9. Von Le  Coq Spins a Coin

The Buddhist monks who a thousand years ago built the
great monastery complex at Bezeklik chose its position with
ingenuity. Even in von Le Coqg’s day a visitor to this remote
and dramatically barren region could pass quite close to the
site without realising it was there. Its hundred or so temples,
mostly hewn out of the rock, occupied a long narrow terrace
perched high on a cliff face. The only approach was by climb-
ing a winding pathway leading to, and then along, the cliff-
top.  From there a precipitous stairway descended to the
monastery some thirty feet below. Only from one spot could
it be seen, and to ensure both security and privacy the archi-
tects had built a wall to block this view from the eyes of
passers-by. Today this vast honeycomb of temiples still stands,
leaving a profound impression on the visitor brave enough
to face the rugged drive there. But the name of Albert von
Le Coq is not one to conjure with locally.

On arrival, the two Germans set up their headquarters in
an old temple building, at one time inhabited by goatherds,
at the southern end of the monastery complex. The walls of
this, and other temples around it, had once borne murals, but
these had been ruined by smoke from the goatherds’ fires.
Von Le Coq and Bartus decided therefore to investigate those
temples at the northern end of the terrace. For these had been
protected from occupation by the sand which over the cen-
turies had cascaded down from the hills above, filling them
from floor to ceiling. Entering one of the largest, von Le Coq
clambered unsteadily along the heap of sand piled high against
the wall. Immediately, the movement of his feet started a
small avalanche beneath him. ‘Suddenly, as if by magic,’ he
wrote, ‘I saw on the walls bared in this way, to my right and
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left, splendid paintings in colours as fresh as if the artist had
only just finished them.” He shouted excitedly to Bartus to
come and see this amazing chance discovery. After examining
what could be seen of the frescoes, the two men solemnly
shook hands, for here was something they knew was likely
to prove momentous. ‘If we could secure these pictures,’ von
Le Coq wrote in Buried Treasures of Chinese Turkestan, ‘the
success of the expedition was assured.’

After laboriously removing quantities of sand, they found
themselves staring at six, larger-than-lifesize paintings of
Buddhist monks, three on either side of the entrance. More
followed as they dug further into the sand-filled temple. Some
of the figures were distinctively Indian, wearing yellow robes,
and with their names recorded in Central Asian Brahmi script
beside them. Others, in violet robes, were clearly from Eastern
Asia, their names being written in Uighur and Chinese. Von
Le Coq observes in his book that these thousand-year-old por-
traits were not the usual stereotypes done with stencils, but
were attempts at achieving real likenesses.

Continuing their advance along the corridor they next
brought to light from beneath the sand fifteen giant-sized
paintings of Buddhas of different periods. Other figures,
shown kneeling before the Buddhas offering gifts, were of parti-
- cular interest to von Le Coq since they depicted individuals
in costumes of different nationalities. They included Indian
princes, Brahmins, Persians — and one puzzling character with
red hair, blue eyes and distinctly European features.

In the temple cella, or central shrine, they came upon fres-
coes of grotesque-looking Indian gods, six-handed demons,
some human-headed birds which had seized a child and were
being pursued by hunters, and a king on a hunting expedition
accompanied by his attendants. In the cella’s four corners,
dressed in suits of armour, were the four legendary Guardians
of the World. Other figures included the temple’s human
benefactors, the men on one side, women on the other, with
faded names still inscribed beside some of them.
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This was their most exciting coup so far, and von Le Coq
was determined at all costs to remove every one of the paint-
ings and transport them to Berlin. ‘By dint of long and
arduous work,’ he wrote later, ‘we succeeded in cutting away
all these pictures. After twenty months of travelling they
arrived safely at Berlin, where they fill an entire room of the
museum.’ He added, “This is one of the few temples whose
sum-total of paintings has been brought to Berlin.’ v

A Czechoslovak scholar, Professor Pavel Poucha, who in
1957 was allowed to travel through Chinese Turkestan, claims
that the Germans used a sword to remove these delicate paint-
ings. This is certainly not what we are told by von Le Coqg.
According to him each painting was first carefully cut around
with a very sharp knife, the incision being deep enough to
penetrate the clay, camel dung, chopped straw and stucco on
which it was painted. Next a hole had to be made in the rock
beside it with a pick-axe or hammer and chisel to allow a fox-
tail saw to be inserted. ‘When the surface-layer is in a very
bad condition, men are sometimes employed to keep boards
covered with felt pressed firmly against the painting that is
to be removed,’ von Le Coq explains. ‘Then this painting is
sawn out ; and when this process is cornplete, the board is care-
fully moved away from the wall, the upper edge being first
carried out and down, bearing the painting with it, until at
last the latter lies quite horizontal on the board. ...’ He adds:
“The physical exertion connected with this work is exception-
ally great.” The most exhausting task, as even Bartus — with
his ‘Herculean strength’ — found, was using the fox-tail saw.

Each painting was then laid face downwards on a board
which had first been covered with dry reeds, next with felt
and finally cotton wool. Another layer of cotton wool was
placed on the back of this painting, then a second fresco laid |
face upwards on top of this.. Finally, more padding and a
second protective board was placed on top of the uppermost
painting, thus completing the ‘sandwich’. The boards were
cut large enough to overlap the paintings and so give them



128 Von Le Cog Spins a Coin

added protection. Straw flax was stuffed into the space thus
left, and the whole package then bound with ropes. Up to half
a dozen wall-paintings were sometimes secured thus between
one pair of boards. The package was then placed in a crate
lined with straw flax to prevent any movement during trans-
portation home. ‘We have never had the least breakage in
cases packed in this way,” von Le Coq claimed with pride.
Large paintings were first sawn into several pieces, care being
taken to cut around faces and other features of aesthetic sig-
nificance. : ;

It is interesting to note the slightly different technique
evolved by Sir Aurel Stein, after much experiment, during
his three expeditions. Like the Germans, he also used a saw,
carefully inserted behind the frescoes, to cut them down from
the wall. They were then backed with stout canvas saturated
with glue. The paintings, each of them on average between
one-and-a-half and two inches thick, were next placed face
to face, but with a cushion of cotton wool, a sheet of Khotan
paper, and then another layer of cotton wool between them.
When Stein’s supplies of cotton wool ran out, he used raw
sheep’s wool. Each pair of paintings was then bound round
with rushes before being clamped together between wooden
battens and secured with ropes. Finally they were placed in
wooden cases stuffed with more rushes. Like those of the Ger-
mans, Stein’s larger paintings, some of which were up to ten
feet tall, could not be transported in one piece and had first
to be cut into pieces, later to be carefully reunited after their
long and arduous journey home by camel, pony, yak or other
means. ~

It was at Bezeklik, half a century later, that the British
writer Basil Davidson was shown by aggrieved officials the
excisions left by von Le Coq and Bartus when removing fres-
coes. Each time they halted opposite a gap which had once
contained a painting, Davidson’s escorts uttered just one word
— ‘Stolen!’ ,

In Buried Treasures of Chinese Turkestan, von Le Coq de-
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scribes vividly the austere beauty of the landscape around
Bezeklik. ‘In the death-like silence that always reigns there,
the splashing of the rushing stream, as it fell over the rocks
at the foot of the gorge in the mountainside, sounded like
scornful laughter,” he wrote. Despite its beauty, the region
possessed an atmosphere that at times made both Germans
feel uneasy. There was something about it that struck them
as ‘weird and uncanny’, and which perhaps had inspired the
hideous-looking demons which glared down from so many of
the temple walls.

One moonlit night at Bezeklik, ‘when all was still as death,
ghastly noises suddenly resounded as though a hundred devils
had been let loose’. The two men leaped out of bed and, grab-
bing their rifles, rushed onto the terrace. Von Le Coq goes
on: ‘There, to our horror, we saw the whole horse-shoe gorge
filled with wolves that, head in air, were baying at the moon
with long-drawn-out howls.” However, he and Bartus were
reassured by their men that the wolves of this region were
harmless. ‘After a few shots, one of which hit one of the visi-
tors,’ von Le Coq adds, ‘the animals left us after they had eaten
their dead comrade.’ They heard of one instance only of wolves
killing a human being. The victim was a pretty, twelve-
year-old Karakhoja child, known to both the Germans, who
was betrothed against her will to a man of sixty. She ran away
across the desert in the direction of a neighbouring oasis.
Exhausted, she evidently stopped beside a spring and fell
asleep and here the wolves discovered her. All that was found
later were blood-stained fragments of her clothing and her
long top-boots with her legs still inside,” von Le Coq relates.

After briefly exploring another Buddhist temple site nearby
which yielded more frescoes, dating from the seventh century,
as well as embroideries and manuscripts, they moved on to
the village of Tuyoq, which means ‘carved out’. This region,
von Le Coq informs us, was famous for its oval-shaped, seed-
less grapes which were sold, as raisins, as far away as Peking,
nearly four months’ journey to the east. Upstream from the
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village they found scores of temples, but all of them in ruins.
Also, clinging like ‘aswallow’s nest on to the almost perpendi-
cular slope of the mountainside’; they came upon a huge
monastery. Eleven years later, in 1916, the entire monastery
plunged into the gorge when a severe earthquake convulsed
the area. In one cave temple in this winding valley von Le
Coq found amonk’s cell whose architectural plan showed dis-
tinct Iranian influences and which, when cleared, turned out
to contain quantities of religious texts. An unsuccessful
attempt had been made to burn these, and the Germans were
able to rescue sufficient to fill two sacks. Many dated from -
the eighth and ninth centuries. They also found what von Le
Coq described as ‘wonderful embroideries’.

Moving on once again, von Le Coq sent Bartus to investi-
gate some ruins lying to the north of Turfan at Shux-pang
while he set out for Urumchi with the large consignment of
packing cases containing their finds. There, with the help of
the Russian consul, he hoped to hire a reliable man to escort
the heavily laden wagons to the nearest railhead across the
Russian frontier. He took with him 6,000 roubles (about
£650) in gold which he proposed to convert into Chinese
money. Wisely he slept with it under his pillow, for one night
while staying at a caravanserai at Dabanching they were the
victims of thieves who broke in by first wetting — thereby
weakening — the mud wall and then cutting their way through
it with a sword. Fortunately they were disturbed and only got
away with saddles and clothes for which von Le Coq received
compensation from the authorities in Urumchi.

On returning to Karakhoja, where he and Bartus had agreed

- to rendezvous, he found that his colleague had dug from-the
ruined walls of Shui-pang ‘a marvellous booty’ of early Chris-
tian manuscripts. These included a fifth-century psalter,
fragments of St Matthew’s Gospel and the Nicene Creed in

- Greek, and texts dealing with the finding of the True Cross

by the Empress Helena, and the visit of the Three Kings to
the infant Christ. So excited was Bartus by his find that he
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had heaped the manuscripts on to a mappa, the two-wheeled,
springless cart of China, and ridden non-stop with them to
Karakhoja.

By now it was the beginning of August, and the furnace
heat of the Turfan depression had become unbearable. Both
men were suffering from prickly heat, a skin condition affect-
‘ing Europeans in hot climates which causes intense itching.
To escape from it they decided to move camp to Hami, some
two hundred miles to the east. Lying on the edge of the Gobi,
but in the foothills of the T’ien Shan, it would at least be
cooler than Turfan (although Colonel Bell reported in 1887
that summer temperatures there reached 122 degrees in the
shade). It took them twelve days to reach this former capital
of Genghis Khan, stopping each night in one of the bug-
ridden wayside inns. Nobody has much to say for this particu-
lar stretch of the Gobi. To Mildred Cable and Francesca
French, who were not given to overstatement, it was one of
those regions ‘which surpass all others in power to horrify’.

Eighteen years before von Le Coq’s visit, Colonel Bell had
been badly received at Hami by Chinese officials who, having
penetrated his Chinese disguise, had denounced him (perhaps
not unreasonably) as a ‘foreign devil’. He explained away this
ungentlemanly behaviour by dismissing them as ‘the scum
and overflow’ from the frontier towns. But von Le Coq and
Bartus had an altogether happier experience of Hami. On
hearing that they were coming, the Khan had sent provisions,
including eggs, meat and fruit, to all the inns they halted at
on the way. This did much to alleviate the attentions of the
bugs. :

On arrival they had an audience with the Khan in his sump-
tuous palace, some rooms of which, von Le Coq tells us, ‘were
furnished with exceptional beauty’. He continues: ‘We saw
on all sides splendid, fast-dyed Chinese and Khotan carpets,
beautiful silk embroideries, both in Chinese style and also in
that practised in Bokhara; valuable jade carvings from Kho-
tan, side by side with Chinese porcelain; French clocks for
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the mantelpiece and, O horrors! terribly ugly Russian paraf-
fin lamps of the cheapest and commonest kind.” On one wall
was a cuckoo-clock which, von Le Coq adds, ‘delighted us
with its homely note’.

The one-time wine-merchant from: Darmstadt was as-
tomshed to find in the home of this Moslem ruler, in the
very heart of Central Asia, a cellar filled with the best French
champagnes and Russian liqueurs. With these the Khan liber-
ally plied both himself and his guests, repeatedly toasting
them, but afterwards showing no trace of ill-effects. The in-
habitants of Hami had for centuries enjoyed a reputation for
good living and hospitality. Marco Polo wrote of them: “They
live by the fruits of the earth which they have in plenty, and
dispose of to travellers. They are a people who take things
wvery easily for they mind nothing but playing, smgmg, danc-
ing and enjoying themselves.” But within a year or two of von
Le Cog’s death this richly furnished palace would be razed
to the ground and its treasures plundered. For this town of
bon-viveurs was to suffer terrible punishment at the hands
of the Chinese following an abortive uprising. ‘

Von Le Coq’s visit to Hami, although a pleasant dxversxon,
was archaeologically disappointing. Although eighteen years
earlier Younghusband had reported seeing more ruined
bulldmgs than occupied ones in the vicinity, most of these
transpired to be of recent date (casualties of an earlier in-
surrection) and not relics of the region’s Buddhist past. Even
so, the Germans managed to discover, in the foothills to the
north-east, two Buddhist temples. Alas, they arrived far too
late. The sculptures and other works of art, whose remains
could still be seen protruding from the sodden ground, had
over the years been reduced to a shapeless mass by melting
snow from the mountains above. But von Le Coq could hardly
complain Only a year previously he had been merely a volun-
teer in the Indian department of his museum. By an accident
of pure fate — Huth’s death and Griinwedel’s illness — he had
- “been chosen to lead this expedition to Chinese Central Asia.
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The Kaiser, who had personally contributed to its cost, had
already expressed satisfaction with the expedition’s progress.
Since then there had been the triumph of Bezeklik. The crates
containing those spectacular frescoes were even now trund-
ling across Siberia on their way to Berlin. Von Le Coq could
feel confident that his reputation was made.

But there now began a series of events which were to rob
him of the greatest of all the Silk Road prizes. While he and
Bartus were in Hami they had heard from a Turkoman merch-
ant a remarkable story about a discovery which had been made
five years before at the oasis of Tun-huang, a town lying some
two hundred miles due south across the Gobi. According to
his version, a Chinese priest had stumbled upon a vast library
of ancient books and manuscripts which had lain hidden for
centuries there in a secret chamber. That Tun-huang had
since earliest times been a centre of Buddhist worship and
study was well known to von Le Coq, although only a handful
of European travellers had ever been there. Unlike Karakhoja
and Bezeklik, its decorated chapels were still regarded as
sacred by the local people. To attempt to saw out its frescoes,
therefore, was unthinkable, But the library, if it really existed,
might be another matter. It was certainly worth looking into.
While von Le Coq and Bartus were discussing it, an un-
welcome telegram arrived from Berlin. Grunwedel was at last
on his way. He expected to reach Kashgar in six weeks’ time
and asked them to rendezvous with him there. Von Le Coq
now found himself in a quandary. To reach Tun-huang would
take them seventeen days. Clearly they could not visit Tun-
huang and still reach Kashgar — twelve hundred miles to the
west —in time to keep their appointment with Grunwedel. But
Grinwedel had been vacillating for months and might easily
change his mind again. What were they to do? Von Le Coq
decided to spin a coin. It was a Chinese silver dollar, and it
came down tails. Bartus saddled the horses and they set out
together for Kashgar.
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It took them one and a half months to reach Kashgar. Riding
ahead, von Le Coq arrived first, followed several days later
by Bartus with the caravan of slow-moving mappas. To their
dismay there was no sign of Grunwedel, nor any news of him
either. Two weeks later they received word from him that he
had lost his luggage somewhere in Russia (he had obviously
not bribed the station-master in Moscow) and would be
delayed for an indeterminate period. Von Le Coq and Bartus
were furious. Not only had they hurried the whole inhospi-
tablelength of Chinese Turkestan to be there on time, but they
had thrown away the chance of visiting Tun-huang in quest
of the secret library. They comforted themselves with the:
thought that there was probably no library there. Both men
had burned their fingers before by listening to native tales.
Von Le Coq had once made a long and time-wasting detour
to inspect a mysterious ‘inscription’ which a villager had told
him about only to discover that the scratches were the work
of a glacier. Bartus, too, had once spent a week looking for
a non-existent site near Turfan during which the guide’s dog
had died of thirst and fatigue and the men and horses had
very nearly shared the same fate. Nonetheless Griunwedel’s
failure to make the rendezvous was to affect their relatlonshlp
with him throughout the expedition. '
As there was no German consul in Kashgar, von Le Coq
and Bartus stayed with the Macartneys while waiting for
Griinwedel to arrive. There were two reasons for their prefer-
ring the hospitality of the British to that of the Russians. In
the first place von Le Coq spoke English, had lived in England
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and spoke no Russian. Secondly, he did not like what he had
heard of Petrovsky, and ‘had no wish to put himself in the
power of such a tyrannical ruler’. Grinwedel and the unfortu-
nate Huth had made the mistake of staying with Petrovsky
during the first German expedition two years before. This had
proved a disaster. Huth was Jewish, and the arrogant
Petrovsky had once threatened to have ‘this Jew flogged’ after
a disagreement. There were no such scenes at Chini-Bagh,
the Macartneys’ official residence, and von Le Coq, like all
other travellers, writes warmly of this remarkable couple who
lived for so long in that remote spot. Having become accus-
tomed to the Turkestan way of life, the Germans took a little
time to adjust to the comforts provided by their hostess.
‘When Lady Macartney had installed me on an English bed
in a well-furnished room, I thought I was in Heaven,’ von
Le Coq wrote. ‘But after a short time ... I felt as if I should
suffocate; I got up, took my rug, spread it on the verandah,
used my saddle as a pillow and, wrapped in a light fur, slept
out in the open air. It was some time before I could get accus-
tomed again to the narrow confines of a bedroom.’

While von Le Coq and Bartus await Griinwedel’s arrival
it is worth taking a brief look at the remarkable talents and
character of Bartus. The son of a Pomeranian weaver, he had
‘spent many years at sea on sailing vessels. For a time, too,
he had been a squatter in the Australian outback, where he
had learned to ride a horse well and also to endure discomfort.
This, allied to a natural resourcefulness and to the many
practical skills he had learned on a wind-jammer, made him
the ideal man to accompany such an expedition as this.
Furthermore he was an excellent companion, blessed with
perpetual good humour, courage, enormous strength and en-
thusiasm. He had joined the Ethnological Museum as a handy-
man on discovering, during a visit to Germany, that he had
lost his life’s savings when an Australian bank collapsed. He
‘was to accompany all four German expeditions to Chinese
Turkestan, working from dawn to dusk for months on end with
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great zeal and ingenuity. Indeed, as we have seen, he became
such an enthusiastic digger himself that von Le Coq occa-
sionally entrusted him with minor excavations of his own.
At last, on December 6, Grunwedel arrived in Kashgar
exactly fifty-two days late. He came ‘on an old pony at
walking pace’, wrote von Le Coq, making little attempt to hide
his impatience. Worse, however, Grinwedel was ill, and it
was another three weeks before the expedition — officially
called the Third German Expedition - could start. They fin-
-ally left Chini-Bagh on Christmas Day 1905, after lunching
with the Macartneys. Also invited to the lunch were the Rus-
sians who, for reasons of their own, ‘refused to touch a single
bite of the festive meal’, von Le Coq recalls, explaining some-
what lamely to their hosts that they had already eaten.
Grunwedel was still far from well, but the four Germans
(Grunwedel had brought a Chinese-speaking assistant with
him) felt that they could not take advantage of the Macart-
neys’ generosity any longér,randj-i't‘here was important work
" to be done. Moreover, with Stein preparing for a second
expedition, the Russians doing likewise and rumours of a
French expedition in the wind, there was no time to be lost
-if claims were to be staked for the most promising sites. Grun-
‘wedel therefore travelled lying on a mattress in a hay-filled
cart, an awning strung overhead to shield him from the sun.
Their target was the complex of rock temples at Kyzil, in the
.T’ien Shan foothills, some thirty miles short of Kucha, on
‘the northern arm of the old Silk Road.

x % *

Meanwhile, waiting impatiently in India for official approval
of his plans for his second great raid across the Karakoram,
-was Aurel Stein. Like the Germans held up in Kashgar, he
was worried about the intentions of his rivals in a region which
so far he had virtually had to himself. His friend Macartney
had written informing him of the delay facing the German
expedition and also referring to ‘jealousies’ between von Le
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Coq and Grunwedel. In this Stein took Grunwedel’s side,
commenting to a friend that: ‘Grunwedel is a slow-moving
man who wants to do things thoroughly.” He added that he
hoped that Griinwedel would manage to confine ‘his young
museum assistants’ to Turfan. However, it was with relief that
he heard finally from Macartney that the Germans proposed
to stick to the Kucha region. Stein’s own sights were set else-
where, and now his worries switched to the French. “The true
race’, he wrote, ‘will be with the Frenchmen.’ He had heard
that the brilliant young French sinologist Paul Pelliot pro-
posed to set out from France in the spring. Stein was ‘wicked
enough’, he confessed to a friend, to hope that the route across
Russia might be barred to Pelliot, forcing him to take the far
slower route through India, thereby giving Stein a head’s
start. In the meantime, while bureaucrats in Calcutta and
London pondered unhurriedly over his proposals, Stein
worked feverishly on the proofs of his two-volume master-
piece Ancient Khotan, a massive and scholarly account of his
first expedition aimed, unlike his earlier Sand-Buried Ruins
of Khotan, at archaeologists and students of Central Asian his-
tory. As he fretted over the prospects of his rivals stealing a
march on him (he had just heard that the Russians were plan-
ning an expedition), he lamented to a friend: °... if only this
great Indian machine could move quicker’. - e
The Germans, after briefly examining Buddhist ruins -at
Tumchuq which they decided to leave until later (in the event
the Pelliot expedition beat them-there), pressed on to the
Kyzil region, which they knew to be rich in sites. They had
been told by one of their native attendants of a huge ming-
ot (local term for a complex of cave temples) hidden in the
mountains nearby, which some Japanese travellers had
visited. After working there for three months in April 1903
‘the Japanese had apparently been driven away by a severe
earthquake. Von Le Coq and Bartus rode off to examine the
site. They came upon the ming-oi overlooking the cascading
Muzart river - ‘a marvellous settlement of many hundreds
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of temples in the steep cliffs of a mountain range ...’ wrote
von Le Coq. Knowing that other expeditions were on their
way, von Le Coq hired the sole habitation in this remote and
desolate spot, a miserable, two-roomed mud hovel erected by
a local farmer. Having thus staked their claim to this site, the
Germans continued to Kucha where they paid their respects
to the Chinese governor. They then rode on to Kumtura
where they explored another ming-o:, but found that it had
- already been stripped bare by treasure-seekers. Further along
the river valley they discovered a number of individual
temples with their murals still intact, as well as sculptures,
manuscripts and other Buddhist relics. ‘We worked here with
zeal and delight,” wrote von Le Coq, ‘for hardly a day passed
without some new and exciting discovery.” Grunwedel, who
had by now almost recovered, made careful sketches of the
paintings in sizu and prepared plans of the grottoes. ,

Von Le Coq made a number of prospecting trips to sites
in the region, but found for the most part that these had been
ruined by damp and were not worth excavating. In one village
he was warmly received by a Chinese official who found him
lodgings in a small inn. He had just got into bed, he tells, when
‘there suddenly appeared a tall young woman in a little
Chinese jacket and splendidly embroidered undergarments’.
She was accompanied by two pretty young attendants playing
stringed instruments. ‘I found that the beautiful lady was a
well-known demi-mondaine who was anxious to offer her ser-
vices to the foreign gentleman.’ Von Le Coq assures us hastily
that he ‘dismissed the somewhat offended beauty’ after buy-
ing a pair of fine earrings from her.

By now, two Russian excavators — the Beresovsky brothers
— whom they had been expecting, had arrived in the Kucha
region. When they found the Germans there, it very nearly
led to violence. There was a history to this. At the time of
the first German expedition, Griinwedel had for some reason
come to an arrangement with St Petersburg by which the Ger-
mans would confine themselves to the later sites around Tur-
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fan, while the Russians would work the earlier ones in the
Kucha district. However, when von Le Coq and Bartus had
called at the Russian consulate in Urumchi, Dr Kochanowky
had been surprised to learn that they were on their way to
Turfan. For he had received letters from St Petersburg
requesting him, in von Le Coq’s words, ‘to visit the Turfan
settlements with the greatest possible speed in order to secure
for Russian science all that was to be found in the way of
pictures, manuscripts, etc’. Indeed, he had already removed
what he could from Karakhoja, although he was unable to take
any wall-paintings.

Von Le Coq had been angry at dlscovermg this double-
dealing by St Petersburg when, he felt, the Russians had
already got the best of the bargain. He had tried to explain
to Kochanowky that Turfan was in the agreed German sphere
of influence, but the Russian had replied that he knew of no
such agreement and was merely concerned with obeying his
instructions. Von Le Coq had decided then and there that
these instructions rendered Griunwedel’s agreement with St
Petersburg null and void, and he now managed to persuade
Grunwedel of this. Furthermore, he pointed out that Kum-
tura and Kyzil (which they had still to excavate) were technic-
ally outside the Kucha region ‘and therefore could not be
affected by the literal wording of the agreement’. But when
the Russians eventually arrived they found von Le Coq and
Grunwedel excavating at a temple-complex called Simsim
which was, beyond any question, within the Kucha region.
Furious at finding their rivals operating on what they regarded
as their territory, the Russians denounced them angrily. Von
Le Coq managed to placate them, but not before the elder
of the two Russians had threatened to evict them by force of
arms. Realising that the Russians represented no real threat,
however, having neither the means nor the expertise to
remove wall-paintings, the Germans gave way gracefully, mov-
ing on instead to the far richer prize of Kyzil.

The seventh-century Chinese traveller Hsuan-tsang, who
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passed through this region on his celebrated pilgrimage to
India, has left us a detailed account of life in the Kingdom
of Kucha (which then included Kyzil) over a thousand years
before Grinwedel and von Le Coq dug there. He told his
faithful biographer Hui-li of the kingdom’s great size (it
measured more than three hundred miles from east to west,
and two hundred from north to south) and also of the lux-
uriance of its well-watered oases where even corn and rice
were grown. We also learn that K’iu-chi, as he called it, pro-
duced grapes, pomegranates, plums and other fruit. Hsuan-
-tsang reported: ‘The ground is rich in minerals — gold, copper,
iron, lead and tin. The air is soft and the people honest....
They excel other countries in playing the lute and pipe. They
clothe themselves with ornamental garments of silk and em-
broidery [von Le Coq noted the excellence of the local em-
broidery he examined in one village]. In commerce they use
gold, silver and copper coins,’ the pilgrim added.

In his day, outside the western gate of Kucha there towered
two ninety-foot-high figures of Buddha, one on each side of
the road. Here, every year during the autumn equinox, priests
from all over the kingdom assembled for a ceremony lasting
ten days. ‘The King and all his people, from the highest to
the lowest, abstain on this occasion from public business, and
observe a religious fast,” Hsuan-tsang records. On the fif-
teenth day of each month as well as on the last day the king
and his ministers met to discuss affairs of state ‘and after tak-
ing counsel of the chief priests, they publish their decrees’,
he added. He describes a number of monasteries, and it seems
more than likely that during his stay he visited the one at Kyzil
and admired the very paintings and sculptures that twelve
hundred years later the Germans removed to Berlin. The
wall-paintings from Kyzil are perhaps the richest haul (Bezek-
lik included) that the Germans made during their four expedi-
tions. For art historians regard the Kyzil frescoes as one of
the high points of all Central Asian art.

Von Le Coq himself writes of those from one temple: “The
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paintings were the finest that we found anywhere in Tur-
kestan, consisting of scenes from the Buddha legend, almost
purely Hellenistic in character.” When the Germans first
entered this temple it appeared to be quite empty. However,
they soon found that the walls were coated with a one-inch-
thick layer of snow-white mould. Von Le Coq recounts: ‘I
fetched Chinese brandy — no European can drink it — and
washed down all the walls with a sponge’, thus-revealing the
frescoes. That night he had an agonising headache and a tem-
perature, presumably the effect of brandy fumes.

In another superbly painted temple nearby they were
dazzled by the extravagant use of brilliant blue pigment — the
precious ultramarine beloved by Renaissance artists, for
which they were prepared to pay twice its weight in gold. One
picture from here shows King Ajatashatru taking a ritual bath
in melted butter while an earringed courtier, who dare not
break to him the news of Buddha’s death by word of mouth,
does so by means of a painting. Other beautifully preserved
works found here showed Buddha’s temptation, scenes of him
preaching, the distribution of sacred relics and his cremation.

- The breathtaking finds from the Kyzil sites ‘far surpassed
any earlier achievements’, von Le Coq declares. ‘Everywhere A
we found fresh, untouched temples, full of the most interest-
ing and artistically perfect paintings, all of early date.” In none
of them was there yet any trace of Chinese influence, unlike
those from all the other sites they had excavated. This was
~ because, prior to AD 658 when it accepted Chinese rule, Kucha
had its own distinct school of painting, as well as its own lan-
guage. In spite of more recent discoveries made there by
Chinese archaeologists, current knowledge of Kuchean paint-
ing is derived largely from the frescoes and manuscripts
brought back by the German expedition from Kyzil.

One day when all four men were working there in different
temples there was a noise like a clap of thunder and an ava-
lanche of boulders suddenly cascaded down upon them. Von
Le Coq, Bartus and their labourers fled down the hxllsuie
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‘pursued by great masses of rock, tearing past us with terrify-
ing violence’. The river, von Le Coq could see, was ‘in wild
commotion — great waves beating against its banks’. Further
up the river a huge pillar of dust rose heavenwards. ‘At the
same instant,” von LLe Coq recounts, ‘the earth trembled and
afresh roll, like pealing thunder, resounded through the cliffs.
Then we knew it was an -earthquake.” They watched the
shock-wave as it continued to move violently down the valley,
pillars of dust marking its progress. To their relief both Grun-
wedel, who had retreated with his sketchbook into a corner
of his cave, and Herr Pohrt, his Chinese-speaking assistant,
were unharmed. On another occasion, in a temple in which
every blow of the pick dislodged a shower of pebbles and sand
from the ceiling, von Le Coq again had a close shave. After
examining the remains of some wooden figures he had found,
he leaned against the cave wall, dislodging part of the facing.
As he stepped back in surprise, a huge block of stone crashed
down onto the spot where he had been standing. Others were
less lucky. In another rock-fall one of the locally employed
labourers was seriously injured and was paid compensation
equivalent to £3. This, von Le Coq assures us, represented
‘a considerable sum of money’ in Chinese Turkestan where,
he claims, a large family could live ‘in comfort’ for a month
on twelve shillings. In another incident two men from a neigh-
bouring town perished in a violent storm while on their way
to seek work with the Germans.

Lesser storms too seem, from time to time, to have dis-
turbed the tranquillity of the expedition. Men obliged to live
in very close proximity, month in, month out, often under
extremely disagreeable conditions, are bound at times to get
on one another’s nerves. Here there were additional sources
of irritation. For a start, von Le Coq was obviously dis-
appointed at having to surrender command of a highly suc-
cessful expedition to Griinwedel, a man whose scholarship he
respected but for whom he clearly had little time as an expedi-
tionleader. Griinwedel’s late arrival, as we know, had also exas-
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perated him. However, the main source of conflict between

“the two men arose over von Le Coq’s penchant for the whole-
sale removal of temple contents, particularly wall-paintings..
Griinwedel’s approach is best summed up in an obituary of
him written some thirty years later by a fellow-scholar, This
declares: ‘His expedition reports made it clear that he con-
demned, and himself avoided, the superficial examination of
sites and the “grabbing” of conspicuous paintings and works
of art. His aim was to approach each site scientifically, and
study it in its entirety. Hence his procedure of making draw-
ings and plans of all new finds. Otherwise, he felt, the removal
of frescoes was nothing better than treasure-hunting and rob-
bery. : ‘

It was an approach for which von Le Coq and Bartus had
little time, and it led to disagreements. When von Le Coq
wanted to remove to Berlin the entire painted dome of one
small temple, Grunwedel objected. He did this ‘so energetic-
ally’, wrote von Le Coq, ‘that to have insisted on it would
have meant the end of all friendly relations....” Grunwedel
instead proposed that drawings and measurements should be
taken so that a reconstruction could be made at the museum.
He raised a similar objection over another painted dome.
This von Le Coq was able to remove on the following expedi-
tion, which he led himself, though he remarks in his book that
the paintings had greatly deteriorated in the intervening seven
years. Another time, when Grinwedel objected to the
removal of a statue which von Le Coq believed to be of con-
siderable importance, the latter arranged for Bartus to pack it
without the expedition leader’s knowledge and smuggle it to
Germany.

Only once did Grunwedel decide to conduct an excavation
himself. With relish von Le Coq describes how his chief care-
fully picked himself a temple which seemed certain to yield
rich finds. He goes on: ‘There he began to work, but as he
could not make the men understand, and the dust — which
in such operations always rises in clouds and is very trying
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— worried him too much he soon gave up in his attempt ...’
Bartus, von Le Coq tells us with ill-disguised pleasure, then
took over and —where Griinwedel had decided there was noth-
ing to be found - ‘soon brought to light whole layers of splen-
did big pages written in early Indian script’.

By now the chronic dysentery from which von Le Coq had
been suffering, and which perhaps helps to explain his anta-
gonism towards Grunwedel, was beginning to undermine his
health. Lest he fall seriously ill in this inhospitable region he
decided to leave at once for home. (Huth, it should be
remembered, largely through neglecting his health, had died
soon after returning from the first expedition.) Von Le Coq
collected together all the manuscripts they had found and pre-
pared to leave for Kashgar — though not without one final prod
at the unfortunate Griunwedel. They had just heard that Stein
was proposing to visit Turfan. Von Le Coq therefore urged
his already flagging leader to press on quickly to Bezeklik —
some three hundred and fifty gruelling miles to the east — and
excavate its remaining temples before Stein did. After all,
Grunwedel had expressly asked that they leave these to him.
(Had he not, von Le Coq implied, then the contents of all
of them — and not just one — might now be safely in Berlin.)
With that he left, no doubt much to Grunwedel’s relief.



