 objects in the  

collection.  To make the 

most of the collections 

Egypt gallery opening soon 
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New ‘audio pens’  

developed by the 

RNIB are being  

trialled as part of 

the Illness and 

Medicine 

exhibition.  Try 

one out and let us 

know what you 

think  

Fragile mummy 
mask undergoing 
conservation 
thanks to the 
Friends 

Olympic preparations 

Early Buddhist sculpture 

A little help from our Friends 

This beautiful mummy 

mask will be going on 

display for the first time 

thanks to the Friends of 

the Oriental Museum.   

 

The mask dates from the 

Ptolemaic (Greek) Period 

in Ancient Egypt, 332 - 

30 BCE.  It is made from 

cartonnage - layers of 

linen and plaster 

moulded while wet to 

create the shape of the 

head.  In the past the 

mask has been damaged 

so that the back is now 

crushed against the front.  

A conservator will  

carefully restore the  

original shape by slowly 

inflating a special balloon 

inside the mask.  He will 

then install a central  

support to ensure that 

the mask keeps its 

shape.  Any loose  

plaster, paint and gilding 

will be checked and  

strengthened where  

necessary.  Finally, after 

a very gentle clean, the 

mask will be ready for 

display.  The process is 

likely to take several 

months.   

 

Once completed the 

mask will form one of the 

centerpieces of the new 

Ancient Egypt gallery.  It 

will not be ready for the 

opening of the gallery in 

July but thanks to the 

Friends everyone will be 

able to see this stunning 

object before the end of 

the year.   

Gandhara, in what is now 

Afghanistan and northern 

Pakistan.  It was here 

that Greco-Roman  

artistic traditions met 

South Asian religious 

philosophies to produce 

some of the earliest  

Buddhist monumental 

art.  By autumn 2011 we 

Since Spring 2010 

the Museum has 

been working with 

Durham’s  

Archaeology  

Department to  

research our  

collection of early 

Buddhist sculpture 

from the Kingdom of 

hope to have a detailed 

database ready for online 

publication, to be  

followed by an exhibition 

in late 2012.  In the  

meantime you can see 

some of the key pieces 

from the collection on 

display on Level 1 of the  

Museum.  

Medicine, curated by 

local sixth-form students 

as part of this project.  

This exhibition has been 

very well received - even 

getting a positive review 

in the British Medical 

Journal! 

 

With this experience  

under our belts the  

students and staff are 

now gearing up for the 

next stage: a larger  

exhibition using material 

from both the Oriental 

Museum and the  

archives at Palace Green 

Library to take place at 

the Oriental Museum 

next summer.  All we can 

tell you for now is that the 

theme is ‘Made in China’, 

more will be revealed as 

the project develops.   

Watch this space.   

A year from now the 

Olympics will be kicking 

off in London.  The  

Oriental Museum is one 

of the North East’s key 

partners in the Cultural 

Olympiad which runs 

alongside the sporting 

preparations.   

 

On display now on Level 

2 of the museum is the 

exhibition Illness and 

Head of a  
Bodhisattva 

from  
Gandhara, 

2nd century 
CE 

U p d a t i n g  t h e  O r i e n t a l  M u s e u m  
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The Oriental Museum’s  

Chinese collection is  

recognized as being of  

international importance.  

However, much of the  

basic scholarship on the  

collections dates to the 

1950s and 1960s.  The last 

50 years have seen huge 

changes in the study of the 

art and archaeology of 

China.  Fresh discoveries 

have led to new insights and 

changed our understanding.  

In response to this, the  

museum is currently  

undertaking a ‘collections 

review’ of the entire Chinese 

collection.   

 

We have employed Chinese 

art specialist, Xiaoxin Li.  

She is currently looking at 

every single one of the 

10,000 objects in the  

collection and updating the 

museum’s database in both 

English and Chinese to  

provide us with up-to-date 

information on the whole 

collection.  Her work is 

vitally important to the 

gallery redisplays.   

 

Once the project is  

completed we will make 

the database records  

available via the internet. 

We hope this will lead to 

further research into the 

collections by scholars 

worldwide.  Read more 

about Xiaoxin’s work  

below.   

challenging than it sounds 

because the collection  

covers such a wide range of 

object types and periods that 

there is always a chance of 

encountering something I’ve 

never seen or heard before. 

Imagine I picked up a piece 

of thin rice paper from a  

random box the other day, 

and it turned out to be a 

passport of over a century 

ago! 

 

The highlight of my job is that 

I can sometimes discover the 

underestimated significance 

of an object. Take the  

peach-shaped lacquer box in 

the Marvels of China  

exhibition for example: at first 

glance the lacquer on the 

box looks dull and dusty, but 

with close examination I 

found out that it had been in 

fact made with five layers of 

lacquer, all in different  

colours; the ‘dust’ is in 

fact the subtle transition of 

the lacquer colours. Another  

interesting discovery is the 

reinterpretation of  

misunderstood patterns and 

iconographies. A rectangular 

jar with ‘military figures’  

(according to the old  

museum data), in fact  

depicts scenes from  

Romance of the West  

Chamber, a favourite love 

story from the Ming dynasty. 

 by Xiaoxin Li 

On my first visit to Durham 

city and the Oriental Museum 

8 months ago when I came 

for the job interview, I fell in 

love with the place  

immediately. The cathedral, 

the castle, the river and the 

stone-brick streets in the city 

centre work incredibly well 

together, giving the city a 

distinctive style. When Craig 

asked me whether I was still 

interested in the job after the 

visit, I simply said: ‘This is 

ideal!’ 

 

Yet the museum and the  

collection have revealed 

even greater charm since I 

started as a Collections  

Assistant.  My position is to 

review the tremendous  

Chinese collection, catalogue 

the objects and research the 

underlying backgrounds. It is 

much more exciting and 

This jade vase, now on 
display in Marvels of 
China, has long been 
recognized as one of 
the finest pieces in the  
collection.  The current 
research project is  
revealing more about 
many other objects in 
the collection.   

Not so dull and dusty... 

Close examination of this carved box 
has revealed five different coloured 
layers of lacquer.   

Researching the Chinese collections 



Like most museums, the  

Oriental Museum has far more 

objects in the collection than it 

has gallery space to display 

them.  However, the parts of 

the collection that visitors don’t 

see aren't just left  to sit in 

boxes on a shelf.  Objects are 

used extensively for schools 

and university teaching.  

Researchers from Durham and 

other universities in the UK 

and overseas use the  

collections for their research.  

We also have a very active 

loans programme.   

During  2010 we loaned  

objects from the collections to 

14 different institutions.   

Already in 2011 five new loans 

have gone out, ranging in size 

from just two objects to more 

than 60.  This summer you can 

see a selection of objects from 

the Ancient Egyptian  

collections at the Bowes  

Museum in Barnard Castle as 

part of their Amazing  

Egyptians exhibition which 

runs from 2 July to 31 August.  

The objects range from  

jewellery to pieces of ancient 

bread.   

Two statues from the Ancient 

Egyptian collection have also 

just left for a much longer trip.  

A statue of Osiris (pictured) 

and a statue of a family group 

will be touring Taiwan and 

China for the next two years 

as part of an exhibition  

organized with Bolton  

Museum.  They are currently 

on display in Taipai.   

Oriental Museum 
Elvet Hill 
Durham 
DH1 3TH 

Phone: 0191 334 5694 
Fax: 0191 334 5694 
E-mail: oriental.museum@durham.ac.uk 
Website: www.durham.ac.uk/oriental.museum 

The Oriental Museum is the only museum in the North 

of Britain devoted entirely to the art and archaeology 

of the Orient.  Our Chinese and Ancient Egyptian  

collections are among the finest to be found anywhere 

in Britain.  Other current displays include Japan, South 

East Asia, the Islamic World and material relating to 

Buddhism and Hinduism.   

 

The museum hosts regularly changing temporary 

exhibitions which offer visitors a chance to explore  

different aspects of Asian material culture, art and  

archaeology.  We run a lively programme of events 

including family activities during the school holidays 

and an annual series of lectures organized by the 

Friends of the Oriental Museum.  

Egypt on tour 

A statue of Osiris currently on tour in Taiwan   


