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ROSALIEN VAN DER POEL

ARTE CHINESA DE EXPORTACAO

‘Sensitive Plates’ and ‘Sentimental Keepsakes’

The social life of reverse glass paintings: From Canton to Leiden

ROSALIEN VAN DER POEL*

ABSTRACT: Chinese export painting had a strong appeal to foreign powers active in China and
neighbouring Asian countries in the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries.
As a result, today, Chinese export paintings can be found in eighteen public col-
lections in the Netherlands. These collections have an historic, an artistic, and a
material value and are closely related to the overseas historical China trade, either
brought back by VOC employees, private merchants, diplomats or government
workers. These integrated economic relations produced, among other things, inte-
grated art objects such as paintings, which, as a result of their representative and
social functions, over time formed a special artistic phenomenon, and a shared cul-
tural visual repertoire with its own (EurAsian) character.

This article focuses on the social life of two coherent collections of reverse glass
paintings from China in the collection of Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden, the
Netherlands. The first set consists of 19 eighteenth-century ‘sensitive plates’ with
an interesting provenance back to 1824, the year when they entered the collection
of the Royal Cabinet of Rarities in The Hague. This set of oil paintings, probably
produced between 1785-1790, contains elements suggesting a strong link with this
period. Secondly, a set of three nineteenth-century ‘sentimental keepsakes’ with
two harbour views and one interior-garden scene is treated. Van der Poel contacted
one of the descendants of their first owner, whose narrative made it possible to
compile a cultural biography of these private owned paintings until they were do-
nated to the Leiden museum.

Having disentangled their provenance, Van der Poel draws some careful conclu-
sions about the degree of importance and, consequently, the extent to which she
notices any value accruement and value dwindle of these sets of artworks in their
lengthy afterlife. It is clear that these commodified artworks with their cohesive
values make this painting genre distinctive and a class in its own right.

KEYWORDS: Chinese export paintings; Reverse glass paintings; Qing dynasty; Value assignment;
Exchange; Commodities
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INTRODUCTION

Chinese export painting had a strong appeal to
foreign powers active in China and neighboring Asian
countries in the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth
centuries. As a result, today, Chinese export paint-
ings can be found in eighteen public collections in
the Netherlands.! It is believed that the term ‘Chinese
export painting’ was coined by Western art histori-
ans, following the precedent set by the term ‘Chinese
export porcelain’, in order to distinguish this type of
painting (ydng wai hua or wai xido hua) from litera-
ti (traditional) Chinese (national) painting (wén rén
hua or guo hua). It also references the fact that these
works were made for export to the West.” This term
only came into use after 1950. In that year, Margaret
Jourdain and Roger S. Jenyns introduced the term ‘ex-
port painting’ in their early survey of Chinese export
art in the eighteenth century.’ These artworks are also
called ‘China trade painting’ or ‘historical painting’,
referring to the fact that they were part of the histori-
cal China trade, the most important forms of which
were porcelain, tea and silk. These terms are used in-
terchangeably in Europe, Asia and North America.
From the place and time of their production in Can-
ton (present-day Guangzhou) and Macao (present-day
Aomen), later spreading to Hong Kong and Shang-
hai, until long after, these paintings were described
by their contemporary makers as ‘foreign paintings’,
‘foreign pictures’, ‘paintings for foreigners’ or “West-
ern-style paintings’, whilst foreign, Western buyers
in that period just called them ‘Chinese paintings’.*

In 2015, Anna Grasskamp, Research Assistant
Professor Art History, Material Culture, Hong Kong
Baptist University, introduced a new term for artworks
derived from trade and cultural interactions between
Chinese and Western nations within the framework of
visual culture.” With the use of the term ‘Eurasian’ it
is possible, she argues, to escape “binary divisions into
‘European’ and ‘Asian’ elements, clear-cut ‘Nether-
landish’ or ‘Chinese’ components.”® This term is high-
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ly appropriate for objects and images that are labeled
“Western’ and which, in turn, are modified, re-framed
and re-layered by Chinese artists and artisans into new,
innovative and complex ‘Eurasian’ objects. An analysis
of some of the categories of Chinese export paintings
reveals that they possess the characteristics of ‘Eur-
asian’ images; other categories, though, do not. The
characteristics that Chinese export paintings possess,
in tandem with some of Grasskamp’s examples, in-

clude an entanglement of foreign and recognized lay-
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The Emperor ploughing, inv.no. RV-360-113. A dragon boat race, inv.no. RV-360-1114.

Set of 19 reverse glass paintings, anonymous, c. 1785-1790, paintings on glass, 81x52.5 cm, Museum Volkenkunde/National Museum of World Cultures, inv.nos. RV-360-1113 to 1131.
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ers in the representation of landscapes, interior scenes
and in portrait painting, a blurring of exotic and native
architectural elements and sites in interior and garden
scenes, and, among other elements (borrowed from
Western print models?), painted frames and curtains
on oil paintings with various themes. This is a materi-
alization of the interesting and complex intertwining
of transnational and transcultural creation. Yet, it goes
too far to say that all Chinese export paintings fit the
features of ‘Eurasian’ images as defined and framed by
Grasskamp. Clearly, the roots of some of the subject
matter of Chinese export painting can be traced to the
literati-painting canon (birds-and-flower painting, lo-
cal street customs/peddlers, manufacturing silk fabrics
and cultivating rice). Paintings in these genres, howev-
er, also underwent deliberate, innovative and complex
adjustments in order to please a Western audience.

COLLECTIONS IN THE NETHERLANDS

The Dutch collections of Chinese export paint-
ings have an historic, an artistic, and a material value
and are closely related to the overseas historical China
trade, either brought back by VOC employees, private
merchants, diplomats or government workers. These
integrated economic relations produced, among other
things, integrated art objects such as paintings, which,
as a result of their representative and social functions,
over time formed a special artistic phenomenon, and
a shared cultural visual repertoire with its own ‘Eur-
asian’ character. Moreover, these kinds of paintings, to
a greater of lesser extent, can be considered as objects
giving tangible form to spoken metaphors of success,
money, sea travels, and trade deals. Their particular
means of production under specific conditions and
their exchange and use also illustrates contrasting
Dutch and Chinese notions of value and utility of this
painting genre. These notions oscillate between a dyad
of high and low appraisal and assert contradictory at-
titudes towards this genre across different places and in
the course of time.

Revista de Cultura ® 59 « 2019

This article focuses on the social life of two
coherent collections of reverse glass paintings from
China in the collection of Museum Volkenkunde
in Leiden, the Netherlands.” The first set consists of
nineteen eighteenth-century ‘sensitive plates’ with an
interesting provenance back to 1824, the year when
they entered the collection of the Royal Cabinet of
Rarities in The Hague.® This set of oil paintings, prob-
ably produced between 1785-1790, contains elements
suggesting a strong link with this period. Secondly, a
set of three nineteenth-century ‘sentimental keepsakes’
with two harbor views and one interior-garden scene
is treated.” (Figures 21-23) To understand the arrival
of Chinese export paintings in Dutch museum collec-
tions in general and the paintings central in this article
in particular, it is essential to take a closer look at the
Dutch China trade practice in previous centuries.

DUTCH SEA TRADE AND CHINA

It is well known that the Dutch have been an
important trading community with China through
the ages. From the early seventeenth century on, as
Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann puts it, China undoubt-
edly had “a huge impact on European cultures that
was mediated through the United Provinces (Dutch
Republic, 1581-1795).”'° The early interest in China
rapidly spread from the Netherlands throughout Eu-
rope, via the re-selling of porcelain in France, England,
Germany and other countries, and through the pub-
lication of illustrated books depicting this unknown
empire. The result of this was the genesis of a new Eu-
ropean style called chinoiserie, a fashion that entered
the European stage in the late seventeenth century
and reached its height between 1740 and 1770."" This
style, states Catherine Pagani, “had very little to do
with China per se but rather reflected an idealized and
highly decorative concept of the Far East, loosely com-
bining motifs from Chinese, Japanese, and even Indi-
an repertoires.”'? This movement had a deep influence
on interior design, architecture and decorative art. The

Garden scene, anonymous, 1860-1900, oil on glass, 34 x 49 cm, Museum Volkenkunde/National Museum of World Cultures, inv.no. RV-6166-6.
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idealized vision of the Chinese empire was expressed in
the arts and gradually developed into an autonomous
style, which, in turn, modified the European picture of
the East. As chinoiserie expert Hugh Honour remarks
in his seminal study Chinoiserie: The vision of Cathay,
this style phenomenon declined once European eyes
began to view it as the antithesis of Neoclassicism, the
dominant movement from the late-eighteenth century
to the end of the nineteenth century. Indeed, the fash-
ion shifted from baroque and rococo chinoiserie style
to a more neo-classical one.”® Despite this downturn
in European Chinese style, European commerce in-
creased and, instead of buying Chinese-style objects
made by Europeans, Western merchants purchased ac-
tual Chinese objects and paintings from China. In fact,
the extensive corpus of Chinese export art executed in
the nineteenth century proves that after the peak of
the chinoiserie fashion in the middle of the eighteenth
century, international art exchange between China and
the West showed no signs of decreasing.

In the long nineteenth century, the trading
practice was not booming as it had been in the cen-
turies before, when the Dutch East India Company
(VOC) in the period 1602-1799 had a flourishing
shipping link with Canton. This observation not only
applies to principal trade products, but also to mate-
rial culture transfer or exchanges linked to commerce,
such as the trade in spices and tea. From the seven-
teenth century until the beginning of the eighteenth
century, the VOC used Batavia as its base for the Chi-
nese tea trade between Europe and Asia, with Chinese
trade junks visiting the town every year. Until the eigh-
teenth century, the VOC had been sending a limited
number of ships directly to China, in response to the
increasing European demand for tea.'* In 1727, the
company received permission to establish a so-called
hong or factorij (trading post) in Canton and, together
with traders from other European nations and Ameri-
ca, they chased lucrative profits in all areas.” In 1728,
the VOC started a direct shipping link between Hol-
land and Canton.'® The trading season usually lasted
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less than six months, from August to January. Western
ships wanted to make the return voyage to Europe well
before the monsoon winds in February changed direc-
tion. Those who remained in China in the months
when no business was done usually visited their fami-
lies in Macao. After the decline of the VOC at the end
of the eighteenth century, France occupied Holland
until 1813. This situation did little for the Dutch trade
with Asia. Although all Dutch trade in Canton came
to a virtual standstill as a result of the Napoleonic Wars
(1799-1815) and “when our independence went into
hiding for a moment,” the flag on the Dutch factory in
Canton was still flying, as the Dutch publicist Hendrik
Muller (1859-1941) wrote in the magazine De Gids."”

As we know from research of maritime histo-
rian Frank Broeze (1945-2001), one of the results of
the French-English war — also fought on the oceans —
was that Dutch ships were often taken by the English
in this period or were required to seek refuge in neutral
harbors, where they were confined to port.'® Although
the Americans went on trading until 1807 and the
Indian country traders remained active throughout
the whole period, trade in Canton diminished greatly
during these years. Soon after the French period, from
1815 onwards, the Dutch made several attempts, us-
ing independent shipping firms, to regain hegemony
of the European tea trade. However, these attempts
were not very successful and suffered from a lack of
continuity. After a fire in 1822, the Dutch factory in
Canton was rebuilt on the same plot by the Nether-
lands Indies government, but different ships took on
board the loads this time. The Dutch shipping, “de-
stroyed during the Napoleonic era, had not recovered
in an instant, and our world market for Chinese tea
was gone, for good.”"’

In 1824, the Netherlands Trading Society
(NTS, 1824-1964), one of the forerunners of today’s
Dutch ABN AMRO banking company, started their
sailing business in Asia. This initiative by the Dutch
King William I, who was nicknamed the Merchant
Monarch because of his active support for trade and
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industry, was aimed at stimulating Dutch maritime
private trade, promoting commercial activities and
expanding Dutch trade relations with Asia, especially
with the Netherlands East Indies. As we can read in an
archival document about the history of ABN AMRO,
the king’s objective was “to resuscitate the national
economy in the wake of the period of French rule
(1795-1813).7%°

From 1825 to 1830, the NTS, the national
import and export company set up to expand existing
trade relations and open up new channels, undertook
five expeditions directly to Canton.”’ Although this
initiative was praiseworthy, their English and Ameri-
can rivals, who had taken over the China trade and
dominated this field in Europe, overshadowed the
Dutch. From research conducted by Leonard Blusse,
Broeze et al. and Muller, we know that the Nether-
lands’ pole position in the global tea trade was gone
forever by the 1830s.% Exceptions to this decline were
commercial enterprises based in Leiden, where wools
like laken and polemieten were produced, and in trop-
ical products from Java, like edible bird’s nests, which
funded their Chinese wares. Indeed, trading activities
between Holland and China only continued on a small
scale. After a while, in the 1840s, the Dutch regained
some ground in the textile market. And, due to the so-
called Cultuurstelsel (Cultivation System) introduced
on Java in 1830, there was extensive trade with the
Netherlands East Indies in various colonial products,
including raw materials, dyes, spices, coffee, sugar and
indigo. Consequently, the total picture of Dutch trade
with China was not as desolate as some Dutch colonial
officials depicted at that time. In 1843, Dutch colo-
nial officers like Modderman, Hueser and Freyss were
ordered by the NTS to investigate what the prospects
were for the growth of trade between Holland and
China in the years to come. Their reports concluded
that the prospects looked rather dim.” Nevertheless,
only a few years later, in 1847, Muller discovered that
Dutch ships were importing more than 314 million

guilders worth of merchandise into China and ex-
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porting about 134 million guilders worth of Chinese
goods.” People mainly bought tea and sent Dutch
products (mostly tropical products from the Nether-
lands Indies) in return; however, there was almost no
opium, unlike the Scottish Jardine Matheson & Co.,
or the American trading house Russell & Company.
The NTS documents only record one consignment of
55 cases of opium.

1856 is an important year in the history of
Dutch relations with Canton. During an uprising in
Canton, the so-called Arrow War (1856- 1860), which
resulted in the Qing government opening up eight
more treaty ports, all the consular buildings went up
in flames, including the new Dutch commercial office,
established in Canton in 1844 (which was serving as a
consular building at this time). Consequently, Canton
ceased to be home to the Dutch consulate after more
than a century of trading there. From that moment,
Dutch nineteenth- century trading activities on the
South Chinese coast were undertaken either from the
“significant Dutch house on the Praya Grande”, which
served as the Dutch consulate in Macao or, later, from
the Dutch posts in Hong Kong and Amoy (Xiamen).*
The last Dutch professional consul, Piet Hamel (1845-
1900), was stationed in Amoy in China. He left the
country in 1892.

In retrospect, as Ferry de Goey concludes in
his paper “The business of consuls; consuls and busi-
nessmen’, “the nineteenth century promised more
to westerners than it delivered.””® In the late nine-
teenth century, foreign enterprises became interested
in China as a destination for — rather than a source
of — products. As Frans-Paul van der Putten mentions
in his study on the evolution of Dutch enterprise in
South China in early twentieth century, various Dutch
companies concentrated their agencies, branch offices
or subsidiaries primarily in Hong Kong.”” Other sig-
nificant locations for Dutch business activities in this
region were Guangzhou, Shantou and Xiamen. Many
of them were specialized in specific colonial activities,

such as banking, shipping, sugar and tobacco planta-
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tions in the Netherlands East Indies. These colonial
enterprises had their headquarters in the Netherlands,
but their assets and operations were entirely in ‘the
East’. As Geoflrey Jones declares in his book Multina-
tionals and global capitalism from the nineteenth to
the twenty- first century, in which he examines the role
of entrepreneurs and firms in the creation of the global
economy over the last two centuries, these enterprises,
based in Dutch South Asia, were referred to as in-
dependent companies and they were the first Dutch
companies to invest in China.”®

Returning to the Dutch sea trade and China
in the nineteenth century, we can conclude that the
scope of the Dutch trading activities was still exten-
sive, and Chinese export paintings in the Netherlands
are silent witnesses to this. Notwithstanding the dif-
ficulties the Dutch had at that time in terms of main-
taining their position on the world sea-trade market,
the (colonized) Dutch East Indies trading stations and
other cities on the Chinese southern coast were very
important for facilitating Dutch operations in interna-
tional and Asian waters and, besides their main trading
products, make it possible for seafaring staft members
to acquire emblematic objects (such as paintings) to

remind them of their stay over there.
THE PAINTINGS — FORMAL ASPECTS

Looking at corpus of the Dutch collections, we
can divide the paintings into different categories and
into a range of qualities, all produced to sell on vari-
ous markets and to diverse clients. In the Dutch col-
lections we can distinguish unique singular paintings,
identical pairs on different media, companion pieces,
obvious sets of oil paintings or gouaches and albums
with watercolors. They are executed in oil on canvas,
paper, Bodhi tree (Ficus Religiosa) leaves, bone or cop-
per, as a reverse glass painting, watercolor or gouache
on regular Chinese or European paper, or on Chinese
pith paper made from the Tetrapanax Papyrifera (t6ng
cdo zhi).?” Almost all export paintings, either individu-
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ally authored by a well-known Chinese master or pro-
duced anonymously, represent a Chinese subject mat-
ter. The following section will deal with the medium

that feature this article: reverse glass paintings.
REVERSE GLASS PAINTINGS

The technique of reverse glass painting, as re-
searched and described in Sensitive Plates by Paul
van Dongen, former curator China at the Museum
Volkenkunde in Leiden, in "Chinese Glass Paintings
in Bangkok Monasteries’ by Jessica Lee Patterson,
and in ‘Copying in Reverse: China Trade Paintings
on Glass’ by Maggie M. Cao, has been in Europe for
centuries.’ It is generally believed that the technique
went from Europe to China, where already in the
1730s reverse glass paintings were being produced in
Canton. The transport of six reverse glass paintings
(‘6 Glass Pictures’) from Canton to England in 1739
is noted in the MS account book of captain Bootle
of the English East India Company (EIC).”" The EIC
day registers also provide information about this ear-
ly practice: “Purchased from Quouqua in 1738: 18
painted glass with lacquered frames and 6 painted glass
with rosewood frames.”** This suggests that paintings
on this medium were amongst the earliest examples
of Chinese export art. We know via their writings
that many contemporary eyewitnesses were intrigued
by the procedure of this special painting technique.*

In comparison to ‘normal’ paintings, reverse
glass paintings are created in reverse order (mirror im-
age).** The Chinese painter worked backwards, paint-
ing the image in reverse and laying down the highlights
and foreground features first. Van Dongen explains
this process as follows: “The things which, seen in per-
spective, are closest to the viewer, or somewhere close,
are painted in first. Where necessary the background
or ground is applied in a subsequent phase over the
picture already painted. For this reason the reverse
side of a glass painting shows much less detail than the

front side.”® Thus, the painter begins with the finish-
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ing touch and ends with the foundation. This means
that to paint on mirrors, therefore, a painter first out-
lines his subject and has to remove the reflecting layer
of quick-tin or quicksilver amalgam on the reverse side
of the mirror that he does not want. Then he paints
with oil color paint and works in a reverse order, in
comparison with the ‘normal’ painting method.

A closer examination of a group of Chi-
nese reverse glass paintings in Winterthur Museum
in 2007 revealed that the paintings are created with
thin, translucent paint layers.*® Highlights and shad-
ows are painted in the same plane. Particular details
to be represented, and which were in fact sited in, or
on, another material, had to be painted first on the
surface of the glass. Only then could the ground, or
background, be painted over or around it.” Further-
more, Van Dongen, after his research into the way
the paint was applied, observed that:

Partly for the sake of convenience, and partly to
avoid having successive layers of paint lying too thickly
on top of each other, the painters tried to apply as many
sections of the picture as possible in the first layer(s) on
the glass. This means that the paintings on glass can also
be viewed as puzzles composed of smaller and larger
areas of color, and lines, which must accord with each
other down to the smallest detail in form and color,
and must fit into each other with the utmost precision.
This care was all the more necessary because, owing to
the order of the painting, it was impossible to use over-
painting for re-touching or correcting forms once they
had been applied to the glass. This was another factor
increasing the difficulty of this painting technique, in

comparison with other forms of painting.””

This observation means that to achieve preci-
sion, the painter must think very carefully in advance,
before applying his paint. Moreover, any painter aim-
ing to consistently deliver high quality work, must
have mastered the right skills for an attractive color
palette and possess a steady hand for self-assured lines

and paint application.
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Regular glass was favored for this type of col-
or painting- and ink work, rather than mirror glass,
which was thicker and did not show the colors as well
and was more complex to work on. Furthermore, the
reflective amalgam layer of tin or mercury on the back
of mirror glass first had to be scraped away, before the
transparent space could be painted on.

Reverse glass paintings were often made using
models or templates. Three of the reverse glass paint-
ings of the set of nineteen in the Museum Volken-
kunde, which can be dated 1785-1790, have “small
and fragile remnants” of small black ink lines on the
front of the glass plate.® These ink lines once formed
part of the draft of the image that was subsequently
painted and then colored in on the reverse side of the
same sheet of glass. Figure 14 is such a painting and
shows small lines in black ink along the edge of the
painting, where there was once a frame.”

Probably, the ink sketch on The rice harvest had
been working as a kind of ‘color plate’, but it is not
known whether the painter added new compositional
elements after the ink drawing had been set up. I argue,
in tandem with the ideas of Van Dongen and on the
basis of research by Mary McGinn, Winterthur Mu-
seum painting restorer, that the black lines were added
after the glass had been originally framed.” Famous
Chinese export art scholar Carl L. Crossman asserts
too that reverse glass paintings were painted at least in
part after they were fitted in the frames.*!

As is also observed by Maggie M. Cao
‘Copying in reverse: China trade paintings on glass’,
the glass painter has to apply a left-right reversal,
because “the painter worked on a transparent sup-
port, he could naturally begin his copying mechani-
cally, tracing the print through the glass sheet laid
directly over it. Yet in order to render the finished
painting in the correct orientation, the glass painter
had to turn over the glass to fill in a now-reversed
composition free-had from sight.”** A framed sheet
of glass could be placed on a table, front-side up,
without causing any harm to the glass. In addition
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Garden scene, anonymous, 1860-1900, oil on glass, 34 x 49 cm, Museum
Volkenkunde/National Museum of World Cultures, inv.no. RV-6166-6.

82

to this advantage of framing before painting the
glass, the edges of the frame served as support for
the flat piece of wood used by the painter to paint
the image. This Chinese watercolor clearly docu-
ments some key characteristics related to the pro-
cess of reverse glass painting. The artwork shows a
painter “painting on a horizontal glass surface with
an original framed print hanging vertically before
him. The composition on which he works is flipped
left to right: the foliage on the right of the original
print is on the left in the unfinished copy.”* Cao
continues that “[TThis compositional flipping had
to be managed carefully, especially in the case of
text, which was typically preserved in the glass im-
ages copied after inscribed prints.”*

After the painting was finished, the painter
only needed to wipe away the ink lines from the
front, the unpainted side. It is quite possible that, in
doing so, some lines remained, especially along the

edges of the frame.
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ROYAL ‘SENSITIVE PLATES

Museum Volkenkunde owns a notewor-
thy set of nineteen reverse glass paintings of oil
paintings, which deserve attention for a variety
of reasons.” This set of oil paintings probably
produced between 1785-1790, contains ele-
ments suggesting a strong link with this period;
for example, the flags of Western countries, the
house construction, or the types of ships. Simi-
larities in technique, quality and size lead us to
surmise that all these paintings were created at
approximately the same time. On top of this, the
scenes depicted in these technically inventive,
detailed and colorful paintings, which are nearly
all in a fine state of preservation, give us valuable
information about aspects of Chinese society at
the end of the eighteenth century.

The set has an interesting provenance back
to 1824. The Handleiding tot de bezigtiging van het
Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaambeden (Visitors
guide to the Royal Collection (Cabinet) of Rarities)
from 1824 describes the collection in terms of its
physical layout, and the geographic origin of its con-
tents.*® The items in the catalogue however are not
numbered, so that it is very difficult to identify the
objects involved. The first and second rooms con-
tain ‘artistic products of Sinitic origin’, displayed in
cabinets along the walls, showcases in the centre of
the rooms, with paintings on the walls. The nine-
teen Chinese reverse glass paintings are not included
in the list of items. This fact, perhaps, tells us that
the Visitors’ guide was written well before the Royal
Cabinet acquired these paintings in 1824. Another
reason could be that Reinier van de Kasteele’s inven-
tory ledger with his records, in which all the gifts
and purchases were entered with the names of the
benefactors, was lost during the regime of Abraham
Anne van de Kasteele (1840-1876).

The Korte handleiding ter bezigtiging der

verzameling van zeldzaamheden in her Koninklijk

The roadstead of Whampoa, inv.no. RV-360-1115.

Kabinet op het Mauritshuis in ‘s Gravenhage (Brief
visitors’ guide...), prepared by Abraham Anne van
de Kasteele in 1860, only twice mentions exhibits
related to painting: “381: Some paintings in oils”,
and “383: Nineteen paintings, beautifully painted
on glass, depicting the sowing and harvesting of rice,
picking tea, views of Canton, Wampo and Makkao,
a camp where the emperor is reviewing troops, and
interiors and verandahs.”¥

The inventory list prepared by David van der
Kellen in the years 1876-1879 affords the best overview
of the objects that were present in the Royal Cabinet of
Rarities.*® This list incorporates data from the original
registers, letters, archive files and books. But again it
is not a museum inventory in a modern sense. The ar-
chive of the Royal Cabinet informs us that on May 1,
1824, there was a purchase of paintings from China.”
Further research, in particular in the National Archives
of the Netherlands, supplement the provenance infor-
mation about this set of reverse glass paintings. The

original documents learn us that following a request to
the Minister of Education, Arts and Sciences, and after
a Royal Decree of 17 April 1824, the then director of
the Royal Cabinet, Reinier van den Kasteele, was able

to buy the set.”’

From THE HAGUE TO LEIDEN|

Under the administration of Abraham
Anne van de Kasteele (1840-1876) the Royal
Cabinet degenerated into a real curiosity cabinet.
It was popular with the public, but it was com-
pletely divorced from any connection with the de-
velopments in scientific and museum thought in
the nineteenth century. In 1880 the Minister of
Home Affairs urged Van der Kellen, the director
of the Royal Cabinet, and Lindor Serrurier, assis-
tant-director of the National Museum of Ethnol-
ogy in Leiden, to make a proposal for the dispersal
of the cabinet. The collection should be split into
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a department of ‘pure ethnographic objects’ and
a department for ‘the museum of comparative art
and industry’. Cooperation between the two men
proved difficult, running around principally in ar-
guments about what objects belonged to one do-
main or the other. Van der Kellen ultimately agreed
with a report drawn up by Serrurier in 1882, with
a proposal for splitting the collection.”® In the last
analysis, the division is rather artificial. In March
1883, a premise on the Rapenburg in Leiden was
taken over, and the diverse national collections of
ethnographica were united. This meant the end
of the popular Royal Cabinet of Rarities in The
Hague. At the same time Leiden received a trea-
sure-trove of ethnographic material within its city
walls, along with this set of Chinese reverse glass
paintings. Paid for from state coffers, the set en-
riched the Royal collection from 1 May 1824 to its
surcease in 1883.>

VALUE ASSIGNMENT

The value of these artworks as a coherent set cannot
to be overestimated. Sets of oil paintings, gouaches or
watercolors, and sets of single-sheet watercolors can be
understood as ‘sets’ because the images clearly belong
together. They form a coherent whole in terms of style,
color use, materials used, or as a genre. They carry
identical original frames or were commissioned and/or
produced simultaneously. The documentary and serial
nature of an album or a set, which is often themati-
cally constructed, contributes to the individual images
within such a set or album accruing value. Together,
the images form a narrative that, in a logical and co-
herent manner, makes the unknown ‘exotic’ scenes fa-
miliar and thus tells a meaningful story.

In the course of time, however, it became
quiet around this set of paintings. On the whole, from
the mid-twentieth century and the years thereafter, the
perception of the hybrid character attached to these
paintings lead to the idea that they were identified as
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mixed, inferior, and not objects d’art at all.’® This at-
titude explains their currently largely forgotten and
‘frozen’ state.” The society at large in general, at least
in the Netherlands, and the management of Museum
Volkenkunde in particular, for a long time did not val-
ue Chinese export paintings. This atticude has nothing
to do with identity marking or with unique, artistic
and historic value of the paintings; rather, it has ev-
erything to do with priorities and strategies in collec-
tion management, whether or not motivated by valu-
ation of Chinese export painting in general and/or by
financial considerations. In their turn, we can assume
that these considerations are fed by existing ignorance
about the high use value of these artworks.

These ‘sensitive plates’ enriched the Royal col-
lection until 1883. After more than a century, Van
Dongen again rightly assigned the set. He researched
all aspects of the different Chinese subject matters rep-
resented in the paintings, including their technical and
compositional aspects; moreover, he had them restored
and subsequently organized an exhibition. In 2001,
they were put on public display in the museum and
also at Akzo Nobel Coatings in Sassenheim for some
months; ‘Sensitive Plates’. Nineteen Chinese paintings
on glass, and informative catalogue to accompany the
exhibition was published.”® Van Dongen’s efforts must
be understood as a positive exception given the prevail-
ing museum practice in relation to this painting genre
at that time. Besides the fact that the Leiden reverse
glass paintings can be treated as a set, their appropriate
conservation, and the financial support of Akzo Nobel
Coatings, helped enormously in convincing everyone
to exhibit them.

‘SENTIMENTAL KEEPSAKES IN MUSEUM VOLKENKUNDE

This section presents the social life of a small, co-
hesive collection of three nineteenth-century Chinese
reverse glass paintings that can be considered ‘senti-
mental keepsakes’. These artworks with identical origi-
nal hardwood frames depict two harbor views and one
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interior-garden scene.’®. Having disentangled the set’s
provenance, we can draw some careful conclusions
about the degree of importance and, consequently, the
extent to which we can notice any value accruement
and/or dwindle of this set of artworks in its lengthy
afterlife.”’

The depicted interior scene with three fig-
ures in an open room and on a garden terrace could
be a scene from a story from Chinese classical lit-
erature: Dream of the red chamber, The story of the
Western wing or The romance of the three kingdoms.
On a paper strip, at the right of the painted paint-
ing on the wall, three characters are visible, T
F (jiang shan gian). This is only part of the text
of the couplet; there should be another couplet
on the other side of the painting. Furthermore,
these three characters are only part of the text of
the paper strip, with probably two more charac-
ters hidden behind the sitting woman, namely &

%5 (gl xiz). The whole sentence on this strip must
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probably be: ST TFEF (jiang shin qian gl xii),
which literally means ‘the landscape is eternally
beautiful’.®®

On the second painting it is not exactly
sure which location is presented.®® It can either be
the Bund in Shanghai or the port of Yuezhou (now-
adays Yueyang) with the custom building Shang-
yang guan. The painting shows the foreign factories
along with a customs office. The inscription on the
banner on the roof of one of these buildings reads
cither J¥B LBIEE (yang guan shing hai zheng
tang), meaning the office of the ‘Chinese Maritime
Customs’ or ‘the Shanghai County Magistrate’, or
it reads ES¥BREIERE (shang yang hdi guan zheng
tang), meaning ‘Customs Office of Shangyang’.®
As a whole, however, these four characters make
no sense, suggesting that they are hand painted by
a foreign painter or by an illiterate local artist.®’

The third painting shows a view of Hong Kong

View of the foreign factories and custum office in Shanghai or Yuezhou, anonymous, 1860-

1900, oil on glass, 50 x 34.4 cm, Museum Volkenkunde/National Museum of World Cultures,

inv.no. RV-6166-7.
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(Figure 23) At a glance, it is clear that it was not a master
who produced the paintings. The color palette used for
the three paintings is sober. The overall execution of the
paintings is quite limited. The Chinese painter tried to
apply a linear perspective in the paintings of the harbor
cities, but did not succeed very well. Furthermore, the
proportions and composition of the people, buildings
and ships depicted are out of proportion with the ele-
ments (ships) on the foreground, rendered smaller than
those supposed to be farther away (building). The quays
on both harbor views are empty, which results in a rigid-

ity and a feeling the painter had not finished his work yet.
From ‘THE EasT’ TO LEIDEN

The paintings belonged to the couple Mr. J.C.
and Mrs. C.M.E. Reinders Folmer, who lived in

Shanghai, Kobe and Tokyo between the 1930s and
1940 and where Mr. Reinders Folmer (1903-1973)
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worked for the Nationale Handelsbank, as well as the
Netherlands Trading Society, another forerunner of
today’s Dutch ABN AMRO bank. In a talk with their
daughter, Mrs. A. Reinders Folmer (1948) in Novem-
ber 2014, it became apparent that her mother, Mrs.
C.M.E. Reinders Folmer (1908-2005), had talked at
great length about her “good and dear life” in Shanghai
in the 1930s, where she fully participated in the expat
society parties in this city, regularly visited exhibitions
and bought art. When the Second World War broke
out in 1940, the couple left Japan, where they were
living at that time, to visit family in the United States.
They stored their art in a warehouse of the Swedish
embassy in Japan and in a warehouse in San Francisco.
The warehouse in Japan was robbed during their stay in
the United States, but ‘the silver’, their painting collec-
tion and the Japanese netsukes stored in San Francisco
were preserved. In 1942, the Reinders Folmer family
boarded a ship again, back to ‘the East’; back to work
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again, this time in Singapore. During their voyage,
Pear] Harbor was attacked and so the ship had to dock
in Java, where the family settled in Bandung. In the
same year, Java fell to the Japanese and the Dutch for-
mally surrendered to the Japanese occupation forces.
Because Mr. Reinders Folmer was fluent in Japanese,
he was ordered to work as an interpreter in an intern-
ment camp, ruled by the Japanese in the Dutch East
Indies of that time. Mother Reinders Folmer, when
she realized that there was no escape and that she and
her children would be arrested, placed all her valuables
with trusted friends and even buried some of them,
like many people did at that time in Java. After the
Second World War, in 1945, the family was temporar-
ily housed in Melbourne, after which they eventually
moved back to the United States, via the Netherlands.
At that time, when many Dutch were returning to
the Netherlands from Indonesia, many of them left
their belongings behind, including paintings. On Java,
there were many warehouses filled with the possessions
of people who had been in the Japanese internment
camps. On the instructions of mother Reinders Fol-
mer, a few of their valuables were recovered from the
respective warchouses by a friendly acquaintance. The
family did not stay long in the United States. In 1949
they left again for Singapore, where they spent a num-
ber of years before Mr. Reinders Folmer accepted a job
as Regional Director of the Nederlandse Handelsbank
in Jakarta.

In the correspondence with her, it became
clear that the daughter of Reinders Folmer had seen
similar paintings to those that form the focus of this
section, in the homes of both Chinese and European
families and in public places such as restaurants, both
in Indonesia and in the Netherlands. At the end of the
1950s, many Dutch had to leave Indonesia because of
the Sukarno regime, which resulted in many objects,
including all kinds of furniture and paintings, being
shipped back to the Netherlands. A decade later, in the
1960s and 1970s, the prevailing view in the Nether-
lands was hostile to those who had lived in ‘the East’.

CHINESE EXPORT ART

The negative connotations of ‘the East — colonial — ex-
ploitation’ often caused embarrassment for the children
of parents who had lived there. According to Reinders
Folmer’s daughter, there was a considerable ‘anti’ club
in those years. By contrast, it was very fashionable, for
example, to support the freedom movement in Cuba.

Despite the difficult time he had experienced
there — and his wife and son having been imprisoned
in Indonesia — until his death, Mr. Reinders Folmer
always had warm feelings about ‘the East’, even though
he could not easily express such feelings in the last de-
cades of the last century.®® Society’s ‘anti’ attitude to-
wards objects that symbolized ‘the East’ at this time
explains why many of these paintings came onto the
market via auction houses or were gifted to museums
in these years.*

In 1956, the family and the three paintings
arrived in the Netherlands and settled in Aerdenhout,
the domilice of the family at that time. The paintings of
Shanghai/Yuezhou and Hong Kong hung in the study,
behind the Mr. Reinders Folmer’s desk. This room, his
daughter recalls, was a special place, “a real treasure
chamber” with an extensive library of books about ‘the
East’. The Reinders Folmer children loved to sit and
read there. After the death of her husband in 1997,
Mrs. Reinders Folmer moved, together with the three
artworks, to an apartment in Overveen, a small city
near the Dutch coast, where she hung the interior- and
garden scene with Chinese ladies in the guest room. In
the interview, Mrs. A. Reinders Folmer, the daughter,
expressed her feelings and memories about visiting her
mother and told that she always went into the guest
room to have a look at ‘the ladies’. Her mother passed
away in 2005, after which she and her family inherited
the paintings as lawful heirs.

There is little we can say with certainty about
the so-called ‘condensation of ideas’ relating to this ac-
quisition. Due to the Chinese subject matter and her
knowledge about her acquisition, Mrs. A. Reinders
Folmer believes that her mother bought the paintings
in the 1930s in Shanghai. Her mother always spoke
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lyrically about these years and the Chinese time she
was so attached to, her daughter remembers. The
knowledge that she always bought one or more iconic
artworks in the places on earth where she lingered for
a while, which made her remember ‘the good old days’,
feeds the idea that the paintings came into the family’s
possession there.®

Despite the great significance and strong
emotional value (“so strongly attached to my youth”
and “they smelled of sandalwood, dust and cloves — a
smell that is so reminiscent of my time in Jakarta”)
in 2006, Mrs. A. Reinders Folmer decided to donate
the paintings and a number of other objects from Asia
to Museum Volkenkunde. There were several factors
behind this decision. First, was the belief that it was
“vulnerable stuff,” which a museum could look after
better than a private individual. Moreover, as a second
argument, these reverse glass paintings were deemed
unsuitable for the houses of the grandchildren: too
much sunlight or not the proper climate (damp), etc.
A third reason why the family felt it prudent to gift the
artworks to Museum Volkenkunde was the idea that it
was a straightforward way to deal with the legacy and
would avoid any problems with heirs later on.

It is striking that there was never any dis-
cussion about taking the paintings to auction. They
agreed unanimously that these paintings should stay
in the Netherlands, given that they were so connected
with the history of this Dutch family. Today, when
many Chinese art connoisseurs are buying these kinds
of paintings for museums in China, there is an almost
100% guarantee that ‘auctioning off’ would result in
a life beyond the borders of the Netherlands. Instead
of treating the painting as an ordinary and saleable
commodity and putting it up for auction at the art
market, it was still considered to be a valuable item,
worth preserving for future generations. Moreover, the
family must have felt that selling the painting was, as
Igor Kopytoff calls it “trading downward.”* This idea
springs from the notion that things called art or his-

torical objects are superior to the world of commerce.
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To communicate the fascinating story adherent
to Chinese export painting in general, this set of three,
in particular, is a good example for arguing that com-
modified artworks with their cohesive values makes
this painting genre distinctive and a class in its own

right.
CONCLUDING REMARKS

Finally, I conclude that value always exists in
the eyes of someone else. Due to a prevailing narrow
definition of art, for a long time Chinese export paint-
ings were seen as indigenous works of art and were, as
Howard Morphy states in his paper on the movement
towards a more inclusive art history, “excluded from
the art museum or gallery and often sat unrecognized
in the ethnographic museum.”” These non-European
artworks were more or less denied primary display
spaces in the art museums where their distinctive fea-
tures could be viewed to maximum effect. However,
for the future, we need to acknowledge that art muse-
ums, together with ethnographic museums, maritime
museums, libraries, and archives, will become part-
ners in collecting and collection management. As “the
shifting boundaries of art require overlapping institu-
tions that together over time can maintain the mate-
rial resource that is both an integral part of the human
heritage and central to understanding the past.”*® This
movement, currently being embraced by scholars in
the field, will lead to a new outlook on these kinds of
paintings by developing new overlapping partners in
collection management, by designing (virtual) institu-
tions in which these artworks are compatible.

The narratives of this pictorial art produced
for export purposes tell something about the inter-
ests and evaluation of the works by Westerners in
‘the East’. The importance of Chinese export paint-
ings merges in action towards it. In order to avoid
them becoming ‘frozen’ in the Leiden museum de-
pot, it would be wonderful the paintings central in

this article with their associated stories could form
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part of a future exhibition. Although the set of three
do not compare to the superior quality of the previ-
ously discussed nineteen reverse glass paintings, this
subject matter remains current. Indeed, nowadays
there are again (new) heirs who do their business
in ‘the East, giving these specific images, together
with their stories and memories, an important use
value. Their current worth is compiled by their cul-
tural biography that started at the entwined Chinese
export painting market and by their trajectory with
an increasing value accruement during their social
life in China, Japan, Singapore, Indonesia and in
the Netherlands, which, in turn, add to their (art-)
historical and material value. Furthermore, through
these paintings a history of the late-eighteenth, and
late-nineteenth and twentieth century emerges.
What did they communicate across time and space?
They convey many stories, rather than that they
bear witness to one single place or moment in time.
The narratives just told, should persuade Museum
Volkenkunde, as an arena where meaning of objects
with their relation to identity are continuously at
stake, to have a closer look at these sets. New con-
servation technologies, new questions and new mu-
seum scholarship will open up new meanings.

The sketches of the biographical fragments
of the Chinese reverse glass paintings and their
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owners show that the value of these paintings lies in
their movement and connected interpretations. A bio-
graphical approach also demonstrates that when not
evaluated as meaningful, valuable objects, they stay
tucked away in the museum storeroom. After all, they
are excellent examples of artworks that let the Chinese
makers of them speak and that have the ability to let
viewers of today go back to the historical times of the
Dutch China trade. Moreover, they allow us to relate
that history to present-day trade practices between the
Netherlands and China.

Today, thanks to these material hybrid sig-
nifiers with Chinese cultural dimensions in Dutch
museums — from major national art museums, eth-
nographic and maritime museums, to a specialized
naval museum — China has a substantial (visual) ar-
tefactual presence throughout the Netherlands. Most
China export art collections form part of the history
of the museum itself. It is interesting to discover how
the biography of a museum can be used to reflect on
this nineteenth-century inheritance and “to develop
new ways of knowing.”® The Netherlands still has a
thriving sea transport industry in China and so should
value this artistic commodity that has so much to do
with earlier overseas trade. The future, therefore, holds
the promise of change for this particular painting phe-

nomenon with its representative function. &
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Van der Poel 2016. After she completed her dissertation
Made for trade — Made in China. Chinese export paintings
in Dutch collections Van der Poel discovered two more (new)
collections: Museum Arnhem and Leiden University Library
Special Collections.

This rescarch uses labels such as ‘the West’, “Westerners
and “Western', referring to a specific geographic and cultural
domain. These labels are controversial, as using them as de-
scriptors for European and North American regions neglects
the multiple perspectives and nuanced differences within the
specific cultural groups and classes in these areas. However,
they are terms of convenience — a simplification for the sake
of brevity — rather than being useful anthropological or art-
sociological terms.

Jourdain & Jenyns 1950; Wilson & Liu 2003, 10; Dikétter
2006, 26, 39.

Wang et al. 2011, 29. Huang & Sargent 1999, 15. The term
‘foreign painting’ (ydng hua) is found on the back cover of
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Peabody Essex Museum. He also identified his shop on the
cover of this album as foreign painting shop’ (ydng hua pu).
Pinyin romanisation is used for places and names throughout,
with the exception of names and terms better known in a dif-
ferent spelling, e.g. Canton rather than Guangzhou and Ma-
cao rather than Aomen. The current South China port city of
Guangzhou was called Canton by Westerners in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. It is believed that the romanization
‘Canton’ originated from the Portuguese: Cantao, which was
transcribed from Guangdong (source: wikipedia.org/wiki/
Guangzhou). Before the Portuguese settlement in the mid-six-
teenth century, Macao was known as Haojing (Oyster Mirror)
or Jinghai (Mirror Sea). It is thought that the name Macao is
derived from the A-Ma Temple, a temple built in 1448 dedi-
cated to Mazu, the goddess of seafarers and fishermen. It is said
that when the Portuguese sailors landed at the coast just outside
the temple and asked the name of the place, the natives replied
Mage. The Portuguese then named the peninsula ‘Macao’.
The present Chinese name Aomén means ‘Inlet Gates’ (source:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Macau).
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Grasskamp 2015, 363-399.

Ibid., 393.

Since 1 April 2014, Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden, Africa
Museum in Berg en Dal, and Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam
have merged. Together, the three collections now belong to
the Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen (National Mu-
seum of World Cultures). The three existing public locations
and public brands remain. The three ethnological museums
already worked closely together. Furthermore, in Septem-
ber 2016, the National Museum of World Cultures and the
Wereldmuseum Rotterdam agreed on a new and far-reaching
cooperation.
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Kaufmann 2014, 207.

Pagani 2001, 125. The term ‘chinoiserie’ appeared much later
in an 1883 issue of Harper’s Magazine. Oxford English Dic-
tionary, Oxford: Clarendon, 1989. Catherine Pagani is Pro-
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ate School, University of Alabama. She has published several
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Pagani 2001, 125.

Honour 1961, 175-177.

Kaufmann 2014, 208.
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functions, such as warehouses, offices and accommodation.
Cai 2004, 5.
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China in the period 1585-1901. De Gids is the oldest literary
and general cultural magazine in the Netherlands and one of
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phy, sociology, visual arts, politics, science, and history.
Broeze Bruijn and Gaastra 1977, 290.
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paper’. This paper has nothing to do with rice, but it is prob-
ably called rice paper because people believed that the rice
plant was used in the manufacture of pith paper, or because
it looks like the edible rice paper that is used in cooking.
Currently, a soft type of Chinese paper is sold in the West as
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Ages. The earliest surviving examples even date from the Ro-
man Empire.

Jourdain & Jenyns 1950, 64. Conner 1998, 420, MS account
book G/12/44, India Office Library and Records, ff. 153-156
(British Library, London).

Email Paul A. Van Dyke (Sun Yat-sen University Guang-
zhou), 15 May 2008, with short list of Cantonese artists, a
number of which features in the day registers of the Dutch
East India Company of 1762-1763. Van Dyke and Cynthia
Vialle (Leiden University) have translated these registers into
English and they were published in 2008.

Amiot & Cibot 1786, 163-166. Pierre-Martial Cibot (1727-
1780) was a French Jesuit missionary at the Imperial court in
Peking and lived for twenty years in China. Many of his notes
and observations on the history and literature of the Chinese
were published in the Mémoires concernant I'histoire, etc., at
the time the chief source of information in Europe regarding
China and its people. De Guignes 1808, quoted in Jourdain
& Jennyns 1950, 34.

Van Dongen 1995, 71-109, and 2001, 30-31, Van der Poel
2016, 99-101. Cao 2019, 78-83.

Van Dongen 1995.

McGinn et al. 2010, 281. www.winterthur.org/pdfs/winter-
thur_primer_glass.pdf.

Van Dongen 1995.

Van Dongen 2001, 31. Mr M. de Keijzer of the Physics de-
partment of the Central Research Laboratory for Objects
of Art and Science, Amsterdam, has carried out technical
research on the used binding agents, paint samples (indigo
and ochre mixed with silicon for the colors blue and green/
yellow) and pigments. During his research he also discovered

remnants of tiny black ink lines on the paintings with inv.nos.
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39

40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
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49
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51
52

53

RV-360-1120, 1121 and 1125.

'The original wooden frames of all paintings of the set of 19
have disappeared, for unknown reasons. In 2001, before these
paintings were exhibited in the Sikkens Schildermuseum in
Sassenheim and in Museum Volkenkunde, new frames have
replaced the original ones. These new frames approximate to
the forms of the traditional Chinese framing which probably
surrounded the paintings in former times.

Van Dongen 1995 and 2001. McGinn 2010, 282.
Crossman 1991, 208.

Cao 2019, 78.

Ibid.

Ibid., 78-79.

Inv.nos. RV-360-1113 to 1131, Van der Poel 2016, 118-119.
R.P. van de Kasteele 1824.

A.A. van de Kasteele 1860, 29.

David van der Kellen Jr. (1827-1895), painter and director of
the Nederlands Museum in Amsterdam. He succeeded Abra-
ham Anne van de Kasteele as director of the Royal Cabinet of
Rarities in 1876. Effert 2003, 260.

Efferc 2003, 263: NA 2.04.01-4925; ANH 836: 134a.

NA 2.04.01, 4855, 12 April 1824, and 26 April 1824,
n0.99, A-series. 12 April 1824: “Voordragt aan ZM om
autorisatie te verleenen tot het aankoopen, voor het Konin-
klijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden van eene verzamel-
ing van schilderijen uit China ten getale van 19 stuks.”
26 April 1824: “Besluit ZM, d.d. 17 april, n. 115, de minister
magtigende tot den aankoop van voorwerpen, ten behoeve
van het Koninklijk Kabinet van Zeldzaamheden ‘s Hage, vol-
gens bijgevoegde nota.”

Effert 2003, 225.

NA 2.04.01, 4925, Index 1824, Ministry of Internal Affairs,
Fifth Dept. Education, Arts and Sciences 1815-1848. “Ex-
ecutie 1 mei 8.F”; NA 2.04.01, 4882, 1 May 1824, F-series;
NA 2.04.01, 4917, 1 May 1824.

Mr Gan Tjiang Tek (1919-) indicated that all inventory
numbers under no. RV-1000, including the many Chinese
export paintings, were seen as unimportant during his cu-
ratorship in Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden (i.e. 1950s
to 1984), due to the fact that these objects were made by

anonymous artisans (conversation with Boen Ong, relative
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57

of Gan, on 9 March 2015).

I came across the term ‘freezing’ in Van Binsbergen 2005,
which gave me an essential insight into the Dutch collec-
tions, many of which are currently ‘deep frozen’, or, in other
words, ‘overlooked and neglected’, taken out circulation.
Some scholars (Gerritsen), however, believe that a work
never can be ‘frozen’, because even when a work of art is
overlooked and neglected, it always shares a dynamic cul-
tural context (email 13 July 2016). Happily, many Dutch
museums are actively digitising more and more of their ob-
jects, including their collections of Chinese export paint-
ings. Once they are accessible through the Internet, I would
argue that they are no longer ‘frozen’.

Van Dongen 2001. In Sensitive Plates Van Dongen describes
each of the paintings individually in terms of its iconography
and iconology. He also provides a sketch of the history of this
art form, which began in eighteenth-century China. Appar-
ently the Jesuits introduced the technique and the accompa-
nying use of materials into China around 1760.

Inv.nos. RV-6166-6 to 6166-8.

For the information on the three paintings I am indebted to
Mrs. A. (Angela) Reinders Folmer (1948), one of the descen-
dants of their first owner. Her narrative made it possible to
compile their life story of these private owned paintings until
they were donated to the Leiden museum. I have spoken to
her on 24 November 2014 and with whom I corresponded
(email 16 August 2015). I have asked her the following ques-
tions: Where and when were the paintings obtained? Are
there any stories known about the buying process and the
time the first documented owner stayed in China or in the
Dutch East Indies (diary, logbook)? Who inherited the paint-
ings, or who owned them from the moment of their purchase
to their location in the museum rack? Do you know what
meaning or value was assigned to the paintings by consecu-
tive heirs? Can we draw any conclusions from this informa-
tion? How was the decision taken to donate the painting to
a museum rather than take it to auction? As a donor, do you
have any wishes with respect to the artworks? How would you
describe their value to future generations? Although Mrs. A.
Reinders Folmers has checked the narrative of these paintings

with some of her relatives, I would, however, add a caveat,
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59

60

61
62

because of the fact that this story is just one source and that
memory can play ‘tricks’ when remembering the past.

Email Guan Shu, 10 June 2016. Translation in English: For-
eign (or ocean), Shanghai, principal (or main). Guan Shu,
teacher of Chinese language at Leiden University Academic
Language Centre, has been very helpful with the translation
of Chinese texts.

Inv.no. RV-6166-7. The fluttering flags on the roofs of the
foreign trading houses indicated the countries that were es-
tablished in the presented port city in that period. From left
to right, we see the United Kingdom, (red flag with Union
Jack in the top corner: the British red ensign), alongside the
United States, next to which is a building depicted with a blue
flag with a white diagonal cross. This is the Scottish Saltire.
A flag with a slightly smaller cross is the house flag of the
Aberdeen, Newcastle & Hull Steam Co., from Aberdeen. On
the far right, we see the French tricolore. Then, pictured in
the foreground are three black screw-propellor steam ships
with flags. From left to right: United Kingdom, with the red
ensign, France, with the tricolore and a second white flag with
red riangles in the four corners and two large black cursive
letters “WW. This “WW is an inverted ‘MM’, indicating
the house flag of the Cie. des Messageries Maritimes from
Paris, and pictured on the front far right of the painting is a
ship with a white, triangular flag with a red diagonal stripe.
Alongside the steam corvettes, in the water in front of the
quay, a small clipper in full sail is visible. Source flags: Lloyd’s
book of house flags and funnels: http://www.mysticseaport.
org/library/initiative/ImPage.cfm.

Email Li Runhui, 22 October 2018. Paintings of Yuezhou
port are quite rare. As there are no hills in the environments
of the Bund in Shanghai, it very well could be this harbor
city presented here. Yuezhou port was opened in 1899 and
administrated by the British. The custom building of Shang-
yang customs, built in 1901, is still preserved today and lo-
cated in/on a small hill.

Email Ching May Bo, 1 December 2016.

Inv.no. RV 6166-8. On the buildings, painted in a repeating
motif, 11 house flags flutter on the back row of foreign ship-
ping companies. From left to right we can distinguish: 1. Ab-

erdeen, Newcastle & Hull Steam Co., Dundee & Newcastle

63

64

65

66
67
68
69
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Steam Schipping Co. Ltd., or Indo China China Steam Navi-
gation Co. Ltd. London; 2. & 3. Both, United Kingdom with
the Union Jack in the top corner: the British red ensign; 4.
United States; 5. English house flag; 6. France; 7. Unknown;
8. R & C Allen, Glasgow of International Line Steamship
Co. Ltd. (Christoper Marwood Whitby); 9. Denmark; 10.
England; 11. Richard Irvin & Sons Ltd., Aberdeen, Eastern
Shipping Co. Penang of Dolphin Steam Fishing Co. Ld.,
Grimsby. In the foreground of the painting we can see three
black British screw propellor steamships, recognisable from
the flags. From left to right, a ship with a red flag with the
Union Jack in the top corner, the red ensign. In the middle is
a ship with a flag divided diagonally into four quarters: white
on the top, blue on the left side, red on the right side, yellow
on the bottom (which has fallen off the painting). This is the
house flag of the Peninsular & Oriental Steam Nav. Co., Lon-
don, 1834.

Mr. Reinders Folmer took the view that only the ruling
military Japanese generals should be held responsible for
the crimes. The ordinary people had nothing to do with it.
After the Second World War, Mr. Folmer Reinders cooper-
ated with the war tribunals that put war criminals on trial.
He was always concerned with documenting the war- and
camp years as well as possible and, in this respect, worked
closely with Prof. J.J. Brugmans of the University of Am-
sterdam. All the secret notes and diaries of Mr and Mrs
Reinders Folmer from this time were transferred tot he
Dutch Institute for War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies
(NIOD).

See Van der Poel 2016, Appendix 1, for information about
dates when Chinese export paintings entered the Dutch mu-
seum walls, either by donation or purchased through auction
houses or via private Asian art dealers.

Although some employees of companies were paid in natura
for loss of salary during the wars years, for example, in the
form of household goods or objets d’art, this was not the case
for Mr. Reinders Folmer.

Kopytoff 1986, 82.

Morphy 2009, 62.

Ibid.

Hill 2012, 1.
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THE DEPICTION OF WATERCRAFT BY CHINESE ARTISTS IN EXPORT PAINTINGS OF THE CANTON TRADE BETWEEN THE 1770S AND THE 18408

CHINESE EXPORT ART

The depiction of watercraft by Chinese artists in export paintings

of the Canton Trade between the 1770s and the 1840s

Susan E. ScHopr*

ABSTRACT: Without watercraft, the Canton Trade could not have taken place. It is therefore
not surprising that so many of the scenes depicted in paintings of that trade are
set on the water, and that in these scenes, boats, junks, and East India ships figure
so frequently and so abundantly. The works are executed in a variety of media, in-
cluding oil, gouache, and watercolor; supports range from canvas, pith paper, and
silk to ivory, copper, and brass, depending on the medium. Paintings feature a wide
range of settings, of which four were particularly popular with the artists’ clientele:
the Praia Grande of Macau, the Bocca Tigris, the anchorage at Whampoa, and the
riverfront outside the hongs at Canton. A basic composition, with some variation
over the decades, may be noted for each of the four. However, scenes on the water
were not the only works in which watercraft played an essential role; ship portraits
and sets on pith paper showing types of Chinese craft were also in demand.

KEYWORDS: Canton Trade; Cantonese artists; Chinese export art; East India ships; Junks; Sampans.

Tea, textiles, and porcelain were not the only
items that European and American merchants took
home from Canton. Also sailing home with them were
paintings, lacquerware, fans, and carved items, as well
as items in pewter and silver, tea caddies, and furni-

ture.! “There’s not a single Englishman who doesn’t

* Independent scholar whose current research interests include French
trade with China during the era of the Canton Trade; the boats and
vessels of that trade; and the portrayal of that trade in written accounts
and in art. In 1997 she identified the wreck of the English East India
Company ship Earl Temple. She holds two graduate degrees from the
Ecole du Louvre in Paris and a PhD in history from the University of
Macau, and is a crew member of Friendship of Salem, the full-size,
fully operational reconstruction of the 1797 American East Indiaman
Friendship.

Académica independente, tem por interesses actuais de pesquisa o comércio
Francés com a China na era do comércio de Cantio, os barcos e embarcagies
desse comércio e os relatos desse oficio nos escritos e na arte. Em 1997,
identificou o naufragio do navio Earl Temple, da Companhia Inglesa das
Indias Orientais. Possui dois graus de pds-graduagio, pela Ecole du Louvre
em Paris e um Ph.D. em histéria pela Universidade de Macau. E membro da
tripulagio do Friendship of Salem, a réplica totalmente operacional do navio
mercante de 1797, American East Indiaman Friendship.

take home a picture of Canton when he returns to
Europe,” remarked French visitor Charles Hubert La
Vollée when he visited the Cantonese artist Lamqua’s
studio in the summer of 1844 with an English friend.?
But the English were not the only ones. The paintings,
which are today referred to as “export paintings” and
sometimes as “historical pictures,” belong to the much
larger family of Chinese export art. Created for the
European and North American markets, they func-
tioned not only as visual documentation, but also as
souvenirs, status symbols, and tangible proof for west-
ern merchants and other visitors to Canton that “I was
here.” Watercraft featured heavily in these paintings,
and this article examines their depiction.?

And why watercraft? Without watercraft, there
would have been no Canton Trade. From tiny barber’s
boats to fast-moving chop boats and East India ships,

watercraft were essential. Perhaps not surprisingly,
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