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On November 10, 2001, I, accompanied by my sister, Connie, embarked on an epic journey.  Our illustrious guides were none other than Charles Lang Freer and Arthur M. Sackler.  This adventure took us across oceans, over continents, and though time to worlds unimaginable.  I now share this tale with you, and whether you think it bold or balderdash, may you be enlightened or at least entertained by my story.


On that bleak morning of November, the clouds loomed ominously, gray and dingy with the full weight of the dying year.  We topped the steps of the Freer Art Gallery in Washington D.C. with little expectation and only a modicum of enthusiasm.  There seemed to be minimal interested in this less popular branch of the Smithsonian Museum, as there were merely a handful of visitors in attendance today, contrasting dramatically to the hoards of mulling tourist across the mall pouring in and out of the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History and the Air and Space Museum.  I grabbed the map and Connie, the calendar and together we set off to explore that which Freer had displayed.


Passing rooms of breathtaking Japanese silk paintings and delicate brushwork on Chinese scrolls, I expressed a deep remorse that these items were far too recent to be of use in my current archeological pursuit.   Dismayed, we wandered into a room of beautiful pottery.  It was in this place that the adventure truly began, for it was here that I discovered a piece that resonated deep within my soul.  


Connie was admiring a blue and white vase, an ewer, or large pitcher, made of Korean celadon pottery caught the corner of my eye and drew me toward it.  There was just something mesmerizing about it, uniqueness.  I had never seen anything quite like it.  Unlike celadon pottery of the early Koryo dynasty, which are commonly decorated with a repeating patterns of flowers or cranes, this is much more ornate and uses a design that covers the entire vessel.  The striking details of the gourd-shaped body, the gently curving handle and spout, and the remarkable craftsmanship of the neck captivated me.  The body and lid are carved to represent lotus leaves.  The upper and lower parts of the body are divided respectively.  The vein petals are delicately incised with fresh copper-red outlines and occasional white dots, serving to enliven the overall effect.  A boy sits on the neck holding a lotus bud in his hands and a small frog is poised to jump from the handle.  As an impressive example of under glaze copper-red ornament, which was used for the first time in the world during the Koryo period, this ewer represents the impressive skill attained by the Koryo potters. 


Upon a closer examination, I discovered that the pitcher was filled, and the scent wafting from it was sweet and inviting.  I called Connie to look inside to confirm the reality of what I was looking at.  “Tea?”  I inquired.


“Maybe it’s sake.” She replied.


“Well,” I pressed, “do you think we should drink it?”  Connie simply shrugged.  I scanned the room and the hallway beyond for any sign of guard or guest and the place was utterly deserted.  I grabbed a small cup from a nearby Chanoyu (Japanese for tea ceremony) display and poured my self a cup of the strange, yet intriguing brew.  “Here goes.”  And I drank it in. I tasted a bit like hibiscus tea, but more pungent and I shut my eyes to concentrate on the exotic flavor.


My sister following suit let out a surprised, “Oh, my……” then trailed off.

Instantly we had been transported to a place and time where this ewer would have been used in real life.  We slipped unseen like ghosts into an elaborately furnished dinning room.  The guests knelt around a low table with what seemed like a fine feast.  Men and women both were dressed in fine silks with gold trim.  A neatly made woman, the hostess served the man to her left, pouring from the same pitcher we had so recently used.  It became clear that the ewer was not ordinary.  Even in its time, this was not for every day, and not a vessel a poor person would own.  Because it neither matched the plates nor the cups, I could tell this was a prized solo item, perhaps a custom original.  

As abruptly as the scene came at us, it began to fade.  From 13th century Korea, we turned and entered the next room moving into a room full of Buddhist monks toiling over paper scrolls.  Moving swiftly through the Freer, we descended deep underground and passed through and underground tunnel that brought us into the domain of Sackler and further back in time.

The sun scorched my eyes as we exited to a desert land.  The sand and loose rock under my feet made my steps uneven and difficult.  I could see nothing around for miles but a desolate arid landscape broken by raged rock clusters.  

“Where are we?” Connie asked.

“When are we?”  I responded.  “And what happened to all the people?”

Then Connie noticed a marker of some sort by a small mound.  “Over there!  See?”  I did.  “Let go take a look then.”  She did not have to tell me twice.

As we approach my foot struck an object in the sand.  I looked at it for a second and mistook the object as a clay-mation chicken from that movie Chicken Run.  I burst into peals of laughter.  I recognized my mistake at once, but the impression it left was indelible.   I picked the item up to exam it further.

The artifact seemed to be a vessel, probably held water or some other liquid.  I appeared to be more symbolic than functional, as it loosely resembled a female figure.  The nose was pointed like a beak and the eyes, nipples, navel and knees were identical patterns of concentric circles.  The ears were over large which gave the face a comic surprised look.  The size of the hips and buttocks were so greatly exaggerated, I couldn’t contain my giggles.

“Quiet, you idiot!  Show some respect.  I think this is a grave sight.”  Connie said as she dusted off a roughly carved placard.  “That probably belongs to the corpse, you know, like an offering.”

“Uhgah!” I blurted as I dropped the vessel and backed away.  “What’s that doing here?”

“This is as good a place as any,” my sister speculated.

“Well, you won’t expect to find this at a burial sight I would think.  I mean, look at it.  The big but, the allusions to female anatomy, it’s obviously a fertility symbol.  These things were worshiped back in pre-civilizations as life bringers, not death trinkets.  I’d expect to find this near a stone alter or in some sort of holy place, where a fertility rite may have been preformed.  Dead people for the most part aren’t fertile,” I explained.

“No, but they can be fertilizer,” joked my sister.

Laughing still I suggested, “Maybe whatever people left this believe in reincarnation.  It doesn’t look Egyptian, but I guess we’re probably not that far away.”

“How far back in time do you think we’ve gone?”  Connie wondered.

“Don’t know, let me check the map.”  I pulled out the map and examined it.  “I think we wandered into Iran, say between 1350 and 800 B.C.”

“So we had to travel back 3000 years to find men who appreciate a full figured woman.”  Connie mused. 

“Fat bottomed girls, you make the rockin’ world go round.  (Quote: Freddy Mercury, Queen)” I sang to the impassive figure lying at my feet.  Then to my sister I suggested we get going.  “This place is giving me the creeps.”

We turned and entered a new room that was low and dark and more eerie than the gravesite before had been.  We had passed from an open ancient place of burial to an underground tomb.  I had to bite back a scream of shock and surprise when I happened upon a fearsome, fiery dragon guarding an ornate door to another chamber.  We stopped and silently agreed to proceed no further into the tomb.

Before us was a statue of a dragon approximately three feet tall with sharp fangs and a bristled mane made to resemble fire.  This piece was made of lead-glazed earthenware during the Tang dynasty (618-907), China.  The grinning statue is part human, part dragon, part beast with wings, horns, sharp claws and a ferocious smile.  This statue is called a tomb-guardian and was one of a pair placed outside the entrance of an unknown tomb.  Its purpose was to frighten away the evil forces and spirits that may wish to harm the remains of the person lying within the tomb.  The random green orange glaze gave the guardian a powerful effect and thus was an ancient symbol of energy and power.  The glazing technique made the figure almost appear to be on fire and lent the figure a movement and life it would not of otherwise had.

As strange and impossible things had been happening all day, I would not have been surprised if the tomb guardian had suddenly sprung to life and chased us from the tomb as my sister and I were those evil spirits it was placed there to ward off.  I wanted to go, but I didn’t know how to leave.  Connie and I ran hastily from room to room in a desperate search for the exit, ducking under bronze blades swung by Egyptian soldiers and avoiding the heavy clubs of Mongolian warriors.  It was not enough to look for the door to the outside.  The spell of time, antiquity and imagination had cast its nets so securely that we had to find a way to break the illusions and return to our senses.

“The pitcher!”  I exclaimed.  And we dashed back to the pottery room where all this madness had begun.  We found the ewer and to our horror found it empty. 

“Search the room!”  My sister shouted in desperation, and we did, but to no avail.

Tears trembled on the brink as I suddenly remembered another jar that had captivated me so completely.  It was in the underground corridor, between the two museums and I had only glimpsed it briefly in a passing glance.  It was placed so that it went unnoticed by many, a random vase in a hallway and not a featured piece of art in a gallery collection.  I remembered that I felt the jar was far too beautiful to be shunted in such a way and I knew also at once that to get home, we had to find it.

We descended once again to the tunnel underneath and in between and thought that this fantastic magic that had infected us all day, did not like to release those who fell under its spell.  When we found the jar filled, a mixture of relief and remorse filled my heart, for this was the most fun I had ever had in a museum and I was sorry to be leaving, not knowing if I would ever again have a similar experience.  We drank of the second jar, also Korean celadon, of an earlier and more traditional style, but equally beautiful, and found ourselves returned to November 10, 2001.

Believe all or part of this tale, or dismiss it all as rubbish, if you chose, but if you have ever stood transfixed in front of a piece of artwork that resonated within your soul, then you know that some of what I say is true.  Art can bring you an understanding of another time, and another place, and of other peoples like no book or story ever can.  It can take you somewhere you’ve never been if you let it, if you open yourself to it with your heart and your mind and then just drink it in.  Drink it in.

Drink it in……….   
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