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Chinoiserie in Reflection 
European Objects and their impact on Chinese Art in the Late Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries 

Wang Ching-Ling 

Europische Exotika inspirierten die chinesische Kunstproduktion ebenso wie chinesische Exotika  an  der Entstehung der europischen Chinoiserie 
Anteil hatten.  So  entstand in der chinesischen Kunst und visuellen Kultur des spften 7 und des 78. jahrhunderts durch Obemahme und Neuschtipfung, 
aber auch im Wettstreit eine vtillig neue visuelle Sprache, die euroOische Ausgangs- oder Anknpfungspunkte hatte — eine Art »Europerie«, kiinnte 
man sagen. Dieser Artikel befasst sich mit europischen Objekten, die in China in der Hochphase der Qing-Periode in Umlauf waren, sowie mit ihren 
Auswirkungen auf die chinesische Kunst,  um  den transkulturellen Austausch zwischen Europa und China zu beleuchten. 

Art circulation had a tangible basis in the movement of art and craft goods 
at local, regional, and international levels. »Circulation« also implies migra-
tion of styles and themes between different art forms and media, and trans-
fers of knowledge about art and standards of taste between social groups. 

Robert L Thorp and Richard Ellis Vinograd' 

Prologue: Europerie in China 

With the growing global trade that evolved during the second half of 
the sixteenth century, large numbers of objects came to Europe as im-
ported exotic curiosities from far away China and other Asian countries. 
They belonged to a wider category of oriental objects that had become 
highly fashionable in Europe and that would inspire the emergence of 
chinoiserie in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and served 
as a source of inspiration for this craze for China in Europe. This phe-
nomenon is well known and the Chinese impact on European art during 
this period has been well researched.' The interaction, however, was not 
just one-way; at the same time, European exotica stimulated Chinese 
art creation in a similar manner. Through emulation, adaptation, and 
re-creation, Chinese art and visual culture in the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries emerged and created a whole new visual language 
derived from European origins: »Europerie« one might sayi3 
Kangxi (1654-1722), Yongzheng (1678-1735) and Qianlong (1711-1799) were 
three of the most prominent emperors of the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). 
They ruled China from the late seventeenth and throughout the eigh-

  

teenth century. This was the most prosperous period of the Qing dynasty: 
economics, science, art and cultural development were all at their peak.4 
Missionaries and diplomats brought innumerable exceptional tributes; 
these objects entered the Chinese court and were perceived as >exotic( 
items. They included musical, optical and astronomical instruments, 
glassware, painted enamelware, textiles, tapestries, carpets, mechanical 
toys, clocks, furniture, mirrors, copperplate engravings, ostrich eggs, ex-
otic plants, animals and much more. To the Chinese emperor, an object 
like the Hundred-layered Wooden Goblet (fig.1), possibly made in Nurem-
berg and brought to China as a diplomatic gift by the Dutch envoy, was 
not only exotic and curious, but was also spectacular and full of wonder. 5 
As Shih Ching-Fei observed, not only the manufacturing skill and the 
technology itself were highly admired by the emperors, but the objects 
themselves represented a high-level of the intercultural exchange that 
was taking place during the early modern period.' The new, previously 
unseen products from Europe stimulated the Chinese emperors' ambi-
tion to create their own versions. Through Jesuit missionaries and other 
Westerners, directly or indirectly, they became interested in European 
culture and art, which triggered curiosity and in turn inspired continued 
study, emulation, and production in the imperial workshops. 
The European influence was not confined to the court, but also spread 
outside. Before 1842 the Qing government only allowed foreigners to 
trade in Guangzhou. This port served as a major terminus of the Maritime 
Silk Road and encountered European exotica first hand, sometimes even 
before the court. Local craftsmen sold oil paintings, glassware, clocks, 
and painted enamelware from their workshops to both Chinese and in-
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Fig. 1 
Hundred-layered wooden Goblet, 17th century. Turned wood, d. 6.7 cm, 
South Germany (probably Nuremberg). Taipei, National Palace museum. 

ternational customers. Guangzhou was also a major source of craftsmen, 
especially for glass making, painted enamel and ivory carving, to serve 

in the imperial workshops. Other urban centres such as Suzhou, Nanjing, 
jiading and Yangzhou, even the porcelain manufacturing centres of 
Jingdezhen and Dehua were all involved in this phenomenon., This article 
deals with the European objects that circulated in China during the high 
Qing period and their influences on Chinese art. In so doing, it aims to 
shed light on aspects of European and Chinese transcultural exchanges. 

Mimic of Truth: Oil Painting 

The reaction of Chinese audiences when they first encountered European 
oil painting was one of shock. This statement made by Jiang Shaoshu 
(?— Ca. 1680) in his History of a Silent Poem (Wushen shi shi,1646) is typical: 

Li Madou [Matteo Ricci (1552-1610)] brought with him an image of the Lord 
of Heaven in the manner of the Western countries; it is a woman bearing 
a child in her arms. The eyebrows and the eyes, the folds of the garments, 
are as clear as if they were reflected in a mirror, and they seem to move 
freely. It is of a majesty and elegance which Chinese painters cannot match.' 

The visual realism of European oil painting immediately caught the atten-
tion not only of Chinese audiences, but also the eye of the  Wanli  Emperor 
(1563-1620) of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). During the Qing dynasty, 
some Jesuit missionaries skilful in oil painting were appointed to the em-
peror's service. These included Matteo Ripa (Ma Guoxian, 1682-1745), 
Giuseppe Castiglione (Lang Shining, 1688-1766), Jean-Denis Attiret (Wang 
Zhicheng, 1702-1768). In this way the skill of oil painting was introduced 
to the Chinese court. 
During his time in court Castiglione taught Chinese court painters the skill 
of oil painting. The emperor favoured the lively effect caused by the shading 
of oil paint; however, the European style of strongly contrasting light and 

shadow was disliked, especially in portraits. Castiglione employed frontal 
light sources to avoid strong contrast, and a shadingtechnique where small-
er brush strokes were used to gradually build up the three-dimensional vol-
ume of depicted objects. His fellow missionaries, as well as his Chinese 
pupils, appropriated this approach. The painting Dragon Boat Festival (Wurui 
tu) (fig. 2) was one of Castiglione's early works, in it the contrast of light 
and shadow is still rather strong, especially between the leaves and flowers; 
while the painting New Year Day(Suizhao tu) (fig. 3) by Castiglione's pupil 
Zhang Weibang (active 18th century) shows the culmination of this com-
promise approach: the light source is adjusted nearly to the front and soft-
ened, yet maintains the volume of the depicted objects. , 
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Fig. 2 Fig. 3 
Giuseppe Castiglione (Lang Shining), Dragon Boat Festival, China, Qing dynasty Zhang Weibang, New Year Day, China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
0644-1911), 18th century. Ink and colours on silk, h. 140 cm, w. 84 cm. Beijing, Palace 18th century. Ink and colours on silk, h. 137.3 cm, w. 62.1 cm. 
Museum. Beijing, Palace Museum. 
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Oil painting techniques were also applied to other painting categories, such 
as Buddhist painting. The pair of paintings Avalokitevara and Mailjugri 

on the Lotus Throne (Lianzuo wenshu and Lianzuo dash') painted in 1762 
by Ding Guanpeng (active 1726-1771), who also studied oil painting under 
Castiglione, is an example. Not only is the shading technique influenced 
by the European method, he also adds floral halos to signify the divinity of 
the figures. This is an appropriation of a European motif that was first 
created by Jan Brueghel the Elder (1568-1625) and Peter Paul  Rubens  (1577-
1640) in the seventeenth century. Most interestingly, the elements of the 
floral halo are replaced by auspicious Chinese plants and symbols, which 
suggest a Chinese adaptation or modification of a European motif.'" 
The port city of Guangzhou has had a tradition of producing workshop 
paintings for export since the sixteenth century." In the collection of the 
Xinhui Museum are two oil paintings on wood depicting elegant Euro-
pean women known as Mumeiren (literally »wood beauties«) which can 
be dated to the seventeenth century. They are considered the earliest 
European oil paintings preserved in China. In the eighteenth century, 
local workshops produced pictures and paintings in watercolour, oil, and 
reverse painting on mirror and glass after the European style. Although 
they were mainly intended for export, the tendency of appropriating Eu-
ropean painting methods influenced the development of local painting 
styles through to the twentieth century:2 

An Exotic Vision: Linear Perspective 

When discussing the European impact on Chinese art, one should not 
overlook the introduction of linear perspective. Unlike traditional Chinese 
styles of representation, European methods of applying linear perspective 
undoubtedly provided curious Chinese viewers with an exotic visual ex-
perience, or, one might even say, an exotic visual pleasure. In 1729 with 
the help of Castiglione, Nian Xiyao (1671-1738) partially translated Andrea 
Pozzo's (1642-1709) Perspectivae pictorum et architecto rum (1693) titled 
Essence of the Study of Vision (Shixuejingyun). In the second edition,  

The Study of Vision (Shixue) published in 1735, he added more compre-
hensive perspective illustrations and details concerning the depiction 
of theatre stages and objects. This supplement can be seen as Nian's 
application of Pozzo's theory of perspective (fig. 4).13 
The court painter Jiao Bingzhen (active ca. 1669-1726) also applied a great 
deal of linear perspective to his paintings. The album Pictures of Weaving 
and Tilling (Yuzhi gengzhi tu) (cat. nos. 34 and 68) commissioned by the 
Kangxi Emperor is one of the best examples.14  In this work, the symbolic 
meaning of perspective is transformed from its European context and be-
came a tool that Kangxi utilised to assert his authority.15 The emperor not 
only wrote a preface for this set of paintings, but also had it published as 
a woodblock print for broader circulation, for use as political propaganda 
that intended to show his concern for the common people's livelihood. 
The appropriation of perspective also saw the emergence of trompe-
l'oeil(xianfahua) in the Qing court. Qianlong commissioned numerous 
trompe-l'oeils  to be painted by Castiglione and his Chinese pupils to 
decorate his palaces. The wall and ceiling decorations in the Juanqinzhai 
(»Studio of Exhaustion from Diligent Service«) were painted by the Chi-
nese pupils of Castiglione. Through the appropriation of linear perspec-
tive, the illusion of real space was created. The example of  trompe-l'oeil 
in the Juanqinzhai simulates the sensation of being in a real Chinese 
garden when the viewer stands in the space.16 
Perspective is a way of representing space, it can also be seen as another 
way of seeing, a way that was different from the conventional Chinese 
manner. This new way of seeing evoked surprise in its Chinese audiences. 
Not only did the emperor enjoy the life-like visual illusion caused by the 
use of perspective, city-dwellers also enjoyed this dramatic viewing ex-
perience by looking at Suzhou prints. Some of them were used as cal-
endars, others as greetings posters on special occasions and festivals, 
but most of them as New Year pictures (nianhua) that families would 
paste on doors or walls during the Lunar New Year. Their style underwent 
major changes at the end of the seventeenth century and departed from 
traditional Chinese woodblock printing practices. They began to employ 
the woodcut as a way to emulate the texture of European copperplate 
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Fig. 4 
Nian Xiyao, The Study of Vision, China, 
Qing dynasty (1644-1911). Yongzheng 
period (1723-1739), 1739. Woodblock print. 

engravings and started to use linear perspective (cat. nos. 36-38). Herding 

a Bull in a Forest (Mulin tell tu) (cat. no. 39) by Han Huaide (active 18th 
century), now in the collection of Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, is an ex-
traordinary work. Research has revealed that the image is a combination 

of works by Dutch artists Abraham Bloemaert (1566-1651) and Herman 
van Swanevelt (ca. 1603-1655). Most importantly, the printmaker wittily 
transferred this exotic European image to a Chinese hanging scroll:7 
The interest in linear perspective also triggered the popularity of peep 
boxes. By the end of the late eighteenth century the peep box had become 
commonplace in Chinese urban life (cat. nos. 60-65).' For Chinese au-
diences they were visually compelling; they provided novel visual material 
and became objects of curiosity. 

Exotic Media: Glass, Painted Enamel 
and Copperplate Engraving 

The European craft of making glass, painted enamels and engravings 
were unfamiliar to Chinese audiences. Although glass making in China 
had a long history by the eighteenth century, the quality was not com-
parable to European works. Inspired by the exquisite quality of European 
production, the Kangxi Emperor established the first imperial glass work-
shop in 1696 next to a Catholic church at Canchikou near the Forbidden 
City. He appointed the missionary Kilian Stumpf (ii Lian,1655-1720) as 
supervisor to teach Chinese craftsmen the skill of glass making. Under 
Stumpf's guidance, Chinese craftsmen soon mastered the techniques 
and technology of making translucent and opaque glassware in all kind 
of colours, even some in rare colours like ruby-red or dark blue with gold 
spangles, identical to glassware made in Italy. 19  The Kangxi Emperor was 
very proud of the production from his own workshop and gave pieces 
as diplomatic gifts to European kings and the pope. During the 
Yongzheng Emperor's reign, a second imperial glass workshop was set 
up in the old Summer Palace, Yuanmingyuan, to satisfy the demand for 
high quality glassware at the court. 

The making of painted enamelware is another example. The importation 
of such objects from Europe spurred the development of painted enamels 
at the Qing court during the late Kangxi era. Out of admiration, Kangxi 
set up an enamel workshop in the court and requested that European 
missionaries skilful in oil painting, Matteo Ripa and Giuseppe Castiglione, 
participate in painting the enamelware from the workshop. The emperor's 
ambition was great, he was not content to merely imitate European 
works, but wanted to surpass them; he guided production personally. 
Through numerous experiments with new raw materials and technolo-
gies, the workshop managed to create a distinctive category of imperial 
painted enamelware and applied this new art form to at least four distinct 
media: copper, glass, porcelain, and Yixing stoneware. For Kangxi, the 
mastering of the production of painted enamelware was a culture race 
between himself and the European rulers." The Plate with Floral Design 
(fig. 5a-c) reflected the emperor's endeavour. The form of this vessel is 
rather unusual. The front is decorated with floral patterns arranged be-
tween intersecting wave-like lines, while the decoration on the back 
shows a composition of twelve vases. The design is highly artistic and( 
rarely seen in traditional Chinese decoration. It was a new achievement 
built on the foundation of Western influence. 
Painted enamel technology developed further during the Yongzheng 
and Qianlong reigns and the advanced craftsmanship of enamelling al-
lowed the production of many different styles. Works range from elegant 
traditional Chinese flower and bird paintings that carry auspicious mean-
ing, such as Bowl Decorated with Pheasant, Rose, Quail and Millet (cat. 
no. 56) to European Rococo decoration, such as Vase Decorated with Mel-
ons and Butterflies (cat. no. 59) whose design was likely inspired by Eu-
ropean tapestries collected at the Chinese court. The style is described 
as adding flowers on brocade (fin shang tian hua) which refers to its lux-
uriant enamelled decoration of a stylised floral pattern that is wreathed 
in foliate scrolls as if it was a pattern on a carpet. 21 
Another example, Plate Decorated with European Figures (fig. 6), demon-
strates well the imitation of European work and Chinese appropriation. 
From its appearance, without exception, it is imitative of decorative 
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Fig. 5a—c 
Plate with Floral Design, China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), Kangxi period 
(1662-1722). Painted enamel on copper, h. 2.2 cm, w. 18.8 cm, d.18.8 cm. 
Taipei, National Palace Museum. 

French Limoges enamelware from the second half of the sixteenth cen-
tury. Most likely its prototype was a diplomatic gift to the Chinese em-
peror. However, the red bats (hongfu), added on the back and symbolizing 
great fortune, give the piece a unique Sino-European fusion style. The 
circulation of European enamelware and its imitations at the Qing court 
offers a glimpse into the European trends that the Chinese emperor ex-

 

perienced and new means to interpret them." 
Accompanying the technology of painted enamel was the birth of  famille 

rose ware, a new type of porcelain production. The term applies to a 
range of enamels featuring new tints of crimson-pink, crimson-purple 
or rose-pink which had been in use for some time in Europe by glass-
enamellers. These stood in contrast to the steady translucent glow of 
the  famille verte,  which had a palette composed of harmonized blue, 
yellow, and green tints.23  By adding white, the opaque  famille  rose is var-

  

ied so that shaded tints and modelled effects in the European style could 
be readily obtained. In both Jingdezhen and Guangdong craftsmen were 
able to create the  famille  rose type of porcelain. As an imperial kiln was 
being set up at Jingdezhen by the Qing dynasty, the technique  famille 
rose palette subsequently spread to other kilns in the local area. Guang-
dong workshops specialised in painted enamel on copper, in fact, in 
many cases of export goods, the white porcelain bodies were produced 
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Fig. 6 
Plate Decorated with European Figures, China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
Qianlong period (1736-795). Painted enamel on copper, h. 0.8 cm, d.10.1 cm. 

Taipei, National Palace Museum. 

in Jingdezhen and the overglaze enamel decoration was executed in 
Guangdong. A relevant example is a teapot decorated with European fig-
ures and a landscape (cat. no. 42). The porcelain body was produced in 
Jingdezhen, the overglaze enamel was later added in Guangdong and 
decorated in the style of Meissen. Most interestingly, despite European 
manufactories finally succeeding in creating their own porcelain products 
by 1710 at Meissen in Germany, the demand for Chinese porcelain in Eu-
rope did not abate. In fact around 1740 Chinese craftsmen began imi-
tating the Meissen style to compete within the market.24 
The primary Chinese porcelain manufacturing centre, Jingdezhen, pro-
duced Western-style patterns on wares destined for European markets. 
This type of porcelain was often made following European models, mostly 
prints. Some of these models could have been provided by Jesuit mis-
sionaries, others may very well have been provided by the European com-

  

panies that placed the orders. According to a letter from the French priest 
Franmis Xavier d'Entrecolles (Yin Hongxu, 1664-1741), the Qing official 
he met in Jingdezhen kept asking him to provide European designs and 
shapes for porcelain manufacture. 25  The official mentioned by d'Entre-
colles likely refers to Tang Ying 682-1756), the supervisor of the imperial 
kiln. The fact that he kept asking the missionary to provide European 
designs and shapes may reflect, to some degree, the desire to satisfy 
the emperor's exotic interest. 
The term >Chine de commande ware< usually refers to products carrying 
European images which were made specifically for the European market. 
However it is likely that these products also stimulated the interest of 
domestic Chinese customers. A pair of counter-examples are the Two 
Plaques Depicting European fêtes champêtres, originally from the col-
lection of Jean Theodore Royer's (1737-1807), now in the collection of the 
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Fig. 7 
Plaque Depicting a Chinese Interior with Figures, China, Qing dynasty 
(1644-1911), Qianlong period (1736-1795), Ca. 1770-1775. Painted enamel on 
copper, h. 37, w. 48.5 cm. Amsterdam,  Rijksmuseum. 

Rijksmuseum  in Amsterdam. The scenes on these two plaques are based 
on work by the French artist Jean-Baptiste Pater (1695-1736).26  Royer was a 
lawyer from The Hague who was enthusiastic about Chinese culture. He 
not only learned the language, but he also sent his assistant to China to 
collect authentic Chinese objects for him. Following Royer's collecting strat-

 

egy, these two plaques would have been marketed to Chinese customers 
who were fascinated by the exotic, unknown European scenes. 27  Worth 
noticing is that in the Royer collection are another four works of Plaque De-

 

picting an Chinese Interior with Figures in enamel (fig. 7). The curtain de-
picted on the plaques, without a doubt, came from the European painting  

tradition!' Most interestingly, the interiors are depicted using linear per-
spective and the plaques were decorated using multiple layers, which echo 
the perspectival illustrations in Nian Xiyao's The Study of Vision. 
Copperplate engravings were yet another type of spectacular exotica. In 
the imperial collection is a set of coloured copperplate engravings with il-
lustrations of stories from the New Testament. They are preserved in a 
case that looks like a Chinese thread-bound book with the title Book of 
Spectacular(Qishang bian) (fig. 8a-b). The title reflects the attitude of the 
Chinese emperor towards copperplate engravings. The first series of en-
gravings produced at the Chinese court were The Thirty-Six Views of the 

50 Wang Ching-Ling 



Fig. 8a—b 
Book of Spectacular, China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 18th century. Copper-

 

plate engraving. Taipei, National Palace Museum. 

Summer Palace in jehol(Bishu shanzhuangsanshiliujing) by Matteo Ripa 
printed in 1712-1714. The engravings follow the album of paintings or the 
woodblock print version with the same title. In Ripa's version of copperplate 
engraving, one can see the merging of European and Chinese styles, but 
in an awkward and stiff manner.29  A famous series of engravings called 

The Pacification of Xinjiang (Pingding huijiang tu), printed in 1773, were 
drafted in Beijing by the Jesuit missionaries Giuseppe Castiglione, Jean-
Denis Attiret, Ignatius Sickeltart (Al Qimeng, 1708-1780) and Jean Dam-
ascène (An Deyi, ?-1781), and the copperplates were made and printed in 
Paris.30  Several of the copperplates from the series are now preserved in 
the collection of the Ethnologisches Museum, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.31 
It was not until 1781 that Chinese craftsmen at the Qing court mastered 
the technique themselves, and we see the imperial workshop producing 
an engraving series such as The Pacification of Taiwan (Pingding taiwan 
zhantu)32  and the series of The Yuanmingyuan European Palaces (Yuan-
mingyuan x(yanglou) (cat. no. 3-22). The latter series of engravings were 
based on drawings by a Manchu painter, Yi Lantai (active 1749-1786), and 
the copperplates were made and printed in Beijing from 1783 to 1786. 
They are the only visual record of the European Palaces complex com-
missioned by the Qianlong Emperor in 1747 before it was sacked and 
burned by British and French troops in 1860. 33 
The techniques used to make engravings were not circulated outside 
the court until the late eighteenth century, and so the local craftsmen 
used woodcut, a technique they were most familiar with, to imitate the 
European engravings. Already in the late Ming dynasty, to serve the mis-
sionaries' purpose of propaganda fide (spreading the faith), the European 
engravings were transformed into woodblock prints, such as Explanation 
of the Images of the Lord of Heaven's Incarnation (Tianzhu jiangsheng 
chuxiang jingjie) published in 1637 and An Illustrated Life of Christ, Pre-
sented to the Chinese Emperor(lingchengshuxiang) published in 1640. 34 
To non-believers, those European images appeared as exotic and curious 
objects. The catalogue of an ink-stick-making workshop, Ink Garden of 
the Cheng Family(Chengshi moyuan) published by its owner Cheng Jun-
fang (active 1573-1620) is an example. In the first edition from 1605, 

Cheng's catalogue included three woodblock copies of a European cop-
perplate engraving of stories from the New and Old Testament, in the 
second edition from 1610 another image of The Virgin Mary and Jesus 
was included. The original copperplate of this image of the Virgin and 
Child was made in Nagasaki, Japan and based on the image of Nuestra 
Señora  de l'Antigua in Seville of Spain, brought by Matteo Ricci. The im-
ages in the catalogue serve no religious function, they are simply samples 
or references for customers to choose the design that would be impressed 
onto their ink-sticks. It is not difficult to imagine that these rare and ex-
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otic European images would be visually very attractive to consumers. 35 
The previously mentioned Suzhou print is yet another example of using 
woodblock print techniques to imitate the European engravings and, 
moreover, made those techniques an important part of popular culture. 

Exotic People: Images of the European 

China, the self-styled 'middle kingdom', saw itself as the centre of the 
world and foreigners as barbarians. Looking through the Chinese eye, the 
unfamiliar appearance of Europeans is without doubt strange. By far the 
earliest pictorial depictions of Europeans are found in Cai Ruxian's book, 
Images of Barbarians (Dongyi tuxiang) published in 1586, in which twen-
ty-four accounts of foreign countries are recorded, among them, twenty 
are accompanied with illustrations of their people. Cal Ruxian was posted 
as an official in Guangzhou; its was the one port where all the embassies 
had to disembark when they came to pay tribute to the Chinese court. 
During his more than ten years of service, he had the opportunity to see 
many foreigners. According to him, the accounts in his book and the ac-
companying illustrations were all based on what he had seen with his 
own eyes; those accounts without illustrations, he had only heard. In his 
book, for example, it documents in text and images the Portuguese and 
the Spanish; however, for the Dutch there is only an image, no text. 
The earliest painting depicting Europeans in the Chinese court is Dutchmen 

Presenting Horses and Oxen (Helanguo  ren  yi niuma tu) now in the col-
lection of the National Palace Museum, Taipei. It depicts eight Dutchmen 
presenting a tribute of four oxen and four horses. This unusual painting 
is a pictorial depiction of the Dutch envoy to the Chinese court in 1667. 
The fact that the painting is annotated with the heights of the Dutchmen 
and the animals (which is very unusual in a Chinese painting, especially 
in a painting that depicts foreigners paying tribute) also gives us a clue as 
to what might have been of interest to the young emperor at the age of 
twelve. Two months after the Dutch mission, upon his coming of age the 
young emperor took over the reins of government. Two years later, in 1669  

at the Qing court there was a famous debate between Chinese astronomers 
and European Jesuit missionaries regarding the calendar. From this time, 
Kangxi realised the importance of European science and began to study 
it with the missionaries. One can speculate that his earlier encounter with 
the Dutch delegation might have sparked his interest.36 
Moreover, the Yongzheng Emperor commissioned his court painter to 
produce a series of portraits of himself in costumes. The Album of the 
Yongzheng Emperor in Costumes (Yongzheng xingle tu) contains thirteen 
portraits of the emperor himself dressed up as a Tibetan monk, a Mon-
golian noble, a nomadic archer, a European tiger-slayer, a Daoist priest, 
a Chinese scholar, a fisherman, and so on. As to why the emperor com-
missioned this album, there are many interpretations.37  What is obvious 
however is that the emperor enjoyed this sort of visual masquerade.38 
Qianlong commissioned the production of illustrations of Foreign Envoys 
Bearing Tribute (Zhigong tu) in different painting formats and print edi-
tions to document the appearances of people from different nations 
coming to China to pay tribute. As Lai Yu-Chih observed, the pictorial 
format of pairing a man and a woman to represent a particular place or 
country has a European source. Moreover, the greater emphasis on de-
picting people of Western countries showed the emperor's taste for the 
exotic and reflected his desire to be a universal ruler, the ultimate reason 
that led him to commission the project.39  Images of Europeans were also 
painted in trompe-l'oeilto decorate Oianlong's palaces, for example the 
European Court Ladies Playing Games (cat. no. 2).0  It was said this piece 
was originally from the European Palaces, which were not used as resi-
dences. They were built mainly for the Qianlong Emperor's own amuse-
ment; however, they were also used as a cabinet of curiosities (Kunst-
kammer) for his European collection, such as the previously mentioned 
Hundred-layered Wooden Goblet, as well as Beauvais tapestries (cat. 
nos. 74-75), clocks, mechanical toys and many other exotic objects which 
were all stored there:,  A document in the imperial archives also indicates 
that Qianlong commissioned Castiglione to paint portraits of European 
ambassadors and missionaries serving in the court on the affixed hang-
ings (tielao) that decorated the walls of the European Palaces. 
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Fig. 9 
Zhang Rulin, Picture of Three Westerners, China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
QiarliOng period (1736-1795),1738. Ink and colours on silk, h.122.6 cm, 
w.1o1.5 cm. Amsterdam,  Rijksmuseum. 

The strange appearance of Europeans had also been absorbed and adapted 

into non-Christian religious iconography. In the early Oing woodblock 

print series of Fifty-three Merciful Appearances of the Avalokitevara  (drong 

wushisan xian) depicting the various transformations of the appearance 

of the Buddhist god Avalokitgvara: one of these is the god's appearance 

as a European man. The source of this image is possibly a direct citation  

of a European print, a portrait of the French King Louis XIII.4  Among ar-
chaeological finds in the porcelain manufacturing centre of Dehua in Fujian 
province is a group of blanc de Chine miniature figures of Buddhist arhats 
(luohan). Amongst them is one figure in the appearance of a Dutchman." 
The immortals with their extraordinary, strange, and grotesque appearance 
were considered to have supernatural power in Chinese religions; the un-
familiar and exotic appearance of a European could be associated with 
this context. Similarly, another painting, Picture of Three Westerners (fig. 
9), depicting the image of a Dutchman, now in the collection of the 
Rijksmuseum,  Amsterdam painted by Fujian painter Zhang Rulin (active 
18th century) in 1738 was seen as an image of Zhong Kui,the demon queller 
of Chinese folk legend whose image is often hung on or attached to house-
hold gates on the Chinese New Year's Eve (chum) and during the Dragon 
Boat Festival (duanwu) as a guardian spirit to protect people from evil." 
Not only was the general public fascinated by the exotic appearance of the 
Europeans, but upper class educated elites shared this predilection; an ink-
stone-screen decorated with a European couple was once placed on a schol-
ar's desk.45  Such kinds of objects, although perhaps in rather vulgar taste, 
might have satisfied the fantasy or imagination for faraway countries. The 
same situation is also reflected in another twelve-panel lacquer screen de-
picting the arrival of Dutch ships and a hunting scene featuring Dutchmen 
(fig.1o). Looking carefully at how the Dutchmen are portrayed on this screen, 
they seem rather ludicrous, even goofy. In addition, beside European guns, 
some of the tools they are using in the hunt are rather eccentric. All these 
characteristics indicate that this image was created from imagination to 
satisfy Chinese audiences' curiosity towards Europe. Also noteworthy is that 
this screen was acquired in China in 1906, which underscores that it was 
made for the domestic market rather than for export. 

Epilogue: Some Personal Thoughts 

In the West, the phenomenon of Chinoiserieand the Age of Enlightenment 
were roughly coincident. They reflected a greater trend in which the syn-
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Fig. 10 
Screen Decorated with Dutch Figures, China, Qing dynasty (1644-1911), 
Kangxi period (1662-1722), ca. 1685-1700. Engraved lacquer with pigments, 
h. 321 cm, w. 624 cm. Amsterdam,  Rijksmuseum. 

ergy of art, science, and philosophy laid a solid foundation on which the 
industrial revolution of the nineteenth century was built. In 2011, to cel-
ebrate the reopening of the National Museum of China, an exhibition, 
The Art of the Enlightenment (Die Kunst der Aufkgrung) from Germany 
organized by the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Staatliche Kunstsamm-
lungen Dresden, and Staatliche Museen und Sammlungen in Bayern was 
held from 1April2011 to 31 March 2012 in Beijing.46 The Chinese impact on 
the European Enlightenment was far from negligible. During the exhibi-
tion, a discussion of why the Enlightenment did not happen in China was 
raised.To answer this question is of course difficult, it is also inappropriate 
to place the historical development of China within a Western historical 
framework; nevertheless, the question is worthy of consideration. 
From the perspective of global history, although China was exposed to 

the art and technological developments of the West, its industrial de-
velopment was delayed; the impact of the West remained on a superficial 
leve1.47  The European art and scientific knowledge that was introduced 
by the missionaries, from their first appearance until the end of the 
eighteenth century, was seen as exotic or wonderful rather than, perhaps, 
important and useful. To take an example from the field of art history, 
Qing court art after Qianlong's reign has not yet been fully studied. The 
Jiaqing Emperor (1760-1820) plays a crucial role to help us to understand 
this twist.48  As Wan Qingli in his groundbreaking book argues, the art 
history of nineteenth century China should not be seen as a decline, but 
rather a time of great vitality.49  It requires further research and investi-
gation to complete this puzzle in art history and understand the broader 
implication for art history and history overall. 
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