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Secrets of the Sea: The Tang Shipwreck is a
special exhibition introducing the story of the
first wreck of an Arabian dhow discovered in
Asia. It is co-organized by the National
Research Institute of Maritime Cultural
Heritage (NRIMCH) from the Republic of
Korea and the Asian Civilisations Museum
(ACM) under the National Heritage Board of
the Republic of Singapore.

In 1998, an ancient shipwreck was found off
the coast of the Indonesian island of Belitung.
Its cargo identified the wreck as an Arab
trading vessel dating back to the ninth century.
Its cargo consisted of some 67,000 pieces of
Chinese ceramics along with non-ceramic
items such as a number of lead ingots, silver
and gold vessels, bronze mirrors, storage jars
filled with spices, and more.

This wrecked dhow delivers to us today a rich
story of the Maritime Silk Road an extensive
network of oceantrade that flourished between
the Persian Gulf, Indian Ocean, West Asia,
Southeast Asia, and China. This exhibition
invites audiences to experience this ancient sea
route across Asia that prospered 1200 years ago
and discover the secrets and splendor of the
Chinese trade goods of the time.

FRASERAQT L National Research Institute of Maritime Cultural Heritage
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an Arabian trade vessel

Twelve centuries

sunk in the waters of the Java off the coast of
the small Indonesian island of Belitung. The
trade ship is thought to have gone down after
striking an offshore reef called Batu Hitam
(Black Rock) 150 meters from the wreck site
In 1998, 1200 years after the sinking, a diver
hunting sea cucumbers happened to spot a
mound of Chinese ceramics. Two excavations
were carried out over the next two years. It was
fortunate that the ship and its trade goods went
down in water only seventeen meters deep but

remained in a relatively well-preserved state
covered with fine sand. The Belitung
shipwreck s also known as the Tang
Shipwreck or Heishihao, a Chinese translation
of Batu Hitam, meaning black rock
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was a large 9th-century Arabian merchant
vessel that had been plying Asian seas along
the Maritime Silk Road. The 20-meter-long
ship is estimated to have been loaded with
about 70,000 valuable objects, of which 67,000
remained intact. Ninety-eight percent of the

ramics from the

o consisted of Chinese
Tang Dynasty (618-907), and the remainder

included precious gold and silver vessels,

silver ingots, bronze mirrors, a glass botle,

lacquerware, coins, goods belonging to
members of the crew, and more. The ship most
likely departed from the port of Guangzhou
headed for its presumed final destination in the
Persian Gulf
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Throughout the thousand years of its history,
the Silla Kingdom flourished by continuously
embracing new elements from other cultures.
This openness brought unprecedented diversity
and richness to Silla’s cultural tradition. The
kingdom carried out trade not only with China
and Japan, but also with West Asia and the
countries bordering on Western China via two
different trade routes: the overland Silk Road
and the Maritime Silk Road. The ocean trade
of Silla was most active during the ninth
century in the Yellow Sea and the South Sea
Jang Bogo (787-846) was a central figure who
controlled the maritime trade in East Asia in
that period. Such exchanges are evidenced
both in Silla and Arabic literature.
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'he End of the Arabian Ship

The Arabian dhow was heading toward the
o A% Persian Gulf through the Strait of Malacca in
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Southeast Asia, intending to cross the
northern reaches of Indian Ocean along the
traditional route of the Maritime Silk Road
However, after crossing the strait it sunk in
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ol A the waters off the Indonesian island of
Belitung. The areas of sea were part of the
pxehs! routes to the Java Sea, which must have been
developed for spice trade as evidenced by
F=9 the spices and other commodities that
belonged to Southeast Asians found on the
wreck. Everyday goods used by Arab and

%8 %olF™  Chinese people have also been found

gz
Amphora, Turquoise
951

ed carthenware lazed stoneware

S geie 4n 325
b EeA i SN EEERA E




