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Foreword

he Getty Conservation Institute and the Dunhuang

Academy, with the endorsement of China’s State

Administration of Cultural Heritage (SACH), have
traveled a long road together, one that began in January 1989
with a formal agreement between the institutions concerned.
Since that time, our collaborative activities have included
the first Silk Road conference, “Conservation of Ancient
Sites on the Silk Road,” held in 1993; development of China
ICOMOS’s “Principles for the Conservation of Heritage Sites
in China”; a multiyear wall painting conservation project at
the Mogao grottoes; a master’s degree course in wall painting
conservation, collaboratively organized with the Dunhuang
Academy, Lanzhou University, and the Courtauld Institute
of Art; and a visitor management and carrying-capacity plan
for the fragile cave temples at Mogao.

It therefore gives me great pleasure to write the
foreword to this publication of the papers from the sec-
ond Silk Road conference, held at the Mogao grottoes in
2004. There has been a rich and dynamic interchange of
expertise between SACH, the Dunhuang Academy, and
the GCI over the two decades of our collaboration. SACH
and the Dunhuang Academy have also generously provided
resources that have advanced our ability to work in China.
Reciprocally, the GCI has hosted visiting staff from both
organizations, including participation in some of the GCI’s
other overseas activities, such as the Queens Valley project
in Egypt.

Since the first Silk Road conference was held, an impor-
tant aspect of our collaborative work has centered on wall
painting conservation, with focus on cave 85 at the Mogao

site, a splendid cave temple dating from the late Tang dynasty.
This work is summarized in these conference proceedings
as a series of papers, intended to establish a methodological
yardstick for future research and conservation treatment of
the extraordinarily beautiful—yet threatened and delicate—
paintings and polychrome sculpture at Mogao and other,
similar Silk Road sites.

Lest anyone imagine otherwise, it is not always easy
working and collaborating across barriers of language and
culture. What is the “glue” that holds together a partner-
ship such as the one that we have enjoyed with our partners
in China? Succinctly stated, it is a combination of clearly
defined roles and responsibilities, and common objectives.
For his work on this volume and his decades-long leadership
of the GCI's work in China, I thank Neville Agnew, whose
extraordinary professionalism and dedication have been
central to our successful partnerships in China. I am most
grateful to Fan Jinshi, director of the Dunhuang Academy,
and Zhang Bai, deputy director of SACH, for their lasting
friendship and commitment to the conservation of China’s
remarkable heritage. They have been instrumental in mak-
ing the GCI-China partnership the longest enduring col-
laboration of the Getty Conservation Institute. Now in the
midst of our seventh three-year agreement with SACH at the
Dunhuang Academy, we look forward to new challenges, as
new opportunities beckon in our future work together.

TimoTHY P. WHALEN

Director
The Getty Conservation Institute

xi



Preface

ince the first Silk Road conference was held at the Mogao

Grottoes in 1993, great changes have taken place—

first, new construction and better facilities for visitors
and personnel; and second, the professional development of
Dunhuang Academy conservation staff. The site has become
more accessible with expansion of the local airport, and visi-
tor numbers have increased, at times beyond the capacity of
management to cope. Mogao has continued to attract scholars
who study the iconography of the wall paintings and statuary
and the ancient documents from the famed Library Cave; it
has developed expertise in site conservation, management,
and presentation; and it has become recognized as a center of
excellence in China. This has not been without some cost to
the site, however, as greater burden has been placed on staff
through demands for the expertise of the Dunhuang Academy
to assist less-well-established organizations elsewhere in
China in conserving their sites. Perforce, the Dunhuang
Academy has had to divert some of its own fully extended
personnel to undertake conservation projects elsewhere in
China and in other Asian countries as well while serving in an
advisory role to a number of national initiatives in conserva-
tion. Balancing these requests with the many urgent needs
of the Mogao Grottoes and the two other sites, Yulin and the
Western Grottoes, under the Dunhuang Academy’s manage-
ment and conservation jurisdiction has been no easy matter.
Fortunately, Director Fan Jinshi, whose life has been devoted
to the site, has kept an unclouded vision and maintained her
priorities for Mogao.

This publication, an outcome of the Second International
Conference on the Conservation of Grotto Sites, has appeared
more than a decade after the first. While the first conference
essentially focused on managerial and technical conservation,

xii

the scope of the second was expanded to include art historical
and related topics, though, as can be seen in the table of con-
tents, the emphasis has remained primarily conservation. The
purpose of addressing a larger subject matter has been to seek
greater inclusivity and to build bridges between conservation
and scholarly research on the history of the Mogao Grottoes
and the Silk Road in its vast geographic reach. Moreover,
because Mogao is a site in the top echelon of significance
among China’s extensive list of World Heritage Sites and a
pivotal one along the ancient Silk Road trade routes, it was
thought important in the spirit of exchange between East and
West to seek participation from other central Asian coun-
tries. This was not entirely successful, but the gesture was
made; Kyrgyzstan delegates participated in the event, and
Uzbekistan contributors submitted their papers, which are
included in this publication.

As stated in the preface to the first Silk Road confer-
ence proceedings, the collaboration between the Dunhuang
Academy and the Getty Conservation Institute addressed
broad site-wide issues of conservation at Mogao. In the pres-
ent volume the work undertaken since the first conference
is presented. These joint efforts reflect, we believe, the far
greater synergy that can be generated when partners work
together in mutual trust and understanding on problems
and issues of common interest.

Looking back, both sides embarked together on ambi-
tious undertakings that include, with the support of the State
Administration of Cultural Heritage of China, participation
in developing the Principles for the Conservation of Heritage
Sites in China in partnership with the Australian Heritage
Commission; drafting a master plan for the site; research,
testing, and conservation of cave 85; and initiation of a



master’s degree course in the conservation of wall paintings
through a four-way partnership between Lanzhou University
(the degree-conferring institution), the Dunhuang Academy,
the Courtauld Institute of Art in London, and the Getty
Conservation Institute.

Areas of acute need identified in the master plan were
also addressed, including a use plan, a visitor management
subplan, and a visitor carrying capacity study for the cave
temples open to the public. Visitation to the site and increas-
ing visitor numbers represent a dire threat. Unless a cap
on visitor numbers, backed by sound research, is imple-
mented as a policy of the Dunhuang Academy, the site will
be degraded by overuse and commercial pressures.

xiii

Translation between Chinese and English, as always,
proved a challenge: both languages, of course, have subtleties
and nuances that tax the most expert of translators. Add to
these the specialized terminology of conservation, scientific
and technical terms, and geographic place-names—to men-
tion but a few—and the problem is compounded.

Many colleagues have striven greatly, as acknowledged
elsewhere, to bring this long-delayed publication to fruition.
We hope it may prove of value well beyond the confines of
the Mogao Grottoes.

NEVILLE AGNEW
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Mogao satellite image.
Satellite image courtesy of Digital Globe.
Inset photo by G. Aldana © J. Paul Getty Trust
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