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A diplomat and collector

Malcolm MacDonald’s pursuit of beauty during the Cold War and end of Empire

Alexander Nicholas Shaw

Malcolm MacDonald was a high status British diplomat during the period of the-1940s
1960s who achieved success through his unconventional, personable approach to
international negotiations. He was equally successful as an architedtaddnisation in
Asia and Africa. At the same time, MacDonald was a collector in a yafigenres. This
collecting activity was not separate from his public career as antapland colonial
administrator but rather central to it. MacDonald’s identity as a collector helped him build
relationships with East and South-East Asian leaders. His viewsteniahazulture and
enthusiastic patronage of the arts also influenced MacDonald’s efforts at cultural
decolonisation. This article evaluates the links between MacDonald’s collecting and his
official international duties, arguing that he should be understood as a ‘public collector’.

MALcoLm John MacDonald (1901-1981) claimed thalke Beauty, I love Beauty, I

worship Beautyin all its earthly forms’. His pursuit of artistic, personal and cultural beauty
provided direction in his posttion as a poltician, colonial adtmaisr and diplomat. The son
of Britain’s first Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, Malcolm entered parliament in
1929 and rose to become Secretary of State for the Colonies angioDenduring the

1930s. Following the outbreak of the Second World War he served kagMinister of

Health before being appointed High Commissioner to Canadalfzih to 1946.

MacDonald expected this overseas appointment to be no more Ibheh f@atus in his

poltical activities but it transpired to be the start of @ pareer in international relatiofs.

In 1946, MacDonald moved to Singapore as Govethimeral of Britain’s colonial
possessions in South-East Asia. From 1948 his remit was egp#&toldhe new post of
Commissioner-General for South-East Asia. As ting’k official representative, MacDonald
coordinated all foreign and colonial policy in the region. Hetioued to pursue the
transformation of the British Empire into a more equal Comreaifthr through later postings
as High Commissioner to India (1955-6&3Jast Governor of and first High Commissioner
to Kenya (1963-65) and as roving Special Representative inAtast (1965-69).

MacDonald was not only a successful diplomat and champion obdeatibn; te
was also an active and important collector in a rangetisticaigenres. His passion for artistic
beauty began in Europe until successive diplomatic podtrggdened MaDonald’s
horizons by introducing him to new understandings of beauty &omss the globe.

As a collector, MacDonald’s activities merit greater attention than they have hitherto
received. Although his public career is wel narrated irography of 1995, this makes only
scant reference to his colecting habitScholarly scrutiny of MacDonald has been largely
confined to diplomatic historians of South-East Asiss one historian, Karl Hack, notes,
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‘we might look for MacDonald’s significance not so much in individual decisions, as in his
approach to Asian leaders’.> This personal diplomacy was crucial to his success.

However MacDonald’s official duties were inseparable from his recreations. To truly
understand his significance as a diplomat and a collector,abp#icts ofis identty must be
evaluated in tandem. MacDonald’s overseas postings introduced him to different cultures
which prompted a continually developing conception of beauty. @selyehis reputation
and personality as a collector contributed to his effectige@ssan international negotiator.
The label of private collector cannot be applied to MacDonaddwas, rather, a public
collector whose activities as a connoisseur contributed directliplomacy whie promoting
post-colonial interest in the arts as the foundation of metienal identities.

This article presents an original analysis of MacDonald’s life as a diplomat and
collector. It applies an interdisciplinary methodology drawgmgnarily from the field of
international history. This not only demonstrates theifsignce of MacDonald and his
collecting to Britain’s end of Empire, but more generally highlights the potential for further
study of the overlap between private collectors and public diglpnin the twentieth century.
We beginby examining MacDonald’s collecting philosophy, both as an accumulator of
objects and as a self-proclaimed collector of people. The idéntity in particular indicates
the important links between his collecting practices andDdald’s role in pursuing Cold
War foreign policy and decolonization in South-East Asimallyi the article concludes by
assessing how his passion for Chinese ceramics enabietb hecome an informal envoy to
communist China during a critical period iniféfs opening up to the West.

This evaluation utlizes a range of sources. Mostfeigmt areMacDonald’s private
papers, now held at Durham University. These include dffdijglomatic correspondence in
addition to draft manuscripts of his unpublished memoirs, TéesBres and Pains of
Collecting and Constant Surprise. They are supplemented by FarggGolonial Offce
records from théNational Archives, MacDonald’s many published books, and the collections
of Durham University’s Oriental Museum.

Over his lifetime, MacDonald accumulated many colestioincluding European fine
art, Iranian ceramics and antiquarian books. But most persohal life and career were his
colections of South-East Asian antiquities and imperiah&€se ceramics, obtained primarily
during his period in Singapore. MacDonald assembled a colleofi@mver 400 pieces of
imperial Chinese ceramic art spanning from Neolithic tirieethe nineteenth century. In
1956, he placed this important collection on loan to the recestlgblished Gulbenkian
Museum (today the Oriental Museum) at Durham Unitgeréihenceforthbuom).

Following his retirement from public life, MacDonald hoped toaderthe collection
permanently to the museum, but he found himself in aahlaesfinancial position after
spending all his disposable income on colecting beautifujsthi€ontrary to those who
mvested their money in bonds or shares, MacDonald ‘thought it foolish to buy dull bits of
paper which would be hidden away in drawers when | could perdhstead beautiful
objects to delight the eye in my rooms’.6
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Needing capttal to purchase a new house in England, hé¢hsolbliection in 1968-69
for one third of its market value and assisted the museuraising the necessary funds from
numerous benefactofsHe envisaged a legacy to inspire others, particulartyughr assisting
in teaching at Durham University. To this end, MacDonaldtiegd to add pieces to the
collection following its original loan to the Oriental Muse in 1956, bringing it up to
include early twentieth century ceranficdt is this concern with the social impact of
colecting, in addition to its poltical implication for his diplatic career, that makes
MacDonald such a distinctive public (rather than privdaég-imperial collector.

The pursuit of beauty

At a superficial level, MacDonald’s collecting philosophy was simple: it was driven by the
pursuit of beauty. As he later reflectedasting my eyes on radiant beauty in its numerous
natural or artistic forms was as vital to my healthyrerse mental and spiritual survival as
was feeding my tummy on food and drink for my physical Wehg’.®

This seeming simple dictum hidesomplex philosophy. MacDonald’s activities
were highly chaotic- both in the range of cultures that attracted higesteand in the vast
array of his collections. Not all of these can easiy Iegosized as recognizable artistic
genres. Throughout his life he pursued beauty throughafiy antique furniture, ceramics,
mndigenous craftwork, and sculpture. But MacDonald’s pursuit of beauty also entailed
collecting memories through adventures in untamed landsaapee Canadian Arctic and in
the jungles of Borneo. He also developed a fascination furadubeauty, enraptured by the
daily life of indigenous peoples across the globe. Furthea, kaen amateur twitcher,
MacDonald penned books on bird-watching in Scotland, Canada and India

Within a narrover definition of collecting as the accumulation of physicaleotsy,
MacDonald’s collections at the DUOM demonstrate two of the three types of collecting as
described by Susan Pearce. Several objects can be interpseésainenir collecting or
‘samples of events which can be remembered, but not relived’.1° These include personal gifts
presented to MacDonald, exemplified by three siver digdders from Brunei. MacDonald
enjoyed the companionship of a circle of around twenty mabterssiths led by the
octogenarian Haji Mohammed. These cigar holders (Fig. 1), atedowith butterfiies
attached to springs which float gracefully in the ciganoke, although often given as
ceremonial gifts, therefore held personal significanceMacDonald as a reminder of his
visits to Brunet!

MacDonald also exhibited the pattern of a ‘systematic collectdy defined by Pearce as
not merely the accumulation of samples of a particulareggor ‘fetishistic collecting’) but
‘the selection of examples, ntended to stand for all the others of their kind and to complete a
set’.12 This definition encompasses MacDonald’s collecting of imperial Chinese ceramics,
envisaged firstly as a private activity but later as aigpubdacy. He intended to provide a
complete ceramic timeline of imperial China to theom. This even meant purchasing
ceramics which for hinhdd no personal appeal, including Republic of China (1911-49)

3
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‘famille noir five-colour glazeware. MacDonald found this distinctly unetiva but bought
a slightly damaged teapot to complete with minimal experseenamic timeliné2 Personal
relationships played a role in bd#acDonald’s systematic and souvenir collecting, although
anobsession with beauty and an academic pursuit of knowledge alse significant driving
forces.

A more haphazard (or ‘fetishistic’) collecting pattern took shape when MacDonald
visited Paris at the age of twenty. He spent much oftjisurn in museusn and ‘fell in
love’ for the first time — not with a real woman but with a Dresden porcelain shdpbs.
Recalling the incident with some humour, MacDonald wrote that ‘I would have liked to buy
her, but knew that the Musée Cluny was not the sort @ehevhere such females can be
acquired for money’.2* Although he had collected seashells as a boy, this wdissthtime
MacDonald felt the mature collecting desire. Along withrengEh friend, he promptly went to
a market where together they purchased a similar porqedaing ofashepherd and
shepherdess;nsurprisingly, MacDonald chose to keep the shepherdess for himself. ‘My
mtroduction to the Arts’, he remarked, ‘was induced in part by my youthful admiration for
the fair sex’.1°

Until the opening of his diplomatic career, MacDdhaearly collecting centred on
European art-forms. As wel as ceramics, he collectedisBngntique furniture and European
paintings by masters including Van Gogh and Renoir. He took @adeaf the worldwide
Great Depression to snap up choice objects at comparatitielycbstl® His later conversion
to Asian arts had one brief precedent when a much youngeDdviald visted Kyoto for a
conference in 1929. He took advantage of this trip to tour Eaest fading under the spell of
the architecture and artistic splendour of imperial China. He admitted that ‘my intellectual
understanding of their aesthetic significance remaindgbreely superficial, but | was
entranced by them as majestic expressions of the mysfeéhg East’.1’As a memento,
MacDonald purchased five pieces of Chinese ceramicdingua pair of Ming dynasty
(1368-1644) lion-shaped candleholders from the Yamanaka BrothKsoto. He was
enchanted by their store, which was not one shop but a eétlesmed paviions arranged
through a traditonal Japanese garden. During the followiiges years he purchased very
few Asian ceramics, feeling that he lacked the knowledgeessary to be a discriminating
collector!®

Henceforth, MacDonald approached his pursuit of beauty henpdrspective of an
amateur scholar. Collecting was about gaining knowledge @s asienjoying ownershig.
His transition from a westernized approach to a more globakefiosn began with his
posting to South-East Asia in 1946. Rather than leapingphdzardly, he embarked
cautiously on new collections whilst steadily improving kihowledge.

Even discovering that he had been hoodwinked by forgeries davedy dishearten
MacDonald since each of theexperience ‘taught me a litle better how to be more
discriminating in future. Often the best (if most humiliating) way to learn is from one’s own
mistakes’.?% As his knowledge increased over time, he became lesspshie to imitations,
although he proved not necessarily a sawy businessman. ¢ioo&ek, he recalled that:
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My reputation as a connoisseurwas well-known madhtique shops ofa dozen cities, in the workrooins
countless living craftsmen, among itinerant venddrs kept track of my travels from newspaper rep,dy
rogues trading in the “thieves’ market” in Bangkok and . .. oh, all over the region. It was not alwalaétéring to
my shrewdness in business deals.

On one memorable occasion, an acquaintance arrived irp&ieg&om Indonesia where he
had tried unsuccessfully to haggle over an antique belld&aer had refused to lower his
price because he expected to be able to sell it for twicalis wext time MacDonald paid
him a calf!

Whilst seeking to become a true connoisseur, MacDonald wasntatrrassed to
seek expert advice. In so doing, he beneftted from persomalshigps and his diplomatic
status. As Commissioner-General, MacDonald was theshiglamking British representative
in South-East Asia. He spent a great deal of time vistegonal statesmen and royalty,
including the royal family of Laos. Luang Prabang, the iaaotapital, was one of
MacDonald’s favourite cities. Visiting its ancient sites felt ‘like journeys not only through
hundreds of milesn space but also hundreds of years in time’. On his regular visits he
enjoyed learning about Buddhism from the Crown Prince. This deepened MacDonald’s
understanding of one of the most widespread religions in aglahelped him develop an
appreciation of Buddhist art based on intellectual undersignof Buddhist practice®. On
other occasions, he even appealed to the King of Laos (wha grasat authority on certain
antiquitiey: MacDonald bought a Burmese Karen rain drum from an ansgog in Luang
Prabang and had its authenticity confrmed by the King.

Consequently, when MacDonald was appointed High Commissimnimdia in 1955,
he was at first baffied by its artistic styles. Owveeti as he gained understanding, he came to
appreciate Hindu art, but at firse sought out Buddhist items as more familiar to him from
the teachings of the Crown Prince of Laos. Indeed, his riseoacquisition from India was
not even produced in India itself: it was the stucco headBufdhisattva from the ancient
kingdom of Gandhara (present-day Afghanistan and Pakistan).

Personal friendships were therefore central&oDonald’s collecting. A gift from a
friend began his transition from a very European aesttetmbracing the Chinese
conception of artistc beauty. The friend in question wagpte-eminent Chinese
businessman and community leader in Singapore, Dato S. Q. Wong. ‘S.Q.” was dismayed
that MacDonald’s collection of Chinese ceramics was dominated by export wares. These
were lesser-quality pieces designed for trade with Soasih-EBsia and were easily purchased
in Singapore. Many of those owned by MacDonald were rath@tygereations from the
Ming (1368-1644) or Qing (1644-1911) dynasties. Highly colourful andegrtia¢ése were
most similar to the eighteenth-century European porcelsiis which he was most familiar.
To begin his conversion towards imperial Chinese ceramics, ‘S.Q.’ gave his fiiend a ‘scrap of
bait’: a chipped and imperfectly glazed Junware bowl of the Song dynasty (960-1279)2°
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Gradualy MacDonald came to prefer monochrome Song and Yueastyy(1271-1368)
ceramics characterized Iheir technical perfection. As MacDonald’s knowledge matured, he
came to the readizion that ‘sentimental prettiness is a far lesser virtue than simple beauty’.2®

Subsequentlyhe seized every opportunity to expand his collection of imperial
Chinese ceramics. Hong Kong proved the most fertie gréamelcquiring such pieces,
especialy his favourite wares from the Song dynastenéships with respected dealers
proved invaluable, especially with the doyen of the Hong Kamtigues fraternity, T. Y.
King. Prior to 1949, King had lived in Shanghai, where Maclbofiist made his
acquaintance. Due to the victory of the Chinese Commitasty in the Chinese Cwil War,
King hastened to Hong Kong, fearing that the new regiroeldabe less tolerant of his
business than the capitalist British colony. MacDonaldedisKing’s new shop while he was
stil unpacking his stock. Eager to raise hard cash, Kid alcDonald some choice
ceramics for less than their acknowledged v&lue.

This should not be interpreted as taking advantage of pofiticabil. Rather,
MacDonald seized the opportunity not just to add to his collediisinto help an old
acquaintance resurrect his business. On other occasomngmuld readily pay over the odds
for tems that he particularly desirelde preferred to purchase his most valuable pieces from
trusted friends such as King or the Hong Kong dealer Ed@v who helped MacDonald
relocate his collection to Durham in 1958t was probably from either Chow or King that
MacDonald purchased his favourite piece of ceramic for £/6&ong dynasty Dingware
bowl with a delicately incised pattern of Mandarin ducks.(E)2°

Moreover, MacDonald saw himself not only as a collector of tbjeat also aa
collector of peoplé? His abiity to make friends of all social standings and framg cultural
or ethnic background made MacDonald an extremely succesgioindi. He was fascinated
with everyday life in indigenous societies. This wadiqdarly apparent in Canada and
Borneo, where he enjoyed spending time amongst local peopldsaaming their customs.

To summariz, MacDonald’s varied collecting habits can be understood with
reference to three main impetuses. Foremost was his ldweaafy, whichhe understood in
many different personal, cultural and artistic forms. Hietact with other cultures converted
him from a European appreciation of artistic beauty to a magaced refiection inspired by
Chinese and South-East Asian aesthetic ideals. Secoadhppnoached collecting with a
scholarly desire to improve his knowledge of different art-$orfinally, collecting was not a
solitary actvity of acquisition but inherently linked thivihuman interactions. These three
impetuses were inseparable. MacDonald’s friendships enabled him to gain knowledge and
therefore develop a changing understanding of beauty.

A collector of people

‘One of the things one collects is peopl@acDonald wrote. ‘I have made a fine collection
through the last sixty years, of very many differemiety Frenchmen, Americans, Indians,
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Chinese, Headiunters, Eskimos, African tribesmen’.31 During his overseas career in Canada,
Asia and Africa, MacDonald befriended people from many edftund social classes,
friendships that led to the acquisition of some of the outstgnpieces in his collections but
which also made MacDonald an effective and respected diplomat

As Commissioner-General for Souflast Asia from 1948 to 1955, he worked
towards a s@alled ‘Grand Design’ whereby Malaya, Singapore and the Britsh Borneo
territories (Brunei, Sarawak and North Borneo) would aftadependence as part of a federal
greater Malaysia. This dream proved elysibut continued to form the basis of British
decolonization policy until it was partially fuffilled Wwitthe creation of a more restricted
Malaysia in 1963.

MacDonald’s later career continued to entail decolonization and Commonwealth
briefs. As High Commissioner to India from 1955 to 1960, he helped répanmonwealth
relations following Britain’s ‘neo-imperialist attack on Egypt during the 1956 Suez C#iis.
Subsequently, he served as the last Governor of Kenya, hédpaugde the peaceful
transition to independence in a potentially explosive atmosploiowing the Mao Mao
violence of the 1950s. Then as Special Representative té\féeat he became a roving
ambassador, concerned principally with the Rhodesian probldnitsgmotential to disrupt
Commonwealth unity.

In all these appointments, MacDonald was successfullylabgeause of his unique
personalty. He was an unconventional diplomat who disdainedality and archaic
protocol. Instead he preferred to deal on a more personal biisbkoth international
statesmen and colonial subjects; he even refused a kiaightas he felt uncomfortable with
formal precedence. Instead, he was ‘a natural mixer ... He made a point of declining the
titles which went with high office and took the formelti of rank with a pinch of salt. His
easy manner enabled him to get the best out of p&Splkne press seized on his habitual
attire of a jacketless bush-shirt, characterizing hinthasshirt-sleeve diplomat’.3* He had a
habit of breaking up boring meetings by showcasing his ahditgtand and walk upon his
hands, a talent that failed to impress the youngest daughtes friend King (later Prince)
Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodidietyoung princess dismissed MacDonald’s acrobatics with
the words ‘I’ve got a monkey that can do that’.3°

When MacDonald was due to leave the position of CommissiGeeeral in 1955,
the Foreign and Colonial Offices were at first reluctentassign a replacement: the Foreign
Office felt that the value of the posttion rested solglyMacDonald’s unique personality and
relationships$® Nevertheless, MacDonald’s tenure had already been extended six times, and
there were worries that he was beginninge too ‘Asia-minded’ to be the best interpreter of
British policies. There were also concerns that eiglirsye/as too long to leave MacDonald
in the tropical climate and that his considerable erseriy@d already been sapped
persistent fear in British colonial administrat®&nHowever, it was agreed to appoint a new
Commissioner-General, although with a reduced status, gerldrearing the royal crown on
his official car3®
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Meanwhile, despite concerns over the de-energizingt edieibie tropics, MacDonald
was moved to India. It was a critical period in Anglo-Indigfations due to Commonwealth
disputes over British policy in the Middle East and the Soviet Union’s overtures to India as
part of Khrushchev’s new ‘Third World’ programme.3® Consequently, his continued
deployment in Asia implied that MacDonald enjoyed considereddpect from his superiors
because of his uniquely personal mode of conduct.

But success was not merely a matter of personaliycDonald’s private life as a
collector also played a significant role in shaping his @ggr to diplomatic and cultural
relations. As a collector of people he actively sought ceftaiotions with both powerful
world leaders and with indigenouseoples on the edges of westernized ‘civilization’.

This fascination with indigenous culture had firscdr@e apparent during
MacDonald’s wartime work in Canada. He undertook three excursions to the Canadian Arctic
in which he observed the traditions of the native peopleseThagpeditons were not,
however, primarily anthropological: MacDonald was on officigdr business. As wel as
inspecting the construction of new airfields for the morthdefence of Canada, his duty was
to assess popular feeling amongst the indigenous populatiott®e fGlommonwealth war
effort. He was pleased to report that ‘these sturdy men are eager to play their part in the
worldwide struggle of Liberty against Tyranny’. MacDonald relayed to the British Cabinet an
anecdoteof how one ‘Indian’ (First Nation) community he visited was spontaneously
involved in raising funds for war charitié%. Across northern Canada, the National War
Mobilization Act was proving troublesome as it divided the First dwatifrom the Arctic
peoples: afthough the former were compelled to register [litargni service, the Arctic Inuits
were exem@d In the event, over 200 aboriginal peoples died in Canadiarcesehuring the
Second World Wat!

These wartime expeditions introduced MacDonald to the padaples; in later life,
after experiencing the pleasures of indigenous sociéBplineo, he regretted not having
spent longer learning about Inuit culture and craftsmans@nly on later visits did he
discover the beauty of their soapstone sculptures. By ths fooit industry had been
affected by tourism, which created pressures for the pioduof reservation art that was a
poor, ‘pot-boiler’ imitation of traditional artistry, geared towards a European aesthetic.
MacDonald despaired of the ‘decadence’ of European society, which exploited indigenous art
for economic benefit at enormous cultural té8s

One aspect of Arctic craftsmanship, however, did impreasDdnald with its
cultural resiience: this was the skill of the Inptoplesin making clothing out of caribou
skins. Due to the necesstties of survival in the inhodpit#tsctic climate, this aspect of Inuit
culture proved more resiient in the face of outside emies. Indeed, MacDonald pleasingly
noted that ‘instead of white men changing Eskimo [sic] dress, Eskimos have changed white
men’s dress in the Arctic. Settlers there in winter more or less adopt native styles of
clothing.’43 On one of his later visits, MacDonald purchased two pairsogtasins, although
the craftsmanship of even these was closer to thasefvation art than truly traditional
pieces!* The issue of traditonal costume continued to absorb MacDondit) chis
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adventures in South-East Asia: he deprecated the imgeabandonment of traditional dress
in favour of western garments as ‘a world-wide aesthetic tragedy’.*°

Most of his collecting in Canada, however, was in the fi# paintings by modern
Canadian artist® It was not until his appointment to Singapore that he develomed
global aesthetic t&s. ‘In the sphere of art as well as politics vast new worlds were opened to
me’, MacDonald wrote;I began to turn my attention in leisure hours to Asian cultural
interests— and before long | was running amok among the . . . art treasutes [Bar Eas.*’

Whie serving as Commission€ieneral, MacDonald’s favourite retreat from official
duties was to the jungle interior of Sarawak on thedslahBorneo. There he encountered
peoples such as the Ibans, Kayans and Kenyahs whosertsadiften challenged
MacDonald’s conception of beauty. He was particularly struck by the practice of Kayan
women of stretching the lobes of their ears by about siesn¢hrough wearing heavy brass
rings. To MacDonald’s eyes, ‘this seemed a frightful mutilation, but in the eyes of Kayan
men it is a supremely lovely touch’.#® He was more persuaded by the cultural beauty of
traditional headwunter’s dances as performed by the Kayan men (Fig. 3), but through contact
with these cultures he became more open to new aestiesis?® This occurred in paralel
with his conversion to a more Chinese aesthetic appoeciatider the tutelage of S. Q.
Wong.

Every detail of daily lfe in Borneabsorbed MacDonald’s interest, represented i his
colections by ordinary items such as clothing, baskets and waaaeings?® Nevertheless,
he remained worried that these traditions form of cultural beauty were steadily
disappearing. In 1956 he wrote Borneo People to record the ves dtidnsaof these
peoples. He subsequently collaborated with his friend, tbbregédd photographer Wong Ka
Foo (also known as Ken Foo Wong), to collate a pictorial record oh lifbei Borneo
mterior. To accompany Wong’s photographic testament, MacDonald wrote an unambiguo Us
warning that the British colonial authorities ‘would be guilty of wrong-doing if we destroyed
the congenial tranquillity of tribal communities thereby giving them “progressive” ideas to
the point of making them dissatisfied with their own wayfe@fand anxious to copy slavishly
the European and his habiks.

But MacDonald’s activities in Borneo were not confined to collecting people: a more
iteral understanding of the collector as an accumulatarbjgcts also helped MacDonald
befriend the peoples of the interior. This was important rt@HB colonial policy because of
the fraught political situation in Sarawak. Prior to 1946, Sakalad been ruled by the
Brooke family (the “White Rajahs’) for a century. In 1946 formal control passed to the
Colonial Office (the saalled ‘cession’), with major repercussions. Several city-dwelling
Malays remained zealously loyal to the Brookes, leading &x@emist assassinating the
Governor in 1949. In the midst of this poltical crossroads, it @gsential to ensure the
loyalty of the indigenous populations, some of whom had been vesnbgvthe anti-cession
movemen®? MacDonald proved supremely effective at re-establishintistBrauthority and
garnering support for future peaceful decolonization.
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One of the most important Borneo personalties was Temaggéoh (1870-1956).
The Paramount Chief of the Ibans, Koh was a renowned hewel-hUsually suppressed by
the British authorities, head-hunting was tolerated gluiie Second World. Koh reportedly
took over a hundred heads in the course of his lifetime. Isgherioyal to the British
administration of the day, Koh had ralied native supportHeranti-Japanese war effort,
once even taking to the skies in a spotter plane to poinamgets for Alied bombardmepi.
In 1946, Koh supported the anti-cession movement due to personal ltoydie Brooke
family, but MacDonald’s diplomacy helped convince Koh and other Iban leaders to transfer
their allegiance to the Colonial Office. In part this wiag to the status of the post of
Commissioner-General making MacDonald a Bldtailternative to the Brooke ‘White
Rajahs’, but his success was aided by his own unique personal guilities.

On MacDonald’s first visit to the Iban people, they constructed an almost life-size
bamboo replica of Marble Arch, complete with severed Japdmests, with which to greet
him. In return, MacDonald took Temenggong Koh the gift oéxgrort ware Ming dynasty
vase. Koh was a felow colector whose long-house was dedosdte Chinese ceramic
vases along the walls and decapitated skulls amongsaftees¥® Through their shared
iterests as discriminating collectors and MacDonald’s passionate enthusiasm for Iban
culture, the two became clos&nds. MacDonald would visit the Ibans dressed in a bush
shirt and a kilt in his clan tartafto show them that they were not the only wild men in the

world . . .[giving] us a sense of equality’.56

The friendship between MacDonald and Koh (Fig. 4) developed toasuektent that
Koh adopted MacDonald as his son and bequeathed the Scottish dipisrnatd-hunting
sword whichis now held in theouom.5” This was no empty gesture, and MacDonald truly
regarded Koh as a second fatherjting that ‘one of my proud boasts is that | have had two
fathers, one of whom was a Prime Minister of Britain deddther a Paramount Chief in

Borneo’.58

A sense of the fellowship of collecting played a similar mleementing
MacDonald’s friendship with the Kayan people. The chieftain of the Kayans was a wealthy
businesswoman, Lalang, who buit her fortune throsgling edible birds’ nests to Chinese
traders for use in the ubiquitous soup. Lallang once showeidfald two bead necklaces
which were ancient family heirlooms. She did not know tisetage, but as a budding
connoisseur, MacDonald was able to tell Lallang that sontlkkedfeads were made in Song
dynasty China. These were valuable possessions that rtoemedrher family had ever
considered parting with, for fear of inciting misfortune. Yelang eventually gave one
necklace to MacDonald, demonstrating their close ragport.

The closeness of MacDonaldrelations with the indigenous peoples of Borneo
benefted from both his scholarly enthusiasm for Asiatured and his artistic understanding
as a collector. Discovering how baskets were woven, takingsihtér clothing traditions and
watching graceful dancingvere all part of MacDonald’s pursuit of beauty.° His collecting
actvities made him the ideal person to steer British @dlgolicy towards independence.
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Likewise, his recreations as a collector of people and workg bélped MacDonald
coordinate foreign policy towards neighbouring nations.

British foreign policy in the late 1940s and 1950s was lardelyen by Cold War
concerns, interacting with and gving new impetus to ioadit ideas about imperial security
in areas of British strategic interest such as thedMi East or South-East Asi.MacDonald
feared that communism would spread from China and Northavietthrough Laos,
Cambodia and Thailand, to threaten the British possessiod&l@fa and Singapore. He
warned the Foreign Office thaf Indochina is lost, then Siam and Burma will probably go
the same way shortly afterwards. That wil bring the posténternational Communism to
the border of Malay&? This view corresponds with the American understandindoofino
theory, later popularized by President Eisenhditer.

For MacDonald, the solution lay in encouraging greater catqerbetween the
departing colonial powers and newly independent states. Tkigoavdly economic,
coordinating development aid through schemes such as the CosmfitmWZolombo Plan,
but predominantly fixated on the Cold Watperative: ‘the object of regional cooperation
should be the building of a common front against Russia’.6* However, MacDonald’s views
differed from those of the United States: his ambition twasncourage newly independent
Asian nations such as Laos and Cambodia to pursue a non-cotnivuinessentially neutral
course. Such a solution would provide a continuing buffer agea®munist expansion, and
to that end MacDonald worked with the defence community amdtsetelligence services
to provide muchaeeded assistance to these new nafir, contrast, US policy was to
create a more proactively anti-communist South-East As@mntbat was firmly part of the
western aliance.

These different approaches to the Cold War cuiminated WaaDonald visited
Washington for taks with Secretary of State John Fd@ligs in October 1954. Dules was
notoriously Anglophobic, so MacDonald held out litle hope foeagent. At their meeting
at the airport, Dulles asked MacDonald an unexpected question: ‘Do you know what my
Bible is?” Knowing Dulles to be a devout Christian, the bewildered MacDonald guessed ‘the
Bible?” He was wrong. ‘It’s a book,” Dulles explained, ‘called The Birds of Brewery Creek
written by an author named Malcolm MacDonald’.%¢ Dulles was a fellow bird-watcher who
deemedMacDonald’s 1947 book to be most instructive. They soon became genial friends,
especially when it emerged that Dulles also collectany Qynasty ceramics. MacDonald
returned to Singapore having made a new friend but havied f® reconcie Anglo-
American policies. Nonetheless, his personal interactidim Dulles, strongly influenced by
their shared recreations, made MacDonald a more effectivehpiere for the British
position®”

He befriended many South-East Asian statesmen. By farldsgst acquaintance was
with King Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia, who abdicated in 1955 to become Pri
Minister as Prince Sihanouk. Their friendship was not gtyedliplomatic association but
warm and genuine, proven by their continued visitd correspondence after MacDonald’s
retirement.
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Their frst meeting had taken place in 1948, when MacDonalsl pleased to discover
that the youthful king-then only twenty-six- was a fellow collector of many artistic genres.
Visiting Sihanouk’s private palace felt ‘more dreamlike than real . .. The place might have
been a miniature museum representing various culturesgedray the hand of a
discriminating connoisse.lr Throughout Sihanouk’s apartments were Chinese rugs,
Vietnamese lacquer, Japanese paintings, French furnindre@rgient Cambodian
sculpture$? In other words, Sihanouk’s apartments were not so different from MacDonald’s
own palace at Bukit Serene in Johore (Malaya). MacDonald had turned this former Sultan’s
palace into a fitting space to house his growing collectioin8sian arts, even decorating its
veranda with antique bronze cannons purchased from BPfunei.

On official occasions, MacDonald and Sihanouk socialized fowmal banquets and
performances by the Cambodian Royal Corps de Ballet, whichsegateMacDonald with
the beauty of its music, costume design and dancing. Bet mportantly they developed
their friendship outside of working hours through culturatspits. They spent time watching
fims produced by Sihanouk, dancing to his royal rag-time bawbpace held a water-sking
competition in front of the Cambodian government. On many simes Sihanouk took
MacDonald on expedions to visit the ancient ruins ofthener civilization, which inspired
him to write the book Angkof? Once againMacDonald’s nuanced sympathy for Asian
cultures as well as the mutual interestsatflow collector, enabled him to maintain a close
friendship with Sihanouk.

Conversely, their friendship allowed MacDonald to add uniquectsbjo his
colections. Sihanouk gave him two significant diplomatits.giFirst was a xylophone from
the royal orchestra (Fig. 5). The two men often sat togetadéching performances on such
instruments MacDonald recalling ‘the constant cooing and wailing, tinkling and rumbling,
whistling and sometimes even shriekingcalations of the orchestra’.”? Now at thebuowm,
the royal xylophone is a rare musical survivor of thgetly of Khmer Rouge cultural
destruction. Similarly preciousSihanouk’s second gift was a five-colour (bencharong ware)
porcelain teapot (Fig. 6): first presented by the Thai rbgake to the Cambodian royal
family in the nineteenth century, it became a diplomaiiic for the second time when
transérred to MacDonald’s collection.”? Whie the teapot was primarily a diplomatic i,
implicit of MacDanald’s status as Commissioner-General, the xylophone should be seen
more as a personal preser souvenir of his friendship with Sihanouk and the musical
memories they shared.

MacDonald’s friendship with Sihanouk achieved its greatest diplomatic significance
during the Geneva conference on the neutralty of Lad®61 and1962. This international
summit proved successful (if only temporarily) in ending divil war in Laos and in
securing Laotian neutrality until 1975, under the leadersiiipro-British Prince Souvanna
Phouma2 Having believed himself to be on the verge of retirement, Ddeaald was caled
upon to act as co-chairman along with a Soviet diplomat. eéfetion for this position of
international importance spoke eloquently of the For€idfice’s respect for MacDonald’s
unique insight into South-East Asia.
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Personal friendships with Sihanouk and Chinese polticaels enabled MacDonald
to play a less partisan role than more rigid Cold Warriorsulinthtely to work towards
neutrality. His task was not an easy one, but throughisiggise and working closely with
Sihanouk and Souvanna Phouma, MacDonald pushed througheemegf* His individual
role was perhaps more vital than any other delegate. eABdleign Secretary wrote,
‘whenever we got stuck (and we got stuck very often) everybmggommon consent, sent
for Malcolm to try and unravel the knot. And he very oftesh.’ ¢h

MacDonald’s achievements in South-East Asia demonstrate how Hesctoag
activities helped hirachieve international repute as a successful diplomat.sytigoathy for
indigenous cultures similarly helped him to be an effectrchitect of decolonization.
Equally, his collecting activities influenced the coun$adecolonization through
MacDonald’s belief in the importance of the arts and material culture tionsd identity and
social transformation.

Nowhere was this more evident than in the creatiomeofiniversity of Malaya Art
Museum. MacDonald was heavily involved in the foundatioth@funiversity, serving as its
frst Chancellor. When leaving Singapore in 1955, he decided toedbsatollection of
Chinese export ceramics to establish a museum of Admmarat culture. Throughout the
years | had received so much wonderful friendship from the peoplel those lands that
this was a small return for their infinite kindneske explained. MacDonald used his
diplomatic influence to persuade Sihanouk and the governmdntiafto present bequests to
the new museumMacDonald’s gallery became the kernel of two separate present-day
institutions: the National University of Singapore Museand the University of Malaya
Asian Art Museum in Kuala Lumpur. His vision was toviedoehind an artistic legacy to
inspire a collective, distinctly Asian national identityady to supplant British colonial rué.

During his career as Governor and High Commissioner enly& MacDonald showed
similar faith in the social and poltical importance df @t his arrival he had been dismayed
to find that Government Houseshortly to become the presidential residerocsas
decorated almost entirely with European artwork: ‘the place might have been the dwelling of
some plutocrat in London’s Mayfair, with no connection whatever with Kenya’. MacDonald
set about ‘Africanizing’ it, covering the walls with examples of local craftsmanskiihile in
East Africa he proactively championed modern creative tinelsis buying up leatherwork,
wood and stone sculpture for his own collections. In additorghlepioned penal reform
that saw Kenya’s prisons transformed from merely punitive mstitutions to places of
rehabilitation. MacDonald introduced a programme of teachitisfica crafts to prisoners,
and would send them his own furniture when it needed répair.

It is apparent, therefore, that MacDonald viewed materdilire as central to all his
private and public activities. His identity as a collectotaiex not merely acquiring
antiquities, but rather formed a central part of his pelsprad an amateur scholar, author
and diplomat. He was a connoisseur and patron of artistic p@guantaintaining a belief
that artistic heritage was a fundamental part of natiaexitity. Art and beauty, including
intangible cultural heritage such as the dances of Bdnmead-hunters and the Cambodian
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Royal Corps de Ballet, enabled MacDonald to create friendshigh whturn facilitated his
pursuit of British foreign policy during the period of decolotima and the Cold War.

Through the Bamboo Curtain

In addition to his diplomatic and post-colonial achievementSonth-East Asia, MacDonald
played a significant role as an informal envoy to the communist People’s Republic of China
during the Cold War. This transpired as a consequence afhgation as a collector of
Chinese ceramics, enabling him to befriend important commigasters who respected his
admiration for China’s artistic history.

Although MacDonald proactively encouraged resistance teghead of communism
in South-East Asia, he did not adopt an overtly partisan agptoazommunist China. He
publicly condemned the communist insurgency in Malayahwhaiupted in 1948, linking the
Malayan insurgents to the leaders of international consmunin Moscow. Nevertheless, he
carefully distinguished between communist revolutionameSouth-East Asia and the
communist government in China. Britain formally recoghizée new government of
Chairman Mao Zedong in January 1950, and MacDonald was testriic emphasize that
this was an entirely separate issue from the Britedistance to communism in South-East
Asia.’8

As explained to the House of Commons by Winston Churciiil, reason for having
diplomatic relations is not to confer a compliment, but to sexwenvenience ... One may
even say that when relations are most difficult th#tiéstime when diplomacy is most
needed.’” Britain’s desire for diplomatic relations did not imply approval of China’s internal
policies, but rather acceptance of their existence. Bréisonomic and strategic interests
required peaceful relations. However, China refused to eyghambassadors with Britain
untl 1972, after the British withdrew their consulate frdawan (whence the former
Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek had fled in 1988 first Chargé d’Affaires
appointed to Beijing, Sir John Hutchinson, was mostly ignorethd¥ hinese government.
With the Korean War of 1950-53, relations deteriorated furthtost diplomatic contact with
the Chinese was conducted through third parties sucle &sdian embassy in Beijing or
informal go-between®’

Against this background of Chinese rebuffs, MacDonald playaseful role in
creating dialogues. By the mid-1950% had acquired a reputation throughout Asia as
connoisseur of Chinese ceramic art. He had also visitaoa @h1929 and 1948 and been
distinctly unimpressed with the social programmes of théoNalist government. The rural
poverty which MacDonald encountered appalled him. In 1929, thehBMinister to
Beijing, Sir Miles Lampson, tactlessly procured a prostitote MacDonald. Having no desire
to avail himself of her services, instead MacDonald talkeitiet girl. He was shocked to
discover that she was only in her middle teens and haddodkby her parents to their
landlord, who in turn sold her into the service of a pimp. Nh#ionalist administration was
evidently doing litte to bring about much needed social meforTherefore, unlike the
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American ‘China bloc’ of extremely anti-communist Republcan Congressmen (whaedppl
significant pressure to the Truman administration, wiielf was closer tdMacDonald’s
sincere disenchantment with Nationalist China), MacDoealertained no ilusions of the
viability of a government headed by Chiang Kai-shek. Hewillisg to judge the
performance of the communists based on ferit.

First contact between MacDonald and the communist govatnoecurred in 1955.
Zhou Enlai, the Chinese premier and foreign minister, wea®ling to the non-aligned
conference in Indonesia when his aircraft developed erigndle over Singapore. When the
aircraft landed for repairs, MacDonald seized this opportunityneet the pre-eminent
Chinese statesman. They conversed genially at Singarpieat, beginning a surprising
friendship which gave MacDonald privileged access to Chirdeonically, despite his strong
opposition to communism in Malaya and Singapore, MacDonald develagient hegard for
Zhou Enlai than any other international diplomat, regardigy Chinese premier as
statesman of unsurpassedisiitm’.82 Their friendship developed further during
MacDonald’s appointment as British representative to India. He also became acquainitbd w
Zhou’s vice-premier and successor as foreign minister, Marshal @hen

Three primary causes can be adduced for the lastinglstign between MacDonald
and Chen Yi which transcended Cold War politics. Firstly, hendfficial level, Chen Yi
served as Chinese representative during the Genevaetwefeof 1961-2. They developed a
mutual respect fosne another’s diplomatic skill and integrity. But their friendship realy
blossomed during recreations. Both men shared a fondnesscientaChinese works of art
and they enjoyed discussing Maalald’s collections of ceramics while dining at Chinese
banquets in Geneva. Once they discovered that they sharedme birthday (17 August
1901), therr lifelong friendship was certain. ‘Although we were conceived by different
parents and had originallypened our eyes on opposite sides of the Earth, we were twins’,
felt MacDonald. ‘From that moment we regarded each other as brothers’.84 Just as
MacDonald’s adoption by Temenggong Koh was no empty, poltical act, his brotherhood
with Chen Yi was a genuine and reciprocated display aftaffe

This unique bond earned MacDonald the esteem of the Fabdiige. In 1962 he
was offered He position of Britain’s first ambassador to communist China. However, due to
Britain’s refusal to recognize the Nationalist enclave of Taiwan as an integrat qfar
mainland China, negotiations fell through and no ambassadkres exchanged for a further
decadé®? Irrespective of diplomatic differences with Britain (or p@ddecause of them),
Chen Yi and Zhou Enlai invited MacDonald to visit Chinathes personal guest in October
1962. From Hong Kong, MacDonald ‘slipped through the bamboo curtain into new China’.86

While the rest of the world was on tenterhooks due to thEu€Cmissile crisis,
MacDonald was building bridges between Britain and communigaCHis reputation as a
collector played no small part. His ‘twin’ Chen Yi joked that MacDonald must be a very big
capitalist to own such doard. MacDonald laughingly retorted that it was communism
which had made his collection possible by causing dealers @ T. Y. King to relocate to
Hong Kong. Chen Yi himself had commanded the Red ArmykatiacShanghai in 1949
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which sent King into fight. As a token of their friendship, Ndacald gave Chen Yi a
cheque with which to purchase a particularly fine Songstynaowl for the National
Museum in Beijing. This made him perhaps the only westelilactor to donate art directly
to communist Chinaatthe height of the Cold W&Y.

His visit of 1962 left MacDonald favourably impressed by theabaod cultural
polcies of the communist regime. This was before the r@uliRevolution, and he was
pleased to see restoration work on historic landmarks. Thisnetaentirely apoltical, as
MacDonald astutely observed during his next visit in 1971, wigededuced that China was
investing in preserving its cultural heritage for propdgaas well as conservationist reasons.
Museums and monuments enabled the regime to showcaselidv maftsmanship of the
ancient Chinese peasants whist deploring the selfisinry of their master®

MacDonald was equally impressed with the speed at whiclkleplorable situation
of rural poverty he had witnessed in 1948 appeared to be changii§62 he traveled
7,000 miles, talking with peasant farmers, train conductors, henddcupants of a retirement
home. He recalled that ‘looking round the company in the Home | thought that, but for
Chairman Mao, quite a number of its inmates would probablg baen rotting in graveyards
that afternoon instead of sipping wine, playing mahjong, growiogyplants, breeding
goldfish and pursuing other hobbies in the autumn sunshine’.8® MacDonald most admired
their seemingly genuine adherence to communist ideology aetl bedocial progress. As
the son of Britain’s first Labour Prime Minister, MacDonald sympathized with this goal.

Of course, Zhou Enlai and Chen Yi carefully stage-gedhathe visit to leave
MacDonald with a favourable impression. They arranged rortbitour faciities such as an
enamel factory which would appeal to MacDonald’s artistic temperament and also showcase
China’s modern industrial achievements. Nevertheless, in private discussihay were frank
about both the successes and catastrophic failures actet IGreat Leap Forward. They
even admitted that these agricultural reforms had besmamaged by the central
government due to unrealistic optimi8t.The frankness of these discussions is surprising
gven the state of Anglo-Chinese relations at the. tihacDonald remembered Zhou and
Chen Yi referring to him as ‘the only Imperialist they trusted’.®!

The early 1970s were aucial turning point in China’s engagement with the West.
Shortly before MacDonald’s next visit in 1971, communist China was admitted into the
United Nations. In 1972, President Richard Nixon visited Beiollgwing secret
negotiations conducted by Henry Kissinger.

MacDonald played a useful role for the British governmarttaving informal policy
discussions with Zhou Enlai. In 1971, he had hoped to visit @tithaa flm crew to
produce footage of Chinese heritage sites for a documertawasfiming for thesBC about
the oriental collections at the Britsh Museum. Howedeg to the political turmoil in China,
the Beijing government refused fiming permission. Theyreanevertheless happy to
welcome MacDonald as their guest and to pay for him torrétuChina whenever he
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wished?? Thus MacDonald’s plan for a film inspired by his collecting instead became an
informal diplomatic mission.

This visit enabled secretive, informal discussions batwdacDonald and Zhou
Enlai during the small hours of the night of 18-19 OctobesuZievealed a fundamental shift
n Chna’s attitude towards Britain and the United States. MacDonald explained his role as
being ‘not as a diplomat but a friend’, although this downplays the significance of his
involvement?® The Foreign and Commonwealth Officec¢) prompted him with a long list
of questions rangindrom population statistics to Mao’s health, from the role of the army in
poltics to whether Liu Shaogi (a purged Chinese leader)stilaglive. Most importantly, ta
Fco wanted MacDonald to investigate Chinese foreign policysdba

He succeeded in answering many of these questions, givinBritké government
vital insight into Chinese strategic thinking. Zhou spoke candidly about China’s deepening
schism with the Soviet Union and informed MacDonald ofsteret negotiations then under
way with Nixon and Kissinger. Zhou did not expect thesead lanywhere, and indeed
China did not exchange ambassadors with the United $iaited979, whereas Britain did
S0 in 1972- one year after MacDonald’s vist.

Their exchange of views directly helped to facilitaliis tajor landmark by
intervening in the official negotiations which had restlan impasse over British
representation in Taiwan. MacDonald folowed Ma®’s instructions, hinting that Britain
would withdraw their consulate from Tawan if Beijing ¢chad agreement soon. In return, he
received Zhou’s assurance that China had no desire to regain control of Hong Kong sooner
than the end of the British lease in 199Therefore, by establishing a rapport with Chen Yi
and Zhou Enlai, MacDonald’s reputation as a collector of Chinese ceramics enabled him to
play a significant role in improving Anglo-Chinese relatio\ccording tdBritain’s Chargé
d’Affaires in Beijjing, JohnDenson, ‘the line Mr MacDonald took was most helpful. Let us
hope it will do the trick’.%¢ Ultimately the exchange of 1972 implies that it did.

During 1975, MacDonald became an official envoy invited to leddlegation of
British art gallery and museum experts. This culturadhange arose from his responsibilities
as president of the Great Britain-China Centrer@msponsored think-tank for constructive
engagement with contemporary China. MacDonald had alreddsnded key Chinese
cultural and heritage leaders including the directoh®fRalace Museum (previously known
as the Forbidden City). The Chinese seemed impressetiethdinleheartedly supported
their policy of preventing the export of antiquities (MacDonseemingly oblvious to the
hypocrisy) and in 1971 presented him with a valuable catalofjtiee Palace Museum
porcelain collections. Thecowas less impressed, with Denson noting his embarrassment
given Britain’s problematic record on acquiring cultural treasures from foreign countrie$.’

These later trips of 1975 and 1979 gave MacDonald an opportunity dehmd-the-
scenes and see many newly unearthed objects not yet an gisplay. His delegation as
also shown contemporary art facilities, including the nmssduction of ceramic pandas for
the tourist market in Wuxi. Renewing their acquaintafioen 1971, he was presented with
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the gift of a Song dynasty ceramic bowl by the director eRhlace Museufs.
MacDonald’s selection to head both these official missions is testament not only to his
reputation as a collector and Sinologist but also to the suotéss previous visits as an
informal envoy.

Conclusion: apublic collector

MacDonald led an adventurous life as both a diplomat and calddiike many other
Western collectors of Asian and African dwis not easily to be labelled a private collector;
his collecting activities were, rather, inseparable flesnpublic responsibilities as a high-
status representative of the Britsh government. Baimgpllector made him a more effective
diplomat.

MacDonald’s collecting philosophy was shaped around his liftlong pursuit of beauty.
This encompassing definition is not merely restricted aiitipnal artistic genres:
MacDonald was fascinated by the cultural beauty of everifidajn different societies across
the world. He was equally enthralled by personal beauty, bgstcph or spiritual. He saw
himself not just as a collector of objects but a collector of peapd by collecting many
friends gained unparalleled opportunities to acquire unique tebjge approached collecting
from the perspective of an amateur scholar, delightingiypmoving his knowledge by
learning from respected authorities. He was a collector avtrong social conscience. This
is shown by his attitude to the endemic looting which b&sghapore in the aftermath of the
Second World War. MacDonald made it known that he would retoynitem to its original
owners if a piece was spotted in his collection that had beden before faling into the
hands of unwitting and reputable dea®s.

This interest in humanity was also shown in MacDonald’s informal, often eccentric
approach to diplomacy. He befriended leading statesmen inciddangdom Sihanouk, Zhou
Enlai and Chen Yi. In all these cases, MacDonald’s reputation as a collector proved an
effective icebreaker. In this regard, MacDonald’s private life as a collector played a
significant role in his implementation of public diplomacyis Bympathy for the indigenous
peoples of Borneo and enthusiastic patronage of contemporari &ihgapore and Kenya
furthermore helped MacDonald implement cultural decolonmatind buid lasting
Commonwealth goodwiil.

Athough never formally serving in an ambassadorial eokside Commonwealth
territories, MacDonald used these personal and public gaialitidoecome an effective envoy
to China during the Cold War. Whie offcial Anglo-Chined@logues were at an historic
low, his friendly rapport and reputation as a connoisseur of $&hineramics earned
MacDonald the respect of Zhou Enlai, and in toerhelped interpret Chinese policy for the
British government, promoting greater understanding betieetwo nations.

Consequently, MacDonald should be understood as a public coleatoonarf the
most politically significant of that body in the late impérera. His personal friendships,
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collecting activities and representation of British polidycombined in a career that was as
successful as it was eclectic. The legacy of MacDonald’s pursuit of beauty lies not only in his
benefactions to museums in Malaysia, Singapore and Dutainglso the Commonwealth
and international relations to which he contributed. Anepgiion of the value of art and
material culture \ascentral to all these endeavours.
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