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John Ferguson’s Short-Term Success as a Buyer of Chinese

Paintings for American Museums, 1912—-1917.
Lara Netting, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

John Ferguson (1866-1945), a native Canadian and a long-term resident of China, is
well known as a collector and scholar of Chinese art. His role as a supplier of paintings,
for The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Cleveland Museum of Art, the University
Museum in Philadelphia, and the Walters Art Museum is less well understood.
Ferguson, it is argued, was a dealer who helped American museums to make their first
significant acquisitions of Chinese paintings in the 1910s, just when these institutions
were becoming museums of “fine art.” Based on research conducted in China and
along the American East Coadt, this article examines the Chinese and Manchu
collectors/dedlers who offered paintings to Ferguson in Peking, and Ferguson's
promotion and sale of these pieces in the United States.

Ferguson entered into the art trade shortly after 1911, when his Qing government
employment was terminated, and he enjoyed success through 1917. Ferguson’s sales
depended upon the public support of Charles Freer, the leading American collector of
Asian art in the 1910s. In his endeavors, Ferguson competed with a group of Shanghai
dealers who gathered paintings that they hoped would interest Freer, and then sold
these works to various American clients. This account of Ferguson’s hustle in the art
business reveals the challenges facing Ferguson and his clients, for both parties were
critically inexperienced relative to the sophisticated Chinese traditions of painting
connoisseurship, and forgery. The demand for Ferguson’ s goods and services, however,
indicates that Chinese paintings were considered integral to a museum of art, one
century ago.

The full-length article upon which this presentation was based is currently under
review by a scholarly publication.
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