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The collections of seventeen museums, archives and libraries in the Netherlands include a large number of
Chinese export paintings,* many of which have finally been unveiled thanl<s to the new publication Mode for Trode -
Made in Chino. Chinese export pointings in Dutch collections: ort ond commodity.l Existing research on the corpus deals

mostly with the transfer of stylistic aspects; Western and Chinese painting conventions; literary sources; historical

models; socio-cultural and aesthetic differences; dating and iconographical issues; and technical analyses regarding

conservation of pigments and paper. ln contrast, Mode for Irode puts a new focus on these paintings: to see them as

meaningful information carriers of an unknown culture that derive their legitimacy from the historical China trade,2

and to draw upon current theoretical approaches for treatment of these transnational works of art in future museum

practices and strategies. Mode for Trode follows the entire trajectory of this specifìc transcultural painting genre, from
the production two centuries ago to the current position. At worl< in this trajectory are mechanisms between people,

institutions and the paintings, which increase or, indeed, diminish the appreciation of this time- and place-specifìc art.
Rosalien van der Poel

Terminoloqy
The term 'Chinese export pa¡nting' w¿s coined by Western
art h¡stor¡åns,r following the pre(edent 5et by the term 'Chinese

export porcelajn', in order to distinqu¡sh th¡s type of på¡nt¡ng
(yóngwà¡huò otrtò¡x¡oo lìud) from tråditional Chinese (nåtionål)
pàint¡ng (wé¡ rén huô orguó hu¡ì). måkinq cleãr tha¡ these works
were made for export to the West.a These artworks are ål9o

cðlled'Ch¡na trade pa¡nting' or'historicål påint¡ng', pos¡tioning

them in the h¡storic¿l Chinð tr¿de, the most important form!
of whiah were porcelãin, tea ¿nd s¡lk. The terms are used

¡nteachangeåbly ¡n Europe, Asia and North Amer¡ca. From the
plåce ånd tiDe oftheir production in Cåntoñ ¿nd lVlac¿o, l¡ter
spreading to Hong Kong ånd 5hanghåi, unt¡l long ãftet these
pà¡ntings were described by their contemporary makers as

'foreign p¿int¡n95','foreign pictures','paint¡ngs for foreigners'
or'Werlern'style p¿¡ntings'; wh¡lst foreign, Western buyers
in thãt per¡od just called them 'Ch¡nese paint¡ngs .

ln 2015, Annã Gråsskåmp introduced å new term for ãrtworkl
der¡ved from trade and cultural inter¡ctions between Chinese

ðnd Wes¡ern nations with¡n thc frãmework of viruål culture.
W¡th the ure of the word 'EurAsiãn' it ¡s possible, she ãrgues,
to escape "b¡nary divisions into 'Europe¿n' ¿nd 'As¡ãn' elements,
cleðr-cut'Netherland¡sh' or'Chinese' componenti."t Ìhis term
is ¡ndeed h¡ghly ãppropr¡åte for objects ¿nd ¡mÀqes thât are

Stages of value assignment
'1770-1870: Production period, exchange and consumption per¡od
lhe per¡od ofthe making ol Transfer to othertempo.a¡ and spatiãl sett¡ngs,
¿nd different value accruement. High value/status in the Netherlands.
tow vðlue/status in Ch¡na.

lE70-1930: Exchange and consumption per¡od
lhe period of emot¡onal value accruemeñt. Children and grandchìldren inherit
from father ãnd grândfêther; the stor¡es behind the pâintings ¿re shå¡ed and
known, the pa¡ntings are hung on w¿lls.

1930-1960: Exchãnge and deta.hment perlod
Great-grand(h¡ldren inher¡t from great-g¡andfðther ãnd pãintings åre t¿ken to
museum5 or ãuct¡oned- Pðintings frequently fall from grace. Period ofdecl¡ne ofvalue.

1960-1990: Exchangê and continued detachment per¡od
tow 'fro¿en' stðtus. Pð¡ntirqs offered fo¡ sale to ¡nuseums or t¡ke¡ to ¿uction
Pa¡ntings evaluated as poo. quality objects and uninteresting, or even trash-
Period of decline of value.

t990-2000: Detachñent perlod
Low'frozen' status. No longer purchased by Dutch museùms; still ¿acepted as
gifts. Stðtus quo co¡cerning value âspects. No part¡cularattent¡on (dormånt).

2000-2016: Revlv¡fi(ation. Consumptior ard produ(tíon períodr
Value re-ðccruement. Mãrket improves. Paintings incre¿s¡ngly ãppear in ãuctions

{consumers are producers ãt the same time). High stàtus ¡n Chinã. Prol¡feration
of museums ¿ñd ãcâdem¡c reseãrch centres. Ch¡nese ¡nterest in the h¡story
of the h¡storical China trade and the period of the Cánton System (1757-1842).

ln Chinã, these p¿¡ntiûgs are used to narrate these periods.

Reference
I ln the Netherla¡ds,janvån Campen's doctoÍål research on Royerw¿spublished

in 2000, mentioning the famous Royer albums and his other spectacular paintings.
including thesetofChinesewinterlãndsc¡pes in l¿rt¿ry.s¡nce 2013, ¡ håve ¡oticed
å senseofurge¡cyin Dutch mugeums todigitalisetheircollectlons, to collaboråte
with univers¡t¡es, knowledqe institutions andothe.cultural (museum) partners,
to establ¡sh m¡terial research centres, and to preserve valuable objects so thåt
they c¿n withst¿nd the me¡c¡less test oftime,

l¿belled'Weetern'ànd whirh, ìn turn, ðrc mod¡lied, re-fr¡med
and re-layered by Chinese arti5ts and ãrtisâns ¡ñto new,
innovative and complex'EurAsian' objectr. However, this
term ¡s only parti¿lly su¡tåble lor use when discuss¡ng Ch¡nese

export painting over¿ll. Although, in general, the use of the
lâbel 'Chinese' is ¡n many aspects problemãtic, the commonly
accepted ãnd most universal reference,'Chinese export
paint¡ng', seems lhe most appropriate one to use ðnd comes
closest to the dercript¡on of the phenomenon.

Valuablê export goods
Chinese export p¿intings have for most of their exi5tence
been seen ãs l¿cking in intr¡ns¡c årtistic value, which may
exÞlain why ¡hey have not rece¡ved the¡r deserved attention,
and why they generãlly lie forgotten and undusted in museum
storerooms. The label 'export wðre , however, should not
discount thete paintings ar drt. ln addition, with the pasr¿9e

of time, they âre currently ãppra¡çed ¿s valuable collectibles,
heirloomr ånd ant¡que ware, and their rubject måtter makes
them exemplary educat¡onal ob.iects. They have a histor¡c,
art¡st¡c and måteriål vðlue. R¡ch stor¡es emerge from them.
Stories åbout the most import¿nt â(tori ¡n th¡ç [ur¿sian
arenå: the pâinters, their stud¡os, the ma*et, the techn¡que!
ånd methods, mðteriðls ånd vârious media, and the depicted
scenes. fhere mult¡-faceted aspeats m¿ke the påintings

siqn¡fìc¿nt for co¡temÞoràry viewers. The scenes depicled
potent¡ålly teach us about social wor¡d h¡story, qlobalisation

and glocãlisåtion. trànsport, ¿rch¡teclure, intern¿t¡on¡l tr¡de,
former dðily l¡fe in the Pe¿rl R¡ver Delta ðnd mutu¿l ex(hånges
between Eurcpe, North Americâ, Ch¡nå ãnd other Asiãn

countr¡es ¡n the l¿te e¡ghteenth to mid-nineteenth centuries.
It4oreover, cross-cultural ideàs åbout beÀuty, connect¡ont
between trade and collecL¡ng, ând thi5 pårt¡cular ¡ntegr¿ted,
blended, transcultur¿l pa¡ntinq phenomenon ¿s ¿ whole,
are ådd¡t¡onal properties th¡t const¡tute the potency of
these p¿int¡n95. We must take these cãp¿bilities ¡nto account
when we evãluãte them ¿s ¿ spec¡¿l art¡sl¡c phenomenon,
ånd å sh¡red cultural visu¿l reperto¡re w¡th ¡ts own
Eurasiån chðracter

This confluence ofvalues m¿kes Chinese export
pa¡nting distinctive ås ãn ¿rt phenomenon that needs

to be treaLed ¿s a class in ¡ts own right. Far from being just
(ommercial piintings produced by profit-making Chinese

ã¡t¡sts in the Peãrl River Deltâ, åç trånscultural objects
they ãt thåt t¡me conveyed the riahness of à culture and,
as such, operãted ¡9 v¿luåble vehicles ln the congtruction
of reality in the historic China trade period during the
Cånton System (1757-1842), ând long ¿fter lhese pãintings
postets equ¡valent signs of the ¡nherently collect¡ve and
blended culture of the plâce oI their prodûction. N4oreovet
it is th¡s interpreted Chineseness thât måkes th¡5 art genre
inleresting ¿nd v¡luable to mode¡n eyes ãnd hybrid
¿udie¡ces ãround the world.

Research provider noL only more knowledge abo!t
the constructed ¿nd subjective image of Chinã th¿t these
pâ¡ntings brought w¡th them to the ãudiences in the West,
but àlso h¡9hl¡9ht5 the value of the Dutch joint collection,
which deservei to be ¿ccersible ånd must be safeguarded
for future generat¡ons.

Chinese export påintings we.e so appealing to foreign
trading powers act¡ve in the e¡qhteenth and nineleenth
centur¡es thåt they can now be found in museums ¿nd

privãte collections àround lhe world, mogtly in Europe ãnd
Amer¡ca, with only a few ¡n Chin¿. ma¡nly io Macão ãnd Hong
Konq. Currently, à grow¡ng number can be found in (newly

established) museums in other c¡ties in Chinð,6 including
in Cu¿ngzhou where the study of the h¡rtoricål Chinð trade

epìsode has scen a rema.k¿ble r€vivilìcdtion of latc.7 A focus on
the Dut(h (ollections is just¡f¡ed due to, ¿mong other re¿çons,

the deårth of ¡nterest ¡n the Netherlãnds for this topic and the
worldw¡de ¡ack of åwàreness of these collec¡¡ons in contråst
to the le¿ding (ollections of Chinese export p¿inLings around
the globe. Mode for lrode help5 to convert these p¿¡ntingj
from forsaken items ¡n museum bâsements Lo central¡sed
artworks, through a new act of ¡nventory.

Representlng Ch¡na to Dutch aud¡encet:
a new corpus unveiled

Ch¡nese export p¿intings funct¡oned ¿s part of å 'meãn¡ngful

whole' ¡n Dutch soclety åt the time of ¡ts h¡5to¡ic¿l Ch¡na trade
dur¡ng the nineteenth century. Unfortunately the pô¡ntings fà¡led

to maintain the¡r high statuç ãnd vålue throughou¡ the lwentieth
century, only to see a reviv¿l ð hundred yeãrs lðter (tee ¡nset left).
As ¿ result of lhe flu(tuôt¡¡q z€¡tgeist, the Dutch collect¡ons
now include pa¡n¡¡ngs ranging f.om forqotten ånd neglected
items ¡n the storeroomr of (m¿inly) ethnogrãphic museums,
to the un¡que ¿nd excellently restored pa¡ntinqs in the
Màritime M!seum Rotterdam. the Cron¡nger l\¡useum and the
Arnste¡dam Rijksmuseum. (fìq. 1) The Chinese export p¿¡ntinqs

collect¡ons in the Netherlðndl cons¡5t of over 800 inventory
numberi, w¡th more than 4000 pa¡ntings, ofwhi(h¿boutl000
belong to the vãluable and extens¡ve Royer Collect¡on held
åt Museum Volkenkunde/Nåtioñ¿l l\¡useum of World Cùltures.
(lì9. 2) Among the various types ofworkr. sets or ¿lbums can be

d¡stingu¡shed, whose documentðry ¿nd serial natures, often con-
strúcted around one theme, (ontribute to the ind¡vidual imåges,

âdding to theirvålue, fogethet the ¡maqes form å narrative th¿t,
in a loqical ånd coherent mànner, makes the unknown 'exot¡c'
scenes lamiliar.nd thus tells ¿ meðningful story. As a kind of
ethnogråphic souven¡i ålbúms with titles such ¿i'costumes
of Ch¡na' or 'dãily life in Chinð' àre, as Yeewân Koon cãlls them:
"compelling ways of translðting Chinð."3 Furthermore, the
corpus can be regârded as a large dataset of p¿inted mediå
wìth a varie¡y of gen¡es w¡th Chinere subject matte15."

lmå9e of china
These ¡mages were neverjust innocent render¡ngs ofthe
world, and so we must ev¿luãte Chinese export pa¡ntinqs w¡th
greãt caution, especiallywhen they åre presented â9 veritåble
h¡çtorical sources. All these artworkr were produced as a result
of cultural ånd tr¿de relations at work between the Nethe¡lands
dnd the¡r tr¿de zones ðll over Asi¿. rpe(¡tic¿lly ¡n Chìn¿ ¿nd lhe
Eårt lndies. The scenes were generå¡ly constructed, copied
ånd reconstructed, sometimeg even creat¡vely devised by the
Ch¡nese påintet w¡th most of them t¿ilor-made for Western
cústomers; ¿s å result the various genres shðped ã (d¡gtorted)
im¿ge of those foreign countr¡es, then and today.

fhe high demand for export paint¡ngs led to the need

to standårdise ånd copy t.enes. ln the wellknown Chinese

system of production in moduler, ånd the idea that copy¡ng
old mðsters wå5 ¿ good ånd ¡llustrious wåy of le¿rning to pa¡nt,
the årt¡stic value primar¡ly depended on the complex¡ty and
accurãcy of the tcene ånd the h¡gh quãl¡ty of p¿interly exe-

cution. Art¡sts would uçe templates to thorten the product¡on
process, leading to near-ident¡cål scenes, but the d¡sp¿rity
in ðc.ompfÍshment between p¿inters is pl¿¡n to see. (fìg. 3)

P¿inters could show off their person¿ì artistic original¡ty and

creât¡v¡ty throuqh their choices of brush size, colours, scene

accessor¡es and compos¡tional elements, f¿(¡ðl expÍess¡ons,

and so forth. lndisput¿bly, the fus¡on ofWestern ðnd Ch¡ne5e

pãinting conventions created a unique påinting style;
Ch¡nese export pã¡ntings, with the¡r multiple discourses ¿nd

interdependenc¡es, clearly sh¿ped ambiquous underslãndings
ofwhat Chin¿ meant, ¿nd meãns,
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Dict¡ted by the trade rootes of the time, the weslward
movcment of Chinese export pa¡ntinqs also conveyed im¿ge5

of China; the p¿inting5 becåme bearers of inform¿tion.
Notwithst¿ndinq the role played by Chinese pãinters in thc
cre¿tion of thcsc ¡måges, tho undoubled persu¿sive power

of the illustr¿tions was read ðnd intcrpreted by the eye of the
Westcrn bêholder.Thevarious representàlionsof 'exotic'
Ch¡nese subject m¿tter appealed to a kind of immediacy and
f¿5cinåtion. Desp¡te lhe social use-value ofChinese export
p¿ìntinqs ollerinq 'reli¿ble evidenre of ¿ fh¡nesc p¡st, we
can assume quite re¿son¿bly that Lhe veråc¡ty of some subject
måtter ¡s a more strãightforwãrd proposition, considered in

terms of its l¡kely commerc¡al suc(ess- After ðll, the different
themes represented only wh¿t Wcrtern customers dem¿nded.
Theywere ¡n great demand and are still viewed by manypcople
ãround the world ãs '¿rticlcs of knowledge . On the one h¿nd,

the subje(l matter of'daily l¡fe' helps us to construcl ã 'h¡5tory

from below'. They purported "in pàrållel with tråvel stories
¿nd personal d¡aries, to be eyewitnerr ¿ccount5 of the city",
¿s Koon st¿tes, when shc wr¡tcs ãbout thc imåqe of C¿nton
th¿t emphå5¡sed å hybrid Cu¿ngdong cosmopol¡tðn¡sm.,
On the other h¿nd. it is ¿cknowledged that the depicted
lrenes more l¡kely d¡stort soci¿l realitV th¿n refle.t it.

Determ¡ning the gaze

For ð long time, it w¿s believed Lhat å Chinese export pãinting's
use-value orutilityrctided in its ability to reprcsent orreproduce
reãl¡ty. 8ut we ålso know th¿t these export commodit¡es contin-
ued to sell like hot c¿kes eve¡ ãfter the¡r rel¡ãbility ¿s 'witnc5ses'

was questioned l¿ter ¡n the n¡neteenth century. The bright
colours ånd lhe 'exotic' topics mðde the ¡m¡ges ¿ll the more
valuãble. There is, then, the question ofwhat Peter Burke callt
''deqrees of rel¡¿bility' añd 'leli¿bility for dìfferent purposes".'0

ln the historical Ch¡na trade period, the construction
of visual culture i¡cluded ðn arrày of ãgents who might håve

quided the qaze. By pa¡ñtinq only spe(ifi( subjects in their
ch¿râcter¡st¡c wãy, the painters themselves were importðnL
ãgents who guided the'tråder'! g¿ze', who in turn saw lhe
p¡jntinq5 ã5 ¿ w¿y to keep the¡r memories of Chin¿ afloat.
ln ¿ddit¡on, both on board and on ihe home front, seãmen
¿nd their wive5 were ¡nfìuent¡¿l purchdsiûg ðqents. The h¡qh
st¿trs of Chinese art and the fashion doring the period under
discustion led to requests fot ¿t leåst, å påin¡ing or ¿n âlbum
to be brought båck home. ln add¡tion lo be¡ng a represent¿tion
of ð culturðl reality, the pãintings appeðr to form a tele(tive
reålity, separate ånd d¡slinct from the subjects they portrðy.

It is cleðr thât in the nineteenth century, ðnd beyond, the
pâintings were, primarily, a(quired and cherished not only
[or their hi5tor¡c ånd inform¿t¡ve value, but ålso because of
lhe longinq for the exot¡c and romant¡c imãge of'thc E¿st'.

Today, the char¿cle.s of Lhe å9ents who determine
the contemporary gãze on Chinese export p¿intings have

changed, but they still exis¡. Think ofdcscend¿nts with their
heirlooms as valuable anliquesi åúctioneers who determine
whi(h objects to put under the spotlight; arl sellers wi¡h their
tårgeted and compell¡ng descriptions in catãlogues ¿nd press

rcleases; museum managers who decide what lo exhlbil:
cur¿lors who d¡gil¿lise and lhur unlock, or on the conlrary,
Iock their colle(t¡onç; enthosiåsts who bring the pa¡ntings

to the attention of à wider public viâ çocial medi¿; ðnd
ac¿demics who wr¡te, or do not write, ¿bouL th¡s subject.

8ðck on the stage

The prospects for th¡r pã¡nting phenomenoñ look good.

On the one h¿nd, revivification iñ the pl¿ces where these
p¿intings orig¡nated h¿s resulted in ¿n eñormous dem¿nd for
oriq¡nal pã¡nting5. We ãre seeing the newly est¿blished Chin¿

tr¿de múseums ¿nd au(t¡on houses in Chinã buy back these
paintings from the pl¿ces in Europe ¿nd Americà where they

,F håd tr¿velled to in former dåys. By returninq to Chinð, new
me¿ninqs w¡ll be (.eaLed through this change in their cullurãl
¡dent¡ty. Here, they can reãssert the¡r posit¡on ¿s prest¡g¡ous

and identity strengtheninq romnrodit¡es th¿t conRrm the
cultur¿l ¿utonomy of owners; ¿ use-value that, al the time
of their produrtion. w¿s certðinly true foa ñost Westerî first
owners. Th!s, exporl pa¡ntings function ¿s tðngible evident¡ðl
m¿teri¿l of the early cooperàt¡on with overseås Lråding

economies. Through lodây's excìt¡ng developments in the àrL

mårket, the p¿intinqs will become embedded in new sh¡fling
cultur¿l contexts through time and space. ln [ðct, we c¿n

s¿y that lhcy ¿re in perpetu¿l flux. Their sp¿ti¿¡ nÌobility w¡th
visible traces of their ¿ge, usèqe ¿nd previous life ålter the¡r
meaninq and use with respe(L lo new cultural horizons.

on the other h¿nd, times ¿re changing ¿nd th¡ngs are

set in motion on the Dutch side. l\,4useums hãve bccome
rnore refìexive ¿bout niûeteenth-century inherit¿D(es
("the nineteenth-century ñureum's concern to dcvelop an

objective, systematic .epresentåt¡on of the world ¿s knowable
by the Western subject"'r) ¡n considering thc u5e of biogr¿phy
in ãnd ¿bout the ñuseum. l\¡u5eum curato¡s ¿nd collect¡on
mãnagers increàsingly v¡ew the lonq-overlooked stãtus
of Chinese export p¿¡ntiilgs ¿nd their conRnemeot to difiì(ult-
to-a(cesr (fortunãtely, often well-a(clim¿lised) museum store
rooms as undesirðble. lncreåsingly, they ¿re seen ðr enLwined

w¡th ð museum s biogråphy. B¡ogr¿ph-
¡(al åpproåches to the underst¿nding
oI Chinese cxport paintings w¡Lh ãn

accumul¿ted €xpeiience th¿t ðffords
them their use-v¿lue "m¡ght inform
current ånd future roles for the objects
w¡thin the museum."'': ln recent yeàrs,

some good prðctices hãve led to ¿ major
¡ncrease in the physic¿l display of these

objects lhat have not seen the liqht for
years. Thc vit¡bility of the p¿ìntings ånd,
¡mportånlly, their connccting nãrr¿tives
upqrade this nataonal cultur¿l heritåqe
in a meanìngful manner. N4oreovet ðn

increàs¡ng number of online rcsources
c¿n be consulted Loday. Underst¿ndably,
these developmenLç mðke the author
opt¡mistic ðbout ¡ncreased ¿(cessibility
to the material this ¿rticle refers to. lheir
¿rchival saqnificance ¿nd thei. ¿esthetic¿l
beaoty will ãm¿ze mðny. Likew¡ee, their
impåct will help to dissolve the bounda
ries between the dicholomy of art th¿t

-. is'Weltern'and ¿rt that ¡s'Chinese'.
ultim¿tcly, they w¡ll creåte å relåtionsh¡p

belween vis¡torr, the culture ¿t large.
and wilh future gcner¿tions, e¡the.'here' or'there'. Equally
import¿nt, their v¡sib¡lìLy would pot ¿n end to the almost qlobâl

un[am¡l¡arity with the Dutch collcctions.

Rosalien van der Poel, Heãd of Cab¡net and Protoco¡
at Le¡den Un¡verç¡ty, and re5earch asrociâte Chinâ,
Museum Volkenkunde/Nat¡onal Museum of World Cultures
(rhmvanderpoel@me.com),
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34.2 <ñ,1773-1776,

RoyerColle(t¡on, Mu-

Woild Cultures, ìnv.

nos. RV-360-377-D/4.

flg.3: W¿ter<oloù15

on p¡th pâpershow-

¡nq çamerubject

er¿tler, butdiferènt

r€nderins of<olours

,r

t-' à*;¡*:.r:

rhefollow¡n9 infoqråph¡.s càn be ¡een ¡n the onl¡neversion ofthß àil¡(le - httperlt¡nyurl.(omiNL77-v¿rde.poel
' Chinesê êxpo* paint¡nq5 ¡n Düt(h (olle(t¡one: The Dutch (ollectlons in<l!d€ reve.5e 9làsi pã¡¡tln9s. gouã<hêr, €namel pâintings, ¿nd oil pùintl¡9s,
but by fàrthe mostè¡e w¡ter<olourr. rhe colle<t¡onr ¿¡e found io murèums ¡ll over th€ Netheilåndr. but the largeil (olle<tlon ¡! (leãÌly found ¡n teiden.
" C€¡res ôfchíhere expÒû paintinqs in Out.h (olle.tioner The two mo5t popula. qeõrei ¿rê 'chine5e lìor¿ ànd fàuðà'ànd 's<enê5 of dâily llfe -

othe.9€nrè3 indu¿ei fi9uriné pá¡nting. m¡r¡lim€ !ubj€(ts, po¡k¿¡tr, imÞerial (oùd, pu¡ishmènt/to(ure. qò.dên J<enee, lànds(¡Þes, ek.


