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INTRODUCTION 

This essay sets out to explore the response of the producers of Chinese export porcelain 

to the growing demand from European markets in a historical context from the 16th to 

the 18th centuries.  Following the changing character of the different kinds of export 

porcelain, this essay will be divided into three main periods, roughly corresponding to 

the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, focusing on porcelain imports by three major European 

countries, i.e. Portugal, Holland and Great Britain.  It will highlight specific Western 

tastes and requirements, and look at how the Chinese producers reacted to evolution 

and growth in demand.  Furthermore, broadly examine the types, forms, decoration 

and artistic character of export porcelain, in relation to growth and changes in the 

markets, using some representative examples to explain the development of new 

designs and techniques over these three centuries, demonstrating how Chinese export 

porcelain satisfied the vast demand from Europe, and how Chinese producers came to 

create distinctive and ingenious new genres of porcelains. 

 

  

WHAT IS CHINESE PORCELAIN? 

The Chinese tradition recognizes two primary categories of ceramics1 - high-fired (ci 瓷) 

and low-fired (tao 陶).2  This essay is limited to discussion of high-fired ci.3 

                                                

1 “Chinese ceramic ware” shows a continuous development since the Neolithic periods (Yangshao  
culture, ca.5000) – (C. Michaelson lecture, 2012) , and is one of the most significant forms of Chinese art. 
China is richly endowed with the raw materials needed for making ceramics. The first types of ceramics 
were made during the Paleolithic era. Chinese ceramics range from construction materials such as bricks 
and tiles, to hand-built pottery vessels fired in bonfires or kilns, to the sophisticated Chinese porcelain 
wares made for the imperial court. It is also sometime called “China” in English, referring to the fact that 
it was born in China.  John Makeham (2008) China: The world’s oldest living civilization revealed, 
Ancient Civilizations, Thames&Hudson. 
 
2 Pierson, Stacey (1996) Earth, Fire and Water: Chinese Ceramic Technology, Percival David Foundation 
of Chinese Art, University of London.  ISBN 0-7286-0265 -2. 
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Traditionally, Chinese porcelain has been divided into two underglaze styles: blue and 

red.  The blue referrers to blue-and-white ware (青花)4.  The underglaze-red colour 

(Youlihong, 釉里红) was much more difficult to fire than blue, as it tended to turn a 

faded grey colour if the firing was improperly controlled.5 

Proto-porcelain wares exist dating from as early as the Shang Dynasty (1600–1046 BCE), 

and the process of firing glazed ceramic wares had developed into porcelain6 by the 

Eastern Han Dynasty(23–220AD).  It was widely manufactured during the Tang 

                                                                                                                                                       

 
3 “High-fired porcelain” derives its present name from the Italian porcellana (cowrie shell) because of its 

resemblance to the shell’s translucent surface: “it is a collective term comprising all ceramic ware that is 

white and translucent, no matter what ingredients are used to make it or to what use it is put.” [Oxford 

English Dictionary: “The ceramic material was apparently so named on account of the resemblance of its 

translucent surface to the nacreous shell of the mollusk… The cowrie was probably originally so named 

on account of the resemblance of the fissure of its shell to a vulva (it is unclear whether the reference is 

spec. to the vulva of a sow)”].  It is a ceramic material made by heating raw materials, generally including 

clay in the form of kaolin, in a kiln to temperatures of between 1,200 °C (2,192 °F) and 1,400 °C (2,552 °F).  

The toughness, strength, and translucence of porcelain arise mainly from the formation of glass and the 

mineral mullite within the fired body at these high temperatures. 

4 “Blue and white” broadly refers to porcelain with a white glaze, decorated with a cobalt blue pigment 
painted underneath.  The technique was invented and has been used in China since the Tang dynasty 
(c.618-906AD), and often readily associated with China, even though it is made worldwide today. 
(Pierson, 2009). 
 
5 Rado, Paul (1988) An Introduction to the Technology of Pottery (The Institute of Ceramic Textbook 
Series), Pergamon Press. Usage of “china” in this sense is inconsistent, & it may be used of other types of 
ceramics also. 

6 Birmingham Museum of Art (2010), Birmingham Museum of Art : guide to the collection.  Birmingham, 
Ala: Birmingham Museum of Art. pp27,  ISBN 9781904832775.  http://artsbma.org. 
Chen, Kelun (2004). Chinese porcelain: Art, elegance, and appreciation. San Francisco: Long River Press. 
p3, ISBN 9781592650125.   http://books.google.com/books?id=zOEfZtcSaFEC. 



 3 

Dynasty (618–906AD) and during that period it was exported to the Islamic world, 

where it was highly prized.7 

Eventually, the manufacture of porcelain became highly organised, and excavated kiln 

sites of the Tang Dynasty could fire as many as 25,000 pieces at one time.8  But it was 

only in the sixteenth century, starting from 1517, when Portuguese merchants began to 

trade directly by sea with Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 AD) China, that Chinese porcelain 

started to arrive in large quantities European markets.  The Portuguese were followed 

by Dutch merchants from 1598 onwards.9  The Ming Dynasty government exerted a 

high degree of control over much of the porcelain trade. 

 

THE FIRST CHINESE PORCELAIN IN EUROPE 

The 14th century “Fonthill Vase” (Fig1) may be regarded as the earliest important 

documented Chinese porcelain object to have reached Europe.  An early document 

referring to it was published in the Gaigniares Collection by F. Mazerolle in 1897.  A 

water colour drawing of the Vase from this collection “…evidently represents a Chinese 

porcelain vessel, one of the earliest to reach Europe, a piece moreover of a most unusual 

kind, made during an experimental phase in the artistic development of the porcelain 

medium itself.”10 

                                                

7 Cohen, David Harris; Hess, Catherine (1993). Looking at European Ceramics : a guide to technical terms. 
Malibu: The J. Paul Getty Museum Journal. p. 59. ISBN 9780892362165.  
http://books.google.com/books?id=PLAh5fomv2cC. 

8 “Porcelain”  Columbia Encyclopedia Sixth Edition, 2008.  
http://www.encyclopedia.com/topic/porcelain.aspx#3.  Retrieved 2008-06-27.   
   
9 Te-kun  Cheng,  Studies in Chinese ceramics. Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 1984, pp. 92–93. 
ISBN 9789622013087.  http://books.google.com/books?id=3die4xQmNzQC. 
 
10 Arthur Lane, The Gaignières-Fonthill Vase; A Chinese Porcelain of about 1300, The Burlington Magazine, 
Vol. 103, No. 697, Apr. 1961, pp. 124-133,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/873356, Accessed: 01/03/2012 
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Fig.1   “Fonthill vase” water colour drawing,  45x31cm,  c.1713, Gaigniares Collection.  National Museum of 

Ireland, Dublin. 

 

The body of this vase was made of Qingbai (青白)11 decorated with a traditional Chinese 

flower pattern.  It was mounted with silver around the top and bottom, with the 

addition of an elegant Islamic-style spout, lid and handle.  “The European practice of 

mounting Chinese porcelain objects in precious metal is attested by fairly numerous 

existing examples of sixteenth-century date.”(Lane, 1961).  The vase first, was part of a 

                                                

11 Also known as “bluish white” it was invented in Jingdezhen kilns during the Song period (c. 906-
1127AD), it has similar smooth surface as Ding ware and suitable for sculptural decorations. (Stacey 
Pierson, Chinese Ceramics, V&A publisher, 2009). 
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collection owned by Louis the Great of Hungary, who seems to have received it from a 

Chinese embassy on its way to visit Pope Benedict XII in 1338 (Lane, 1961). 

Before further discussion, it is important to note that, in this essay, the term “Chinese 

export ceramics for the European market” refers to a number of varieties of Chinese 

porcelain; both exported in bulk and made as special orders for European customers.  It 

was exported through the sea route called “the maritime silk road” during the 16th to 

the 18th centuries. (Fig.2) 

                 

Fig.2, A map of the principle export routes and ports between 1500 – 1800, SOAS lectures, March 2012 

 

THE 1ST PERIOD OF TRADE CHINESE EXPORT PORCELAIN BETWEEN EUROPE 

AND CHINA THROUGH PORTUGUESE MERCHANTS DURING THE 16TH 

CENTURY 
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When European ships started arriving in Asia, the main trade routes changed from land 

to sea.  Ships allowed for faster transport of larger quantities, and from that time trade 

between China and Europe flourished for three centuries. 

 

The Portuguese were the first to trade directly with China, arriving in Macao and 

Canton in 1515,12 and establishing a permanent trading route between China and 

Europe via the Philippines and Mexico.  According to Bobbie (2003) “a small vase with 

the Portuguese royal coat of arms made in 1520 is one of those originally made for the 

Portuguese market.” (Fig. 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.3  Ewer (Jug) , underglazed blue and white, H: 18.7cm, ca. 1520,  for Portuguese market, Zhengde(r.1506-1521), 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 61.196. 

                                                

12 Leigh Bobbie, Ambassadors of the Orient, Art & Antiques, 2003, Vol. 26 Issue 2, p50-53, 4p 
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This blue and white ewer is covered with a distinct underglaze of cobalt blue and is in 

an Islamic form.  It has a design depicting the royal Portuguese Arms painted upside 

down, which could indicate that it originates from the early period of trade and that the 

Chinese producers had not fully understood the pattern.  The physical characteristics of 

mild blue painting and a misty surface, place it in that inaugural period. 

The likelihood of such porcelain having been produced during the first direct contact 

between Portugal and China has long been debated.  Most of these pieces were blue and 

white ware. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                     Details of foot 

 

Fig. 4,  Porcelain ewer, painted with underglaze cobalt blue, with gilt-metal mounts, Jingdezhen, China (porcelain, 

made), London, England (mounts, made), ca. 1560-1586, V&A 7915-1862 

 

This underglaze blue and white ewer (Fig.4) has traditional Chinese motifs of boys, 

fruits and clouds, which usually indicate an auspicious meaning of fecundity Duozi  
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(多子 many boyes), it has a Western silver gilt mount.  It was made in Jingdezhen (景德

镇), a central city for production of Chinese porcelain for several centuries, in central 

southern China.  Porcelain for export was mainly made in this location. 13 

In terms of the decoration on the export porcelain, traditional Chinese motifs such as 

chrysanthemums, peonies incorporated onto scroll trees, and birds also often appeared 

on export porcelain decoration. 

It is noteworthy that in the sixteenth century, Chinese porcelain sometimes arrived in 

Europe by way of the Levant, or sometimes by sea through Mexico via Portuguese 

merchants, though it was still considered a rarity.  Porcelain was a valuable and 

expensive material.  “Many people were still not certain what it was. Some said it was a 

precious stone, or a composite material made from crushed shells. The possession of 

such items made of hard, white, translucent material and decorated in fine detail, 

denoted wealth and high social standing. For this reason such ‘exotica ’ were often 

enhanced with metal mounts.”14 

An expert in Chinese export porcelain, Leriria Roberts explained, “The Portuguese 

become the first to initiate special requests for this elegant Chinese porcelain with under 

blue and white glaze…” Another scholar has pointed out that “it was the cheapest type 

of porcelain to mark as it required only dry clay paint with cobalt powder and one 

glazing,”15 and furthermore “…blue and white found a ready market in Europe.” 

(Bobbie, 2003). 

 

 

 

                                                

13 See description of V&A gallery collections. 
14 See above. 
15 Bobbie Leigh, China trade art: China- Foreign relations –History, Ambassadors of the orient, art & 
Antiques, Vol. 26,  Issue 2, 2003. 
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THE 2ND PERIOD OF TRADE IN CHINESE EXPORT PORCELAIN BETWEEN 

CHINA AND EUROPE THROUGH DUTCH MERCHANTS DURING THE 17TH 

CENTURY 

Eventually, Chinese porcelain was made available to a fairly wide group of people by 

Portuguese merchants and sea captains.  However, after serious conflict between the 

Dutch and the Portuguese16, the Dutch made a highly profitable sale of approximately  

100,000 pieces17 of Chinese blue and white porcelain in Amsterdam taken from 

captured Portuguese ships at early 17th century.  The Dutch came to dominate virtually 

all trade with China throughout most of the 17th Century (Fig.5).  To avoid competition, 

the Dutch traders founded a monopoly company - The Dutch East India Company.18  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

16 “in the first years of the seventeenth century, two Portuguese carracks (ships) – the San Jago and the 
Santa Catarina – were captured by the Dutch and the contents were sold at auction.” (William R. Sargent, 
“ Send us no more dragons”: Chinese porcelains for the Western market, Studio Potter, December 2001, 
Vol.30 Issue 1, p.18-21). 
17 Catherine Coleman Brawer, Chinese Export Porcelain, from the Ethel (Mrs. Julius) Liebman and Arthur 
L. Liebman Porcelain Collection, Elvehjem Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1992, p.8. 
18 V.O.C. founded in 1602, dissolved in 1799. 
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Fig.5,  A map of “Major Dutch Holding and Trade Routes, 17th century” and the “V.O.C.” trade route 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.6,   Dutch 17th Century still-life painting by Jan Treck, showing late Ming porcelain export bowls, 1649 

 

 

As the most ambitious player in the trade with China, the Dutch swiftly established 

their centre of operations in Batavia (present-day Jakarta, Indonesia), and started 
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aggressively monopolising all European and regional trade with China.  “It was the first 

to import large quantities of export porcelain into Europe – an estimated three million 

pieces between 1604 and 1657.” (Fuchs and Howard 2005).19  

 

One of the particular types of porcelain that was imported through the company during 

this period was known as “Kraak ware”.  The name originally came from the words 

“caracca” which was the name of a kind of trading vessel, and “kraken” in Dutch, 

meaning “to break”.20  Kerr and Mengoni (2011) suggested “the name Kraak wares itself, 

reinforces the fact that during the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries the major European 

traders in Chinese porcelain were the Portuguese and the Dutch.”  Moreover, a 

shipwreck found in the Philippines was found to be carrying 5000 ceramic objects, the 

majority of these decorated in the Kraak style (Kerr and Mengoni, 2011). 

 

Kraak porcelain was made in Jingdezhen and was the very earliest Chinese porcelain 

made on any appreciable scale for export to Europe.21  It has a number of distinctive 

characteristics such as bright cobalt blue, panelled bands and a shaped body, much 

harder and thinner than the soft porcelain commonly seen in Europe at this time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

19 Ronald W. Fuchs II, David S. Howard, Made in China, The Henry Francis du Pont Museum, Inc. 2005. 
20 Rose Kerr and Luisa  Mengoni with a contribution by Ming Wilson, Chinese Export Ceramics, V&A 
Publishing, 2011. 
21 Duncan Macintosh, Chinese Blue & White Porcelain, David & Charles, Newton Abbot, London, 1997. 
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Fig.7,   Large blue and white dish (right only),  ca.1635-1655,  Jingdezhen, V&A C.457-1918 

 

On the right side of the image above (Fig.7), the large dish presents a typical example of 

Kraak ware.  It is painted in underglazed blue, with a complex scene, using outline and 

wash techniques, and decorated with panels radiating from a central medallion.  It 

distinctively displays the characteristic patterns of Kraak ware.  Notably, the traditional 

Chinese painted figure motifs in the central medallion and the panels, and the 

European style Iznik tulips22 combined with flourishing leaves on the rim.  It appears 

that the type of complex combination of European and Chinese decorative motifs was 

particularly popular between 1575 and 1650. 

 

                                                

22 A style and way of depicting imaginative and stylised flowers, animals, ships and other natural themes, 
was popular in the Netherlands in 1630s during the period of tulip mania. (Clare Le Corbeiller and Alice 
Cooney Frelinghuysen, Chinese Export Porcelain, The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, New Series, 
Vol.60, No.3, 2003, pp.1-60.) 
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During the second half of the 17th century, when political rule in China shifted from the 

Ming to the Qing dynasty, export porcelain also went into a so-called “transitional 

period”.  Production and trading in Chinese porcelain were stopped and the many 

European merchants turned to Japan.  It was not until 1683 in the reign of the Emperor 

Kangxi (r.1662 -1722), that production was started again in Jingdezhen, after the civil 

rebellion had settled down.  However, when trade with China was resumed after 1683 

it was with significant changes for both East and West.  Jesuit missionaries had a close 

relationship with Emperor Kangxi, whose receptiveness to Western artistic techniques 

and styles resulted in an entirely new aesthetic of porcelain decoration in the 

introduction of new colours and application techniques.  

In Europe itself, the 1680s coincided with competition from flourishing faience factories 

and the first stirrings of attempts to invent porcelain equal to the Chinese material. 23 

On the other hand, the Dutch for the first time commissioned Chinese producers to 

make practical European forms and designs such as saltcellars, jugs, butter dishes, 

teacups and saucers.  One piece of distinctive design and style probably imitates Dutch 

“Delftware” ceramics. (Fig. 8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

23 Rose Kerr and Luisa E. Mengoni with a contribution by Ming Wilson, Chinese Export Ceramics, V&A 
Publishing , 2011. 
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Fig.8,  Blue and white porcelain plate with Dutch Delftware style decoration, D: 26.8cm, ca. 1700 -1725, 

Jingdezhen, V&A C.663-1917 

 

This plate was beautifully painted in a brilliant under glaze blue; it tries to use the 

traditional Chinese painting technique of “brush wash” to depict a Dutch landscape 

and figures.  Some scholars have suggested that “The design has been misunderstood 

by the Chinese decorator, who repeated the background in the foreground and 

represents birds flying in the sky in a unique manner ”(Kerr and Mengoni, 2011).  

However, although it may be that the Chinese decorator did not fully understood the 

pattern from the early special orders, it might be on the other hand that they were 

trying to make a new design with Western content and style but adding some Chinese 

elements. 
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THE 3RD PERIOD OF TRADE IN CHINESE EXPORT PORCELAIN 

BETWEEN CHINA AND EUROPE THROUGH BRITISH MERCHANTS 

DURING THE 18TH CENTURY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9,  Sailing formation of an entire fleet from England to China, in the log of ship Rochester, 27 August 1710. 

[L/Mar/B/137B, f.9v] 

 

Despite the chaos at the transition of the Ming and Qing dynasties, great advances were 

made in artistic production including porcelain (Mascarelli, 2003).  Private kilns were 

established and this led to new artistic freedoms and resulted in the creation of new 

types, styles and designs of decorated porcelain, in order to respond to the rapidly 

growing demand from the West.24  Therefore, trade was resumed after 1683 with 

significant changes for both East and West. 

It is important to mention that in the late 17th and early 18th centuries in particular, 

Europe not only became the primary consumer of the popular blue and white Kraak 

ware, but also acquired many different types and designs to satisfy various tastes, such 

                                                

24 Stacey Pierson, Chinese ceramics, V&A publishing, 2009. 
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as: Dehua(德化) figurines (known as “Blanc de Chine” in Europe)25, Yixing(宜兴) teapot 

sets, European Armorial dishes, and large quantities of dinner sets made by special 

order.  Changes took place not only in the practical uses of the porcelain but also in 

decoration and design techniques.  One of the most influential changes was the 

introduction of colour, with exported Chinese porcelain shifting from monochrome to 

polychrome. 

Polychrome wares were included in 1659 in the first shipment from Japan to Holland, 

and from then to the end of the century there is increasing evidence of a growing taste 

for enamelled decoration.  26 

The early polychrome ware was created on the basic Japanese Imari colour scheme of 

under glaze blue, over glaze iron red, and gold.  This colour scheme became popular 

both for useful wares and for display pieces (fig. 10).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

25 Stacey Pierson, Chinese ceramics, V&A publishing, 2009, p108. 
26 Rose Kerr and Luisa E. Mengoni with a contribution by Ming Wilson, Chinese Export Ceramics, V&A  
publishing , 2011. 
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Fig.10,  A large vase painted in under glaze blue and colored enamels (a vision of Chinese imitation Japanese Imari 

style), ca. 1720-40, Jingdezhen, V&A C.1501-1910 

 

This vase is a typical Chinese version of Imari, and is one of the mass-produced 

porcelains exported to Europe in the 18th century.  It is painted with under glaze blue 

and over glaze green, iron red, yellow and gold colours.  The double gourd shape vase 

was traditional in China, but the style and patterns of decoration imitates Japanese 

Imari porcelain. 

These Chinese counterparts, however, become more formulaic as they became part of 

routine trade after about 1730 and resulted in a new market and new techniques. 
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One indicative example from the Victoria & Albert collection (Fig.11) demonstrates the 

development of new diversity.  A new colour scheme and associated technique was 

called Wu Cai (five colors, 五彩) in China, and “Famille verte”27 (green family) in Europe.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

            Fig.11,  Large dish decorated in famille verte, ca. 1662-1722, Jingdezhen, V&A C.1147-1910 

 

This large dish is decorated in brilliant translucent over glaze enamel, dominated by 

beautiful shades of green and combined with yellow, red, green, aubergine and under 

glaze blue. The design still makes use of a traditional Chinese pattern, with a plum tree 

                                                

27 “Famille verte” means porcelain decorated with over glaze green as the dominant color.  Also call 
Wucai (五彩) in Chinese. 
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growing among rocks, a band of honeycomb pattern on the border with six reserved 

panels, each containing a stylised flower, and three sprays of flowers under the rim.  

But its bright colours and the imitation of the panels with oriental ornaments was a 

kind of taste popular in export ware made for Europe in the 18th century.28 

Following on from the “famille verte” is another distinctive technique of decoration on 

porcelain which became extremely fashionable and soon afterwards swept the market.  

That was “Famille rose” (known as “Fencai, 粉彩” in Chinese) - newly developed pink 

and white enamels which were later often mixed with other pigments to give several 

opaque tones of colour. This technique was adopted and quickly29 supplanted the 

“famille verte” during the Kangxi reign.  Furthermore, it reached perfection around the 

reign of Emperor Youngzheng (r: 1723 -1735).30  

Meanwhile by the 1700s the Dutch merchants faced competition from the British East 

India Company (founded 1600) whose presence in the Far East was growing stronger. It 

first cornered an equal share in the Chinese export market with the Dutch, and by the 

1730s, it had attained trade supremacy.31  The British were based on the southern port 

of Guangzhou where business was only permitted to be carried out by official license 

holders.   

 

 

                                                

28 See the description in V&A catalogue collections: “Porcelain decorated with polychrome enamels was 
particularly popular during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). An important innovation was the introduction 
of a brilliant translucent green enamel to the existing colour palette made of yellow, red, green, aubergine 
and underglaze blue. This new combination of colours was called Wucai (five colours) in China, and 
named famille verte (green family) by European collectors in the mid 19th century. 
This saucer is painted with enamels of the famille verte colour palette with a traditional decorative pattern 
of prunus branches and rocks, a popular design on export ware of this kind. On the base a mark shaped 
as a ding bronze vessel in a double circle is painted in underglaze blue.” 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O69501/dish/ (accessed 11/3/2012). 
29 “.. letter from a Jesuit missionary in China, written in 1720 describes the “very rapid progress of the 
Chinese in mastering the technique of enamelling after only five or six years.”(Brawer, 1992). 
30 Gloria and Robert Mascarelli, The Ceramics of China, 5000B.C. to 1912A.D.  Schiffer Publishing Ltd.  
2003. 
31 Craig Clunas,  Chinese Export Art and Design, V&A press, 1987. 
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           Fig.12,  Porcelain shop in Canton, 1770-90, 1 of series of 24, V&A, SOAS lectures, March 2012 

 

Moreover, by the early 18th century, with the increasing fashion for tea drinking culture 

in the West, there was a great demand for thin, delicate, translucent porcelain dinner 

sets and tea sets in Chinese porcelain with overglaze colours.  Documentary evidence 

shows that several hundred thousand pieces of Chinese porcelain were shipped to 

England every year, both by public companies and private or individual orders. (Fig. 13) 
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Fig.13,  Explore the vogue for Asian motifs, as revealed in this opulent still life of an elaborate tea set with richly 

painted Chinese porcelain,  still Life: Tea Set, Jean-Étienne Liotard; Swiss, Geneva, about 1781 - 1783  

Oil on canvas mounted on board 14 7/8 x 20 5/16 in.  84.PA.57, The Getty Center, Los Angeles. 

 

 

One particular of type of export porcelain that was frequently ordered by European 

aristocratic families and became a flourishing business was decorated Armorial dinner 

sets.  Some documents show that around 1700 the demand for Armorial porcelain 

dramatically increased32.  Thousands of services were ordered, with drawings of the 

individual’s coats of arms being sent out to China to be copied and the dinner sets to be 

shipped back to Europe. (Fig.14) 

 

 

 

 

                                                

32 Clare Le Corbeiller and Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen, Chinese Export Porcelain, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art,  Bulletin, New Series, Vol.60, No.3, 2003, pp1-60, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3269266. 
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Fig.14,   A famille rose Chinese porcelain soup plate (far right) with coats of arm (Scottish market), ca.1738, D: 

22.5cm, sold by Christie’s at New York, Rockefeller Plaza, 7 April 2009 

 

Fig.14 is an image from Christies’ New York sales in April 2009.  The beautiful soup 

plate (far left) in this dinner set group, with the family coat of arms was made for James 

Hamilton, the fifth Duke of Hamilton (1702-1743) in Scotland.  The thick and layered 

rather than shaded, delicate pink rose of the mantling identifies this as an early 

significant example of Chinese export “famille rose” porcelain, which exhibited another 

type of completely new technique and design of Chinese porcelain.  

In fact, the development of “famille rose” changed the character of both export porcelain 

and Chinese porcelain made for the domestic market (Brawer, 1992).  Chinese craftsmen 

once again quickly adapted Western engraving techniques to porcelain by painting it 

with precise, cross hatched lines in a black ink that would not fade in the kiln.  This 

monochrome porcelain normally is known as “Grisaille” (known as “Mocai, 墨彩” in 

Chinese) (Fig.13).  It was popular for Armorial and many other types of decoration such 

as Jesuit Wares made for Christian missionaries. (Corbeiller and Frelinghuysen, 2003) 
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Fig.15,   A large punch bowl painted en grisaille and gilt, H: 13.2cm, D: 30cm, (ca. 1785), Jingdezhen, V&A C.18- 

1951 

 

This bowl is a distinctive example of using Grisaille technique depicting two European 

landscape scenes.  One side shows a sea battle, on another side of the bowl, a scene of 

ladies in an English park.  

Moreover, Europeans also sent orders with western shapes and patterns that were not 

at first recognised by the Chinese potters.  However, the Chinese factories were forced 
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to stray from traditional shapes and designs to meet the requirements of changing 

Western tastes and demands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 16,   A supper set of nine famille rose style dishes with the “Hundred Antiques”, middle of 18th century, China, 

V&A FE.56 to I-1970 

This supper set of nine dishes (Fig.16) was made for export to the European market.  

The shape of the dishes is a non-Chinese form: the central circular dish with upright 

sides and low feet, surrounded by other eight radiating dishes forming a complete circle, 

the outside edge of which is shaped in sixteen pointed lobes. However, the whole set 

was painted in the “famille rose” palette with a prominent black enamel colour on each 

dish, and with Chinese subjects - three antique vases decorated with coral, feathers, etc. 

and other antique or precious objects.   

However, unsurprisingly, with the later political collapse in Qing China, and with the 

development of sophisticated porcelain in Europe itself, export porcelain made to suit 
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Western tastes began to degenerate in quality and design, and eventually came to an 

end, being replaced by highly developed English ware.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In the light of the above discussions, it can be seen that between the 16th and 18th 

centuries the Portuguese alone first controlled the China trade, followed by the Dutch 

East India Company, then on the heels of the Dutch came the English East India 

Company.  Export porcelain production can be classified into three different 

characteristic periods. 

(1) In the 16th century, the Portuguese were the first from Europe to start the 

Chinese export trade in porcelain through sea routes, even in a relatively small 

quantity. 

(2) In the 17th century, the volume of the trade was greatly expanded when it 

was taken over by the Dutch.  There was increasing demand for porcelain 

designed for the European market.  Chinese export porcelain shows a greater 

cross-fertilisation of Chinese and European elements, as seen for example in 

Kraak ware, influenced for example by Delft ware, as well as in specific 

commissions.  

(3) In the 18th century the trade was largely taken over by the British.  The 

many further developments included the increasing popularity of polychrome 

porcelain.  This was partly under the influence of Japanese Imari ware and partly 

to appeal to European taste.  New styles and techniques resulted, such as “famille 

verte” and “famillle rose” and imitation of European engraving techniques.  The 

design of export porcelain was influenced by the growing importance of tea 

culture in Europe, and there were many specially commissioned wares of 

specific design such as Armorial tea sets.   
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Overall, although Chinese ceramics with traditional designs and motifs had long been 

prized by European aristocrats and wealthy classes, Chinese craftsmen enthusiastically 

adapted Western painting techniques and designs in response to massive demand from 

the West.  This in turn affected porcelain design and taste in China itself.  Therefore, not 

only did the porcelain trade lead to a dynamic cross-cultural interaction between China 

and Europe, but it also became a significant segment of Chinese history. 
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Related Chronology 

 

                  China                                                          Europe 

16th century: 

1506-1521   Zhengde  

1522-1566    Jiajing 

1567-1572    Longqing 

1573-1620    Wanli 

 

 

1514    Opening of the first direct trade route by 
Portuguese between China and Europe. 

1557     Portuguese set up a permanent base in 
Macau. 

 

17th century: 

1621-1627     Tianqi 

1628-1644     Chongzhen 

1644-1661      Shunzhi 

1662- (1722)   Kangxi 

 

1600    The British East India Company founded 

(merged and expanded in 1708). 

1602    The Dutch East India Company founded 

(V.O.C.). 

 

18th century: 

(1662) -1722    Kangxi 

1723-1735       Yongzheng 

1736-1795        Qianlong 

1796- (1820)     Jiaqing 

 

1715     Milan-born Jesuit priest and painter 

Giuseppe Castiglione arrives at the Imperial court. 

1759     European maritime trade restricted to 

Canton port. 

1799     Dissolution of V.O.C. 
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