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Chinese Snuff Bottles
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Art Museum RIGA BOURSE / permanent display / Asian Art Gallery, 3rd floor

Doma laukums 6, Riga, Latvia
From 31 August to 31 October 2021, seven Chinese snuff bottles from agate, jade and glass will be exhibited at the Art Museum RIGA BOURSE in Riga (Doma laukums 6) as a part of the exhibition series Asian Art Stories. It is a Chinese art form, which is praised as Chinese art in miniature.
Snuff was already used widely in Europe in the early 16th century and if we look back at history, many world-famous personalities at the time were infatuated with it – English queen Charlotte, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Charles Darwin, Napoleon Bonaparte, Abraham Lincoln and others. European missionaries introduced the Beijing court to tobacco around the end of the 16th century, but during the Qing dynasty (1644–1912) tobacco was forbidden. Only snuff or powder tobacco was permitted as it was considered that it had healing properties and it was carried in little bottles just like other medicines. In China, snuff use was a hobby of the elite, just like in Europe and the spread of snuff and its bottles began among the imperial court.

The snuff bottles replaced the snuffboxes used in Europe. Their form was most likely borrowed from Chinese medicine bottles, but it is also possible that the Europeans themselves had already provided a specific way of storing tobacco for this region, which the Chinese then adapted to their understanding of beauty and practical use. The small-sized bottle with its narrow neck and stopper was the best solution for snuff to retain the required consistency and aroma for a longer time in high humidity.
Various materials were used to make the bottles – porcelain, jade, ivory, wood, lazurite, malachite, quartz, metal, lacquer, turquoise, agate, mother-of-pearl, ceramic, and others, but most frequently – glass. Layered glass bottles, inside painted bottles and bottles carved from agate and jade are stored in the museum collection. Traditional Chinese forms of art were used in the time-consuming process of making the bottles as well as the storylines that were already popular in painting, porcelain, lacquerware, jade, enamel, and other items. For this reason, snuff bottles are often described as Chinese art in miniature.

As these bottles were an important component of life during the Qing dynasty, they portray the visual language, people’s habits and values of this time. The scenes depicted on them most often include a secret meaning that was essential to the owner of the specific bottle, and as a consequence, many of the stories cannot be fully translated nowadays. On the museum collection bottles you can read a popular Tang dynasty (618–907) poem, see mountain and river landscapes, as well as various known Chinese culture characters such as dragon, carp, lotus, plum blossoms etc.

Exhibition introduces the visitors not only with the history of Chinese snuff bottles and how they were acquired by the museum, but also about different techniques to make them. Each bottle type has a specific way how to make them. China Cultural Centre has prepared videos with inside painted bottle and carved bottle technique nowadays, but the extensive annotations explain how these techniques developed and what is depicted on each museum collection bottle.

The exhibition series Asian Art Stories produced by the Art Museum RIGA BOURSE encourages to discover and understand certain artworks, techniques, functions as well as their philosophical, religious, cultural, and contextual significance. Western viewers have always been fascinated with the Asian art by its extraordinary form, technique and aesthetic view. The Asian Art Collection of the Latvian National Museum of Art has several thousand artworks from different Asian countries, however, only part of them are exhibited in the Asian Art Gallery of the Art Museum RIGA BOURSE. By showing one artwork or a group of objects, within the exhibition series, we will discover these exceptional stories that often remain unheard.

Text by Kristīne Milere
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The project was implemented with the support of the State Culture Capital Foundation of Latvia (SCCF) within the programme Creation of Future Cultural Content in All Cultural Sectors in order to reduce the impact of Covid-19.
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Art Museum RIGA BOURSE / Doma laukums 6, Riga, Latvia

OPENING HOURS:

Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays, Saturdays, Sundays 10.00–18.00, ticket office 10.00–17.45

Fridays 10.00–20.00, ticket office 10.00–19.45

Closed on Mondays

The museum is closed on all public holidays: 1 January, Good Friday, Easter, Midsummer Eve and Day (23–24 June), Christmas (25–26 December), 31 December.

ADMISSION:
NB! (this ticket gives you access to all permanent displays)
Reduced individual admission fee for groups of 10 or more people.

Free admission for the person in charge of the group.

Adults:
3,00 EUR

Students, seniors:
1,50 EUR

Schoolchildren:
0,50 EUR

Family ticket (1–2 adults with 1–4 children or family having many children): 5,00–7,00 EUR

Free admission for LNMA Annual ticket holders.

Free entry is also for: pre-school children; orphans or children not under parental care (valid status identification card required); children with a disability up to 18 years, 1st and 2nd group disabled persons (valid status identification card required) and one person accompanying either a child with a disability up to 18 years or a 1st or 2nd group disabled person; pupils of Latvian art schools or professional secondary art schools (valid status identification card required); full-time students of the Art Academy of Latvia (valid status identification card required); students attending institutions of professional secondary education or colleges who are studying or receiving training in visual or applied art, design, cultural history, museology, architecture, restoration as part of their studies or training (on submission of a written application to the museum director at least one day earlier); employees of Latvian museums (valid status identification card required); members of the International Council of Museums (ICOM, valid status membership card required); members of the Latvian Artists’ Union (valid status identification card required); Friend of the LNMA card holders; media representatives who are covering museum events (valid status identification card required); group (no less than 10 persons) leaders – guides or teachers; everyone on the international event Museum Night from 19.00; all visitors to the permanent display on the last Sunday of every month and on International Museum Day – 18th May.

HEALTH AND SAFETY MEASURES AT THE MUSEUM:

1. Please do not visit the museum, if you have symptoms of a respiratory infection, or if you must be in self-isolation, home quarantine or strict isolation. The museum has the right to prohibit the entry to the museum to persons with signs of respiratory infection and ask them to leave the museum.

2. LNMA museums are open only to individual visitors or members of one household.

3. Every museum visitor from the age of 7 must wear a face mask.

4. LNMA museums do not provide services to people who do not comply with epidemiological safety requirements, including the use of a face mask.

5. During the visit, a distance of 2 meters from other visitors and museum staff must be kept, information in visual instructions and audio announcements, as well as instructions from museum staff must be followed.
6. Please use contactless payment and bank cards or register on Mobilly mobile app and conveniently purchase tickets on your phone.

7. Each museum has set a maximum number of visitors who can be in the building at the same time, providing at least 10 m² of space per person.

8. If possible, a one-way flow of visitors is organized in the museum premises to ensure the distance of 2 meters.

9. Please take care of hand disinfection. Museums’ premises and surfaces are regularly cleaned and disinfected.

10. Before visiting the LNMA, please check out our latest guidelines regarding prevention, and risk reduction regarding transmission of the current coronavirus in COVID-19 section on museum’s homepage: http://www.lnmm.lv/en/visit/covid_19.
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