
  

Concretion of ceramics, approx. 1450–1500. Vietnam. Stone, antler, shell, corroding iron, and remains of sea 
creatures. Asian Art Museum, Acquisition made possible by Betty and Bruce Alberts, Will and June Arney 
Roadman, Annie and Cameron Dorsey, Jean and Lindsay MacDermid, Rhoda Stuart Mesker, and Ann Witter, 
2000.31. Photograph © Asian Art Museum. 
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Asian Art Museum Presents Historic Vietnamese Art 
Recovered from Shipwrecks 

 
Explore how centuries of art lost at sea travels the globe to find a new 
home. 

  
San Francisco, September 16, 2020 — A fierce three-headed serpent and a mysterious 
female deity were among the nearly two dozen 12th-century stone sculptures from Central 
Vietnam that lay unseen at the bottom of the Arabian Sea for nearly 120 years. Almost 
5,000 miles away in the South China Sea, blue-and-white ceramic bowls, plates and jars 
rested in the hold of a sunken ship off the coast of Vietnam for more than five centuries. 
Preserved like time capsules under the seas, these shipwrecks contained artworks that 
were excavated in the 1990s by marine archaeologists, sold at auction, purchased by 
individual collectors and then donated to the museum.  
 
From Nov. 26 2019-Mar. 22, 2020, Lost at Sea: Art Recovered 
from Shipwrecks offers visitors a chance to go behind the scenes 
and trace the pathways of these objects, from Vietnam to the 
ocean floor to San Francisco. “We want our audiences to 
ask questions about how artworks enter museum 
collections,” says Natasha Reichle, exhibition organizer 
and Asian Art Museum assistant curator of Southeast 
Asian art.  
 
“What does the provenance of an object reveal? What can art 
salvaged from the sea tell us about trade and the colonial 
enterprise? Who is entitled to centuries-old artworks recovered 
from shipwrecks? Should they even be excavated, or should vessels 
and their contents be left in situ for future generations?” 
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Ceramics on display are from a trading vessel that sank in the 15th century off Vietnam’s 
Hoi An coast with a cargo of more than 250,000 objects originally made for export. 
After fishermen began to find porcelain shards in their nets in the 1990s, a government-
sanctioned commercial salvage operation brought up the cache, dubbed the Hoi An 
Hoard.  
 
The stone sculptures, relics of the Cham culture that thrived along the coast of Central 
Vietnam from the 5th to the 15th century, had been carted off from a ruined temple by a 
French colonial officer in the 19th century. The two works in the museum collection are 
from a group of 21 that were on their way to France when the steamer they were on sank 
off the coast of Somalia in 1877. The passengers and crew were saved, but the stone 
sculptures, apparently too heavy to transport to shore, were left in the wreckage. They 
were finally retrieved in 1995. 
 
The exhibition brings together artifacts from these two shipwrecks, including a slowly 
disintegrating concretion of objects from the Hoi An Hoard, along with maps and other 
materials that invite consideration of how artworks travel across time and cultures. 
 
“Shipwrecks open portals to the past and offer us new ways to encounter and think about 
amazing art from centuries ago,” says Jay Xu, director and CEO of the Asian Art Museum. 
“The art we find underwater showcases all sides of what our museum does best—from 
collecting, to contextualizing, to conserving. Lost at Sea is a uniquely layered experience 
that connects us to an unexpectedly broad story, a story only we can tell.” 

 
 

Exhibition Organization 
 

Lost at Sea: Art Recovered from Shipwrecks is organized by the Asian Art Museum of San 
Francisco. Presentation is made possible with the generous support of Glenn Vinson and 
Claire Vinson.  

Sustained support generously provided by the following endowed funds: 
Akiko Yamazaki and Jerry Yang Endowment Fund for Exhibitions 

 
 
About the Asian Art Museum 
 
The Asian Art Museum–Chong-Moon Lee Center for Asian Art and Culture is one of San 
Francisco's premier arts institutions and home to a world-renowned collection of more 
than 18,000 Asian art treasures from throughout Asia spanning 6,000 years of history. 
Through rich art experiences, centered on historic and contemporary artworks, the Asian 
Art Museum unlocks the past for visitors, bringing it to life while serving as a catalyst for 
new art, new creativity and new thinking. 
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Information: 415.581.3500 or www.asianart.org 
Location: 200 Larkin Street, San Francisco, CA 94102 
Hours: The museum is open Tuesdays through Sundays from 10 AM to 5 PM. Hours are 
extended on Thursdays until 9 PM February through September. Closed Mondays, as 
well as New Year’s Day, Thanksgiving Day and Christmas Day. 
Museum Admission: FREE for museum members and children (12 & under). $25 for 
adults and $20 for seniors (65 & over), youth (13–17) and college students (with ID). On 
Target First Free Sundays and on Thursday evenings, 5-9 PM, admission to the museum 
is $10. Please check website for updates. 
Access: The Asian Art Museum is wheelchair accessible. For more information regarding 
access: 415.581.3598; TDD: 415.861.2035.  

 
Never miss a moment: @AsianArtMuseum 
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