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Forward

In 1908, the 31-year-old American adventurer Robert Sterling Clark organized a
scientific expedition to northern China for the purpose of creating a detailed
geographical survey of the area, recording daily meteorological observations,
photographing the people, places, and landscapes, and collecting samples of the flora

and fauna.

Clark was fascinated with the Chinese nation and its people, but like many Westerners
of his day he felt that he had only glimpsed the surface of this rich and ancient culture.
A grandson of the founder of the Singer sewing machine company, Clark was trained as
a civil engineer and brought a scientist’s curiosity and method to the planning of his
expedition. Despite having devoted a number of years to planning the expedition,
however, Clark never again returned to China. In 1910 he settled in Paris and began
collecting art, an interest that would become the passion of his life. A few years later
he married and, with his French wife Francine, began assembling a remarkable
collection of paintings, silver, sculpture, porcelain, drawings, and prints. The couple
divided their time between homes in New York and Paris, and in 1950 founded the
Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute (“the Clark ”) in Williamstown,

Massachusetts, as a permanent home for their collection.

Set amid the picturesque Berkshire Hills of western Massachusetts, the Clark is both a
public art museum and a center for research and higher education. Building upon the
tastes and interests of its founders, the collections focus on European and American art
from the Renaissance to the early twentieth century, with particular strengths in
nineteenth-century European and American painting, especially the French

Impressionists, English silver, master drawings and prints, and early photography.
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Committed to global outreach and scholarship, the Clark sponsors research and
academic programs that include an international fellowship program and regular
conferences, symposia, and colloquia, drawing together arts leadership from around
the world. In 2011 and 2012 the Clark will share masterpieces from its collection of
French Impressionist paintings with leading museums in Beijing and Shanghai,
furthering the relationship between the institution’s artistic legacy and the country

Sterling Clark studied so carefully early in his life.

The Clark is pleased to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the expedition with
Professor Hongshuai Shi’s new translation of Through Shen-kan. This book will bring
attention to Clark’s endeavors and widen the dissemination of his important work in
China, deepening our own and the public’s understanding of the ethical and personal
evolution of a man whose life and work continue to touch the lives of people all around

the world through the display of his extraordinary collection of art.

Michael Conforti, Director
Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute
Oct. 1*. 2009.
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