DRAFT MEMO

Memo Zheng He’s Bath (Shui Jian)

Background

On 8th May last, Mr Runtian Sun, Chairman of the Nordic Association for the Collection and Preservation of Chinese antiques, Lynqby, Denmark, emailed to say his Association had in its possession a Shui Jian – that is a large basin or small bath originally owned by Admiral Zheng He. This had been found in N. Denmark (Jutland) and was evidence in Mr. Sun’s opinion, that Zheng He has visited Denmark and probably died there. Mr. Sun invited me to Denmark to view the Shui Jian.

Before doing so I emailed a number of advisors including Dr. Siu Leung Lee and Tai Peng Wang. Both advised caution, Tai Peng Wang stating “… it’s absolutely certain the thing is 100 percent fake made by some history illiterate…” Tai Peng gave me permission to copy his email to Runtian Sun, which I did. Sun’s reply was that they had consulted Chinese experts and had spent 6 months researching the shape, material, and pattern and obtained other proof. His association was convinced the Shui Jian was genuine. Accordingly I decided to go to Denmark and did so on 30th May 2006.
The Shui Jian – general impressions

Mr. Runtian Sun, his wife Linda and Mr. Peng Yin Chiu kindly collected me and took me to Mr. Chiu’s house where the Shui Jian was kept. It was much bigger than I had imagined: an average size European could sit in it whilst bathing – Zheng He at 6’8” could not. It is very beautiful, the bronze patina being discoloured according to Mr. Sun, by long burial and partial immersion in sea water. (He has found grains of salt in the crevices.) The metal is rusting and undoubtedly very old – obviously several hundred years, but I was unable to guess whether 500 or 2000. Mr. Sun had many pictures of much older Shui Jians in museums in China; the older ones being much heavier than “Zheng He’s,” but of a similar size and shape.

Mr. Sun and team’s conclusion was that (leaving aside the writing for the moment) the body itself was genuine on account of:

(I) construction being in 2 parts – a Ming characteristic

(II) the handles being 2 Ming dragons

(III) the “Pontil” (Ru Zu) – like the nipple on a woman’s breast (a Ming characteristic)

(IV) the Ru Yi (meaning auspicious) underneath the dragon handles

(V) similar artefacts attributed to Zheng He (i.e. Fujian bell) which have similar dragons and Ru Yi to this Shui Jian
(VI) other Shui Jians (porcelain) with the same characteristics

It seemed to me Mr. Sun and colleagues will have little difficulty in establishing the bowl is genuine of the early Ming dynasty.

The Chinese characters around the outer rim

Of course whilst the main body could be genuine, the Chinese characters could have been added later. There are thirteen of them read from right to left as follows:

1 - 3 “Da Ming Guo”= the Great Ming dynasty


4 - 7 “Qin Chai Zheng Shi” meaning the dedication is to the Senior Emissary of the group appointed by the Emperor to fulfil a particular mission (for example “His Majesty the Emperor of China’s Ambassador to India”)

8 – Tai – Kingdom

9 – Jian – Head of Department within government
10, 11 – Zheng He

12, 13 - Zhi Yong – to be used only by Zheng He

In Mr. Sun’s opinion the engraver was skilled and well educated but not a scholar. He was copying from another document and could have made mistakes.

The 13 characters (unlucky in England) had a different construction in China. When divided by 4 (Chinese custom) it leaves one as a remainder which equates with survival. Mr. Sun produced a number of accepted early Ming scripts to demonstrate this calligraphy was early Ming.

Assuming for the moment the lettering is early Ming, it could have been forged in modern times in the style of early Ming. It seems to me the engraving was of the same age as the bowl itself (rust and blisters are on top of some characters,) but of course there will have to be a forensic test of the engraving before the Shui Jian is put up for sale. Mr. Sun, his colleagues and the owner (to be discussed later) all wish to sell the Shui Jian and as such are obviously interested in proving its authenticity. They have given me carte blanche to arrange any testing deemed necessary.

Provenance
The owner is a Danish civil engineer named Michael (surname not given to reduce chances of theft.) He acquired it with the effects of his mother who died in 1995. She in turn inherited it from her husband, Michael’s father. None of the family took any interest in the object at all – as far as Michael can remember it was used for his mother’s potted plants, and then when Michael inherited it, it was stored with other junk in an outhouse. Seven years ago Michael married Anna, who is Chinese. She recognised the writing but not its significance. Two years ago Anna met Linda Sun (wife of Runtian) and the writing was then analysed for the first time.)
No one knows how Michael’s father acquired the Shui Jian. Michael’s father and mother never went outside Denmark. Father was a motor mechanic who in Michael’s opinion never visited an antique shop and never collected anything. He would certainly not have paid to acquire the Shui Jian. He was an avid mackerel fisher who frequently visited N. Denmark to fish in the Skaw, north of Aalborg. Although Michael cannot be sure, he thinks it likely his father found it on the beach whilst fishing and gave it to his mother for her plants. No one thought it had any value whatsoever – Michael cannot recall his parents once mentioning it.

Summary
Taking all evidence in the round, in my opinion the Shui Jian is genuine. We should arrange tests:

(I) for the incised writing (to confirm it is of the same age as the body)
(II) for composition of the metal – whether it is an alloy particular to China
(III) coupled with dating

(IV) an analysis of the sand coating the body
(V) and of the salt
(VI) test of the proportion of time in which different parts of the Shui Jian have been in sunlight.

Corroborative evidence
Unknown to Mr. Sun and his team (because the evidence has yet to be posted on www.1421.tv ) there is extensive corroborative evidence that part of one of Zheng He’s fleets reached the Skaw:

(I) Jutland is shown on the 1418 map

(II) the Ming Shi says his fleets reached “Franca” (France and Holland) – S. L. Lee research
(III) DNA of peoples of SW Norway (Professor Bryan Sykes)
(IV) local peoples’ tales of strange foreign folk who settled amongst them in SW Norway
(V) Chinese Ming artefacts in Fornals Museum, Gotland – found locally.
Conclusion
In my view one of the leading candidates for Phoenix’s research programme for 2006-2007 is N. Jutland; we should post pictures of the Shui Jian on our website, together with this report, after the meeting with Phoenix on 15th June.

Gavin Menzies
31st May 2006
London
