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Extending a Museum Exhibition’s 

(Out)REach
Diana Lyn Roberts

Presenting exquisite exhibitions is standard operating procedure 
for the Smithsonian Institution’s Arthur M. Sackler Gallery 
(www.asia.si.edu) in Washington, DC. The formula is classic and 
foolproof: Present a body of compelling objects, displayed with 
characteristic elegance and simplicity, augmented by strong schol-
arship in the wall and label text. How do you up the ante? Simple: 

Make the objects, display, and scholarship even more accessible, to 
a wider audience, available on demand from anywhere in the world.

Since April of 2007, visitors to the Sackler have been lured 
toward a hallway gallery on the lower level by a handful of large, 
spectacularly lit ceramic jars in glittering vitrines, lined with 
terra-cotta silk, placed in the center of the walkway, and visible 

Bowl on pedestal foot, 
Ban Chiang culture, 7 
in. (17 cm) in height, 
earthenware with white 
slip and red pigment, 
1000–300 BCE. Gift of 
Victor and Takako Hauge. 
Courtesy of the Freer and 
Sackler Galleries.
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Left: Jar with eight vertical lugs, Tuy Hoa, Phu Yen province, Central Vietnam, 25¼ in. (64 cm) in height, stoneware with iron glaze, Le, Tay Son, or 
Nguyen dynasty, 18th–mid 20th century, restored later. Right: Jar with two ornamental lugs, Middle Mekong River network, probably southern Laos, 25 
in. (64 cm) in height, stoneware, combed and applied decoration with wood-ash glaze, Lan Sang period or Champassak period, 17th-19th century. Both 
pieces are gifts of Osborne and Gratia Hauge, and Victor and Takako Hauge. Courtesy of the Freer and Sackler Galleries.

To see the online catalog for 
the Ceramics in Mainland 

Southeast Asia collection at the 
Freer and Sackler galleries, visit 

http://seasianceramics.asia.si.edu.

through the doorways at either end of the space. Once past the 
threshold, a generous selection of nearly 200 earthenware and 
stoneware vessels, ranging from everyday cooking pots to elegant 
ritual objects, were displayed in an unpretentious open storage 
configuration in an utterly engrossing long-term exhibit called 
“Taking Shape: Ceramics in 
Southeast Asia.” Spanning nearly 
4000 years of production, usage, 
and trade in the region com-
prised of modern-day Vietnam, 
Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and 
Burma, Taking Shape presented 
a range of form, surface, process, 
and human interaction that 
captivated specialists and casual 
tourists alike. Ceding the space to other museum treasures, the 
show closed and the pots returned to storage in December 2011. 
Fortunately, they are still readily accessible—along with about 
700 others—thanks to an astonishingly comprehensive, well-
designed, and impeccably researched online catalog available on 
the museum’s website.

Documenting the entirety of the Sackler’s holdings of Southeast 
Asian ceramics, along with those of its sister institution, the Freer 
Gallery of Art, Ceramics in Mainland Southeast Asia is the first 
major online collections catalog for the Smithsonian’s Museums of 
Asian Art, an accomplishment the museum and its patrons hope 

will be the cornerstone of a larger 
effort to put more of their stun-
ning collections online. Equally 
useful as a crash course introduc-
tion and a detailed resource for 
advanced research, the depth and 
breadth of the Sackler’s collection 
has been matched by a vast store-
house of information, insight, re-
sources, and links to external sites, 

creating a virtual hub for the study and appreciation of ceramic 
production and trade in Southeast Asia.

The core of the collection comes from a major gift of over 800 
objects from the Hauge Collection, lovingly assembled in the late 
1960s and 1970s by brothers Osborne and Victor Hauge and 
their wives, Gratia and Takako. Far from impersonal, the Hauges’ 
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were passionate about ceramics and collected widely while living 
and traveling in the region, including works from Japan, Korea, 
China, Iran, Thailand, and Vietnam. Ranging from the more fa-
miliar and elegant court traditions to the less studied traditions of 
everyday functional earthenware, the Hauges’ knowledgeable eye 
for collecting was bolstered by good timing: many of these works 
came from recently excavated kilns and other archaeological sites, 
acquired through the most reputable dealers, as well as pieces from 
local vendors found more casually in river beds. 

In the mid-1990s, the Hauge family gifted the Sackler with 
84 works of Khmer stoneware (Angkor period, 9th–14th century 
CE) along with a substantial number of works from the Islamic 
and ancient Near East (see article, “Ancient Iranian Ceramics,” 
CM, December 2011, pages 58–61). Following the publication 
of these initial gifts in the print catalog, Asian Traditions in Clay 
(Sackler, 2000), the Hauges’ generously donated their much more 
substantial collection of Southeast Asian ceramics—along with 
funding for the online catalog—in 2004 and 2005. Augmented 
by a handful of spectacular works from other donors and hold-
ings in the Freer collection, notably those from collectors Dean 
Frasché and Dorothy Slak, the Smithsonian’s Asian museums now 
hold what many scholars and connoisseurs consider the 
broadest, most comprehensive single collection of 
Southeast Asian ceramics in the world.

Launched in 2008, the online catalog offers a rare opportunity 
to explore the entire Southeast Asian collection, as well as the ac-
cumulated scholarship surrounding it, in a user-friendly format 
accessible to anyone with an interest and an Internet connection. 
The catalog provides points of entry through ready-made searches 
based on “Material,” “Place,” and “Time,” providing an overview 
within each section and more refined searches such as clay type, 
surface treatment, specific kilns, and so forth. The full-text search 
tool also allows for remarkably precise user-generated criteria, 
such as accession numbers, donor name, vessel shape, function, 
structural characteristics, or any other detail listed in the object de-
scription and catalog information. Looking to compare lug styles? 
A search for “lug” pulls images of all the jars in the collection with 
that word in the descriptive text; type “kendi” for a selection all of 
the bottles of this characteristic type. 

The “Resource” section presents abstracts of scholarly articles 
and essays available as full-text PDF downloads, including Eng-
lish translations of major studies in non–European languages and 
foundational English texts. Extensive bibliographies on topics such 
as excavations, material analyses, and scientific dating issues are 
provided for further research, as is a compiled list of significant 

public and private collections throughout the world. 
The detailed maps and chronologies chart ceramic 

production, distribution, and trade within, 
into, and outside the region, providing 
insight into cultural and aesthetic shifts 

over time. The “Place” section focuses on 
regional production, including detailed maps of 

stylistic centers and important kiln sites. Detailed 
curatorial records and notes complement high-quality 
photographic images of the body and base of each 

vessel and, where necessary, details of a lip, surface 
pattern, or additional view. 

The success of this massive undertak-
ing is due in part to the Sackler’s 

Curator of Ceramics, Louise 
Cort, whose knowledge and 

passion for both ceramics 
and the cultures of the 
region permeate the en-
tire project. Balancing a 
deep academic knowl-
edge with hands-on 
experience, Cort made 
her first study trip to 
Thailand in 1989, where 

she “started looking at 
ceramics in situ.” Not only 

did this increase her overall 
understanding of historical 
ceramics, it solidified her com-

mitment to understanding it 
as a living tradition: “When 

Kendi, probably north-
central Thailand, 9 
in. (23 cm) in width, 
earthenware with 
black matte surface, 
Ayutthaya period, 
16th–17th century. Gift 
of Sarah M. Bekker. 
Courtesy of the Freer 
and Sackler Galleries.
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1 Water bottle, Burma, Laos, or Northern Thailand, Kon-baung, Colonial, Luang Prabang, or Bangkok, 111⁄4 (29 cm) in height, earthenware, blackened in 
firing, 19th–mid 20th century. Gift of Osborne and Gratia Hauge, and Victor and Takako Hauge. Courtesy of the Freer and Sackler Galleries.
2 Stove, Chao Phraya River network, Central Thailand, 13 in. ( 33 cm) in diameter),earthenware, Ayutthaya period, 16th–17th century. Gift of Osborne 
and Gratia Hauge, and Victor and Takako Hauge. Courtesy of the Freer and Sackler Galleries. 
3 Covered box, Sawankhalok ware, Ban Pa Yang kilns, Si Satchanalai, Sukhothai province, Thailand, 4 in. (10 cm) in height, stoneware with iron 
pigment under clear glaze, Ayutthaya period, 16th century. Gift of Dorothy M. Slak. Courtesy of the Freer and Sackler Galleries.

I returned to DC, the Hauges’ Southeast Asian collection had much 
more meaning for me. I began a project that involved more or less 
annual trips to the region to survey present-day village-based earth-
enware and stoneware production, as well as historical production, 
in Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and the southern Yunnan 
province in China.” This ongoing research is apparent in her astute 
curatorial notes, as well as the personal photographs, videos, and 
insights that enrich the catalog.

Of particular merit is the webinar that introduces the collection, 
the online catalog, and the research that went into it. Hosted live at 
the Sackler in 2009, attendees were joined by scholars and enthu-
siasts around the globe via live webcast, which has been archived 
and is now accessible via the “Videography” link in the “Resource” 
section. Officiated by Cort and research assistants David Rehfuss 
and George Williams, who helped develop and compile the catalog 
and its vast resources, it is here that Cort’s expertise shines: it’s one 

thing to read her eloquent essays and thorough curatorial notes, 
and quite another to hear her speak with such reverence and ease 
about the objects in her care, where her seemingly encyclopedic 
knowledge meets a remarkable degree of functional, practical, 
process-driven know-how about ceramics in general and, in this 
case, the cultures from which they come.

One key aspect of the catalog has been disappointingly unde-
rused: an interactive “Field Notes” section which allows users to 
post comments, documentation, citations, questions, and other 
information online, both for individual works and the broader 
overview sections. Intended to foster collaborative scholarship, 
Cort had hoped that other museum curators and archaeologists, in 
particular, would contribute information from related objects and 
studies that could help expand general knowledge of the field, as 
well as details that might aid in dating and placing the objects in 
her care. As she states in her introduction to the catalog, “Creating 
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new knowledge is a collaborative effort,” and Cort was hop-
ing for more participation from experts and connoisseurs 
around the world. Still, the amount of information already 
assembled by Cort’s research team is staggering, and the po-
tential for external contributions provides the catalog with 
a built-in ability to grow and change with the scholarship.

What the catalog lacks is the curatorial selection and the-
matic nuance of the assembled objects in Cort’s exhibition, 
“Taking Shape.” In it, Cort followed usage patterns and the 
interplay of forms, following intuitive aesthetic links while 
simultaneously commenting on the complex interaction of 
culture and commerce. Along with trade-ware, her selec-
tion featured the earthy, functional, and perhaps even more 
culturally relevant everyday earthenware and stoneware 
vessels that indicate how cultures function, interact, trade, 
and place value—aesthetic or otherwise—on the objects and 
processes of daily existence. In the context of an exhibition, 
Cort could tease out the forms borrowed from Indian or 
Chinese models, explore the trade routes and divisions of 
labor within ceramic traditions, suggest how local traditions 
of connoisseurship and reverence developed, juxtapose old 
and new, and provide enough examples for viewers to pick 
out how one style of lug differs from another. The catalog 
does not, unfortunately, allow for an easy way to carefully 
examine more than one object at a time, or to move between 
objects in an easy, intuitive way. For that, one needs the 
objects themselves. Fortunately, plans are afoot to reinstall 
a smaller selection from the collection to keep these amazing 
vessels on public view. 

While nothing on the Internet (or traditional photos, for 
that matter) can compare to seeing these spectacular pots 
en masse and in person, the Sackler and Freer galleries have 
done a remarkable job with their web resources in general, 
and the Ceramics in Mainland Southeast Asia catalog in 
particular. The epic nature of this endeavor may make it im-
practical to duplicate for many institutions, but it certainly 
sets a new gold standard for museums looking for ways to 
use the Internet as a means of advancing scholarship, access, 
and appreciation of their collections.

the author Diana Lyn Roberts is a freelance arts writer, cura-
tor, and art historian living in San Antonio, Texas. 

4 Vessel on pedestal foot, Ban Chiang culture Northeast Thailand, 
91⁄4 in. (23 cm) in height, earthenware with white slip and red 
pigment, late period, 300 BCE–200 CE. Gift of Victor and Takako 
Hauge. Courtesy of the Freer and Sackler Galleries. 
5 Vessel with applied flange, Ban Chiang culture, Northeast 
Thailand, Ban Chiang culture, 8 in. (20 cm) in diameter, 
earthenware, incised and stamped decoration, blackened in firing, 
early period, 3600–2500 BCE. Gift of Victor and Takako Hauge. 
Courtesy of the Freer and Sackler Galleries.
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