Journal of Iranian Studies

ISSN: 1735 - 0700

A Critical Note on Golden Shipwreck Tang at Asian Civilizations

Museum of Singapore®

Daryoosh Akbarzadeh® @

Abstract
1. Introduction

Sasanian Empire was one of the most brilliant periods in ancient Iran.
Cultural and artistic relations of the Sasanian Empire, from the East to
the West, are perceptible through archeological evidences, Sasanian
and Post-Sasanian texts. Meanwhile, China, as a significant attested
toponym, has been a known territory in Persian texts. The collapse of
the Sasanian Empire (651 AD.) was a very significant factor in the
impact of Iranian art and culture on the Far East, specifically on China
as well as Silla and Japan.

However, this article deals with a golden piercing object at Asian
Civilizations Museum of Singapore. This object, in the abroad, has
been called as “Golden Shipwreck Tang” which means literary “the
golden ship-form work.” This golden object of the museum has been
the subject of numerous articles, catalogs, conferences, and extensive
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media and political programs. The work interpreted as a combination
of Sasanian (Persia) and Tang art in China. This dish reflects image of
eight dancer-musicians with different musical instruments. Each
musician is separated from the other one by a string of pearls.
According to the published reports, the work has obtained from a
sunken Chinese ship. In fact, the ship sank near Sumatra, Indonesia,
but this artifact was discovered off the coast of Singapore.

2. Methodology

This research was done by comparative and library study method with
content analysis. The author has done the investigation by measuring
this work with a number of known objects in different museums.
Despite this, historical links between Iran and the Far East (China),
artistic aspects, textology to metal studies have also been considered.

3. Discussion

The golden object at Asian Civilizations Museum of Singapore, so-
called the Tang Shipwreck, has been evaluated and approved by the
Smithsonian Museum of America. The author believes:

- The fictitious term “ship” in the title of this work was created to tie it
to the Chinese shipwreck.

- This golden work has no place in the detailed reports of all the
underwater archaeologists, who have discovered, seen, photographed,
and cleaned the "ceramics" on the sea floor (the first step). Therefore,
any connection between this work and that ship is questionable.

- Contradictory dates such as 6™ century CE, sometimes 7-8 AD.,
contradictory destinations such as Persia and sometimes Baghdad, are
proof of the confusion of fake stories (about that Chinese ship).

- Although its octagonal shape (of the object) can be reminiscent of
the Far East, the strings of pearls are undoubtedly a reflection of
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Sasanian art. The pearl strings can be frequently seen on the coins,
potteries, bas-reliefs from Iran to Dunhuang.

- The number of beads on the string of pearls (above, below, right and
left of the musicians) is not only inconsistent with each other, but
without background. In Sasanian and Tang art, the number of beads in
this string of pearls follows a very clear regular order; especially in
Sasanian art, which is subject to sacred religious numbers.

- The form of the pearls, complete, incomplete, semi-complete is
another part of the ignorance of the counterfeiters of this work.

- The form of the performance of the dancer and her/his clothes are
reminiscent of the “acrobatic” dancers in Chinese tombs.

- The dress of these musicians, with wavy laces, is neither Sasanian
nor has anything to do with the Tang period; the hairstyle, the face
shape, the direction of the musician’s eyes, how to control the
instruments, the lack of connection between these instruments, and
much more should be added.

- The collection of such musical instruments together is an innovation
in Tang art and has no precedent. Fortunately, we know many well-
known instruments and how to jointly play many of them in
Dunhuang.

- This cup is unlike of the artistic depiction of Tang period musicians,
which (on jade) was supposedly used to decorate a belt and is
currently kept in the Metropolitan Museum of America. | should add
12 musician-dancer’s motifs at Miho Museum of Japan (cf. Hejiacun
cups).

- This work does not have any XRF reports; a topic that is important
in museology studies; In the report of the Smithsonian Museum, even
the weight of this work, is not mentioned; This issue is also important
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for gold and silver items. A report of the photos before the cleaning
has not been published yet.

- Although technical tests (i.e. X-rays) cannot determine this with
certainty, it seems that the makers tried to cover their initial work with
a layer of gilding where the handle joins the main body.

- Between the figures of all the musicians and the main body, there
seems to be a narrow identical and uniform seam (from bottom to
top). This seam was intentionally placed to show its archaic nature and
damage over time.

- Oxidation (accidental corrosion) on the shoulders of some musicians
and under the main body, etc. cannot be a natural process.

- Although gold works (due to gold material) are the least vulnerable
to water, why is only the main base corroded? It is obvious that in the
creation of gold and silver objects, it is not possible to produce
products with the help of pure gold and silver; combination with other
alloys such as copper, zinc and iron and etc. is the "inevitable™ part of
this technique. Other metals (alloys) are, especially copper, unstable
against moisture and humidity.

- Among all the works sunk in the sands, how this one has tilted its
course for kilometers, we need to ask the experts of oceanography
about the level and slope of the sea floor, the strength of the waves,
the type of sand - something that cannot be found in published reports.

- Isn't, the story of the fishermen who found and sold such a
magnificent work, a fake story to create a background and link it to
history? Why does this one work have such a story? For the distance
between the point where this golden work was found (kilometers
away, near the border of Singapore) and the point where the Chinese
ship was sunk (near Sumatra, Indonesia), this kind of story-telling is
irresponsible and definitely unscientific.
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- Why are these kinds of work only found outside of Iran, sold to rich
countries and fledgling museums?

- Can | not refer to some of the works in Miho Museum? Isn't the
treasure’s necklace of Darius the Great another example of these
forgeries. It is interesting that all these works are related to Iran's
cultural heritage.

4. Conclusion

The author evaluates this golden object as a “fake” work, based on the
artistic features, historical relations between Iran and China, and
political situation of Iran under the Arabs, Tang dancer-musician’s
figures, Sasanian music-dance background, metal studies, storytelling
about how this work was discovered, etc. Challenging this work while
calling it “fake”, the author evaluates these background-conscious
behaviors as a part of “attempts to distort, destroy, and generate
income by (some specific) foreigners through the archaic heritage of
Iran by using the tools of rich countries with fledgling museum.”

Keywords: Golden Shipwreck, Asian Civilizations Museum,
Sasanian, Tang, Musician, fake.
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