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SUMMARY  

 

This dissertation investigates the extent of knowledge of China in Europe and, 

more particularly, Chinese influence on European art and architecture in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. It attempts to answer the following questions: 

1. What visual and literary resources on China and Chinese art in Europe were 

available in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? 

2. To what extent was there any understanding of Chinese art and architecture in 

Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? 

3. To what extent might this understanding have affected European art and 

architecture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? 

Although European contacts with China began in the early sixteenth century, few 

scholars have touched on the evidence that exists of the extent of European knowledge of 

Chinese architecture before 1720, even on the possible impact of the Chinese 

architectural designs that were depicted on Chinese porcelains and other merchandise 

imported into Europe for two centuries before that date. This dissertation examines the 

evidence for the employment of new and differing aesthetics derived from Chinese 

artifacts and then assimilated in European art, architecture and landscape in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries. 

After examining the variety of resources from which the new aesthetics derived 

from Chinese artifacts imported into Europe was evolved, the dissertation analyzes 



 xxi 

Chinese influence in different nations in an order which follows the most consistently 

open and effective communications to the Far East. 

In the process, the dissertation quotes the contemporary historical descriptions of 

those Chinese artifacts as well as attempting to identify their influence on European art 

and architecture, thus providing evidence that the interaction between China and Europe 

served as a subtle but active, generative force in European art throughout the period. 

In sum, the thesis attempts to explore the European understanding of Chinese art 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and to examine the consequences of that 

influence as they were reflected in European art and architecture. It analyzes some of the 

most influential and related social, political, and religious aspects that acted as powerful 

stimuli, which in turn affected the growth of Chinese influence on European art, 

architecture and landscape. 

This dissertation thus attempts to push back the significance of the Chinese 

influence on aspects of European artistic styles from the accepted date of the early 

eighteenth century to the seventeenth and even earlier sixteenth century. 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

CHAPTER I : INTRODUCTION  

 

East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet. 

Rudyard Kipling 

 

In our current era when globalization penetrates our daily life to such an extent 

that we get used to wearing clothes made in China, use digital cameras exported from 

Japan while drinking Starbucks coffee all over the world, it is natural for us to take 

exchanges among different nations for granted. Yet with respect to the history of art and 

architecture, it is still common to see the rigid assumptions of ñEastò and ñWestò as if 

there existed real entities of ñEastò and ñWestò and there were no connections between 

Asia and Europe in any near or remote past.  

This dissertation is an attempt to search for the artistic links between Chinese 

and European civilizations during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It aims to 

investigate what visual and literary resources were available on China and Chinese art 

and Chinese influence on European art and architecture during that time. The first 

questions that come to mind are these: what did the terms ñChinaò and ñEuropeò mean 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? Is it possible to continue without some 

analysis and defining of these terms? 

Different names for China were used in different eras, (for instance, the Greek 

name for China was Seres and it was Cathay that Marco Polo eulogized in the thirteenth 

century), making it more difficult to discuss Chinese influence at a certain period. In 

particular, since the image of China in the eyes of Europe did not remain constant 
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during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, one faces more difficulty in attempting 

to disentangle myths from facts. The other aspect of the question that needs to be 

answered is how to define Europe. While it is tempting to assume that at least Europe, 

if not Asia, was a cultural entity, it is worth remembering that fluidity and heterogeneity 

were two key characteristics in sixteenth and seventeenth century European society. 

First of all, in the context of this dissertation neither of the two terms is meant to 

be seen as a strictly geographic term. Furthermore, with regard to the artistic nature of 

the topic, the terms do not refer to any natural disposition or temperament of the 

inhabitants. As far as Europe is concerned, the discussion in this thesis is limited to 

Portugal, Germany, Italy, France and The Netherlands. Yet some modes and tastes 

transcended the boundaries of each of these nations and there were certain interactions 

among all these countries. As for the European knowledge of Chinese architecture, this 

thesis is not an attempt to list all the sources but rather to point out and discuss some of 

those likely to have been most influential. The main purpose is to demonstrate the 

extent to which there was an understanding of things Chinese and the extent to which 

this understanding affected European art and architecture. Also it should be noted that 

clear-cut definitions in the references to ñChinaò ñthings Chineseò and ñChinese artò 

are difficult to establish, and the mixture of real understanding with fantasies of things 

Chinese, Japanese and Indian in Europe at that time accounted for some mislabeling in 

the documents that remain. But we have a fairly accurate idea of the imports from 

China. Rather than defining ñChinaò and ñthings Chineseò as definitive terms, this 

dissertation focuses more on what China was believed to be through the eyes of 
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sixteenth and seventeenth century Europeans, and the specific ways in which Europe 

perceived, interpreted and reacted toward ñChinaò and ñChinese artò.  

With such clarifications in mind, we may begin our investigation of the problem 

of existing knowledge of China as well as Chinese influence on European art and 

architecture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  

While many studies have been devoted to the influence of Chinese art on 

seventeenth and eighteenth century European culture, especially in the decorative arts, 

various problems remain unsolved within the domain of architecture. Discussions have 

focused almost exclusively either on Chinese garden follies or on the contribution of 

William Chambers -- the latter, in particular, after the mid-eighteenth century.
 1

 Few 

scholars have touched on the evidence that exists of the European knowledge of 

Chinese architecture before 1730, even fewer on the possible impact of the Chinese 

architecture that was depicted on Chinese porcelains and other merchandise imported 

into Europe centuries before that date. In addition, although many articles have 

examined the growing awareness of the new aesthetics inspired by Chinese art, known 

as Chinoiserie, few of them have further investigated how this new and differing 

aesthetic began to be employed in European art and architecture as early as the 

sixteenth century. Furthermore, since Chinoiserie is defined as a style based mainly on 

imagination, this concept can be a distraction, concentrating attention on the 

                                                 

 

 
1
 For William Chambersô books on Chinese design, refer to Design of Chinese Buildings, Furniture, 

Dresses, Machines, and Utensils, London, J. Haberkorn, 1757, and A Dissertation on Oriental 

Gardening, London : Printed by W. Griffin and T. Davies, 1772. 
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imaginative side of European fantasies of ñCathayò at the expense of the evidence for 

the many real Chinese artifacts that were available in Europe during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries (through different routes that will be addressed later). It also 

overlooks what effect those artifacts had on contemporary artists, as well as how the 

process of discovery and dissemination of this new vocabulary took place Far from 

creating from scratch without real examples to imitate, European contemporary artists 

were able to access many Chinese artifacts such as porcelain vases that were exported 

and displayed in royal palaces as well as middle-class bourgeois homes, in addition to 

travel accounts that gave fairly accurate descriptions of China with detailed 

illustrations. This dissertation is concerned with these.    

Demonstrating that there was a variety of resources for an understanding of the 

new aesthetics derived from Chinese artifacts imported into Europe from the early 

sixteenth to the early eighteenth century, this thesis traces the historical descriptions of 

those Chinese resources and attempts to identify their influence on European art and 

architecture. Thus evidence is provided to demonstrate that the interaction between 

China and Europe has increasingly served as an active, generative force in European 

art. In the process, the thesis argues that the significance of the Chinese influence on 

European artistic styles should be pushed back from the widely accepted date of the 

early eighteenth century into the seventeenth and even the sixteenth centuries. Analyzed 

in the course of developing this argument is, first, the historical context, beginning with 

that following the ñGreat Discoveryò; second, the roles of the East Indian companies of 

a variety of European countries and, third, the effect of the taste of the rising middle-

class in Europe, which all account for the repertoire of European art and architecture 
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being enriched by Chinese influence in a period that was much earlier than has 

previously been acknowledged. 

Composed of nine chapters, this dissertation examines the evolution of 

European art and architecture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries through the 

acquisition, acceptance and accommodation of different sets of vocabulary, most 

notably Chinese. The second chapter conducts a literature review of the current 

scholarship with regard to the Chinese influence on European art and architecture, and 

highlights some of the most authoritative sources. In addition, it also covers the 

methodology this dissertation employs, with some discussion of the more innovative 

methods that differ from the contemporary scholarship. The third chapter introduces the 

general historical context of connections between Europe and China before the 

sixteenth century. The fourth to eighth chapters address the Chinese influence on 

European art and architecture in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, by different 

nationalities, examined in an order that follows the most consistently open and effective 

communications. Specifically, the fourth chapter explores the commerce between 

Portugal and China and its impact on Portuguese art and architecture. The fifth chapter 

briefly traces the history of the Dutch East India Company in China, and its effects on 

Dutch art and architecture. The sixth chapter deals with the British understanding of 

Chinese art, which was facilitated by the English East Indian Company and the 

dissemination of travel accounts; it also examines the consequences of that influence as 

they were reflected in British art and architecture.  The seventh chapter discusses the 

vogue for things Chinese led by the French royal court, which was in turn followed by 

elite artists; it analyzes the social, political, and religious aspects that acted as powerful 
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stimuli for that vogue and its resulting influences on French art and architecture. The 

eighth chapter examines the fashionable Chinese rooms in other European countries 

such as Germany, Austria and Denmark. The conclusion summarizes all the above 

evidence, emphasizing that the significance of the Chinese influence on European art 

and architecture has to be pushed back from the widely accepted date of the early 

eighteenth century to the seventeenth and even the sixteenth century. 
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CHAPTER I I : LITERATURE REVIEW AN D METHODOLOGY  

 

Before examining the Chinese influence on European art and architecture in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it is important to consider a literature review of the 

contemporary state of the art of existing scholarship on Chinese influenced work in 

Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as well as available Chinese artifacts 

in contemporary European countries. 

In general, scholarship in China so far seems to have focused mainly on the 

influence of European art and architecture on China, rather than vice versa. This seems 

to be due largely to the language barrier and the relative difficulty of going abroad to 

study first-hand evidence. To understand the influence in the opposite direction, we 

must turn to some instances of Western scholarship on the vogue for things Chinese in 

Europe, and the growing awareness of this new aesthetics introduced by Chinese art in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Overall, contemporary scholarship dwells 

more on the period from the middle and late eighteenth century to the mid-seventeenth 

century, when the Rococo style started to flourish in mainland Europe and William 

Chambers built his famous pagoda in Kew Gardens in England. But this scholarship 

tends to overlook the presence of many Chinese artifacts in Europe much earlier than 

this date, and the possibility that they played a part in changing the aesthetic taste of 

contemporary European patrons and artists prior to the mid-seventeenth century. 

Furthermore, although there is an emerging trend to acknowledge more evidence of 

Chinese influence on European art, its influence on architecture and its kinship with 

contemporary decorative arts is still largely unaddressed. 
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With regard to Chinoiserie, a French term adopted by the English referring to 

Chinese influenced work after 1684,
2
 we must consider three scholars who addressed 

this subject from different perspectives; namely, Hugh Honour, Oliver Impey and Dawn 

Jacobson. It is noteworthy that although their texts contain discussions of Chinese 

influence on European art and architecture during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, they either ignore the fact that there was evidence of fairly accurate travel 

documents on China and large numbers of real Chinese artifacts available in Europe 

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or they fail to address the possible 

interplay among different categories in art and architecture.  

To start with, we turn to Hugh Honour's Chinoiserie, published in 1961, one of 

the most commonly accepted books, which provides a comprehensive review with 

useful bibliographical notes. Chinoiserie explores how the idealized vision of the 

Chinese Empire was developed in Europe from several perspectives (encompassing 

trade relations between Europe and the Far East) from the fourth century B.C., as well 

as some of the contemporary literary and philosophical accounts, mostly after the 

eighteenth century. Because Honour believes that few Chinese artifacts were available 

in Europe earlier than the late seventeenth century, he makes it clear that it is not his 

intention to examine Chinese artifacts in the sixteenth and seventeenth century Europe: 

 

                                                 

 

 
2
 The Oxford Dictionary. It is a modern French term, adopted into English, referring to Chinese-

influenced work after 1684. The Encyclopedia of World Art confines its use to the 18th century (V. 307). 
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Paintings, pottery, and furniture made in China for the Chinese, and not for export, 

were rarely to be seen in Europe until comparatively recent times. Nor were accurate 

accounts of China available for the European reader until the early nineteenth 

centuryé Space, and my estimate of the readerôs patience, has allowed me to describe 

and illustrate relatively few of the numerous delightful Chinoiserie objects produced in 

the late seventeenth and eighteenth century.
3
 

 

By focusing on examining only the óEuropean vision of Cathayô (that is, the 

fantasy and imaginations of an exotic picture of the country), Honour leaves 

unaddressed some influential literary and visual accounts of Chinese artifacts in Europe 

earlier than the late seventeenth century. 

 

This book is not concerned, save in passing, with China or with Chinese objects. The 

subject is Chinoiserie, which may be defined as the expression of the European vision 

of Cathay.
4
 

 

Furthermore, when Honour mentions some important books such as John 

Nieuhoffôs An Embassy from the East-India Company of the United Provinces, to the 

Grand Tartar Cham, Emperor of China, no images nor examples are presented to prove 

the claims -- such as the claim that Nieuhoffôs descriptions of Chinese gardens and 

óArtificial Hillsô partially accounted for the genesis of the jardin Anglo-Chinois. 

 

                                                 

 

 
3
 Hugh Honor, Chinoiserie, The Vision of Cathay, E. P. Dutoon & Co., INC. New York, 1961, p. 2. 

4
 Ibid, pp. 7-8. 
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He [Nieuhoff] had, moreover, an eye for a garden. And if he sometimes yearned for the 

trim parterres and regimented tulips of his native land he was none the less susceptible 

to the sweet disorder and engaging wantonness of the Chinese pleasance. óThere is not 

anything wherein the Chinese shew their Ingenuity more than in these rocks or 

Artificial Hills,ô he wrote,  

 

ówhich are so curiously wrought that Art seems to exceed Nature: These Cliffs are 

made of a sort of stone, and sometimes of Marble, and so rarely adorned with Trees and 

Flowers, that all that see them are surprised with admiration. Rich and wealthy people, 

especially the great Lords and Mandorines, have for the most part such Rocks in their 

Court and Palaces, upon which they squander good parts of their Estatesé If I should 

relate of all the other Artificial Ornaments, as of Gardens, Wildernesses, Pools, and 

other particulars which adorn this [Imperial] Court, I should far exceed the bounds of 

what I intend, and perhaps to some of belieféô 

 

In this Passage lies one of the seeds which was to germinate in Europe and eventually 

blossom into that most attractive hybrid, the jardin Anglo-Chinois.
5
  

 

It is noteworthy that being one of the first scholars to explore this subject, 

Honour may not have had access to the sources of later authors. Therefore, he presents 

some of the historical facts without pointing out details of their origins, making it 

difficult  for readers to dig deeper for supplemental information. For instance, when 

describing a wedding present to Princess Elizabeth of England in 1613 that was valued 

at £ 10,000, Honour does not complete the story with a specific source: ñThe growing 

                                                 

 

 
5
 Ibid, pp. 20 -21. 
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vogue for Orientalia is also indicated by the steady increase in the prices charged for 

Chinese or Japanese objects. To quote an exceptional example, a ócabinet of China 

workeô given as a wedding present in 1613 to Princess Elizabeth of England (the 

daughter of James I, known to historical novelists as the Queen of Hearts) was valued at 

£ 10,000.ò
6
 

One aspect that was ignored by Honour in his Chinoiserie is the existing 

Chinese artifacts in Portugal in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as well as how 

they were assimilated into Portuguese art and architecture:  

 

Strangely enough, the only European countries which seem to have remained more or 

less immune to the influence of Orientalia in the first half of the seventeenth century 

were those most intimately connected with the China trade ï Spain and Portugal.
7
  

 

Another one of the most authoritative writers on the subject of Chinoiserie is the 

former director of the Oxford Ashmolean Museum, Oliver Impey, who believes that 

Chinoiserie is a style that began from imitation, and that blue-and-white porcelain 

played an important role: ñThere can be no doubt that it was the Chinese blue-and-

white that played a major part in the foundation of that mixture of styles that we call 

Chinoiserie.ò
8
 

Including more detailed illustrations than Honour, Impeyôs book Chinoiserie 

lacks thorough bibliographic notes and thus often leaves the reader wondering where 

                                                 

 

 
6
 Ibid, pp. 43-44. 

7
 Hugh Honour, Chinoiserie, The Vision of Cathay, E. P. Dutton & Co., Inc. New York, 1961, p. 45. 

8
 Oliver Impey, Chinoiserie, The Impact of Oriental Styles on Western Art and Decoration, George 

Rainbird Ltd, London, 1977, p. 89. 
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the first-hand sources are. For instance, when discussing how the blue-and-white color 

scheme was intimately connected with Chinoiserie, Impey cites a fact without giving 

the reference:  

 

Sir Osbert Sitwell tell us how his father, the eccentric Sir George, among his many 

garden works and follies óhad determined to have all the white cows in the park 

stenciled with a blue Chinese pattern, but the animals were so obdurate and perverse as 

in the end to oblige him to abandon the scheme.
 9
 

 

In addition, Oliver argues that the English landscape garden owes a debt to 

landscape paintings depicted on Chinese blue-and-white porcelain:  

 

Then they [garden pavilions] were enthusiastically erected all over Europe, and I 

venture to suggest that the lesson of a garden building both beautiful (or at least pretty) 

and utilitarian was learned more from Chinese than from Claude, and here again, was 

probably learned from the landscape painted on blue-and-white porcelain, which 

almost invariably includes some sort of pavilion.
10

 

 

In general, Impey divides his book into two parts: the first introduces the 

meeting of East and West with some of the relevant events, while the second 

categorizes visual art objects in terms of textiles, ceramics, painting, furniture and 

                                                 

 

 
9
 Ibid, p. 89. 

10
 Ibid, p. 141. 
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architecture. This method inevitably fails to address the possible interplay between 

these categories. 

It is unfortunate that Impey does not illustrate some of the evidence in his book. 

When talking about tapestries in France and rugs in England, for example, Impey 

mentions a rare Chinoiserie carpet without presenting a visual image: 

 

In France, in 1626, the Savonnerie factory began in the old soap-works at Chaillot, but 

made mostly baroque design carpets, not oriental. Nor were the short-lived English 

eighteenth-century factories of Fulham, Moorfields and Exeter involved in oriental 

style, and it would appear that by the beginning of the eighteenth century oriental rugs 

were imported in sufficient quantity for it to be uneconomic to imitate their designs in 

Europe. A rare Chinoiserie exception is the large Axminster carpet made for the 

Banqueting Hall of the Royal Pavilion at Brighton in the early years of the nineteenth 

century which has dragons in the design to correspond with great dragons on the 

chandeliers and ceiling.
11

 

 

Dawn Jacobsonôs book, also entitled Chinoiserie, is another well-recognized 

reference on the subject. Presenting a variety of visual examples in a chronological 

order, Jacobson argues that Chinoiserie is a style that is merely based on imagination 

without imitation: 

 

To meet the growing demand for Eastern imports, inventive artists and craftsmen from 

all over Europe began to produce their own alternatives ï Chinoiseries ï which while 

                                                 

 

 
11

 Ibid, p. 69 
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evoking the products of China did not imitate them. Indeed the means for imitation 

were not at hand.
12

 

 

Yet by focusing mainly on the European imaginations that were inspired by 

Chinese artifacts from the thirteenth century to the twentieth century, Jacobson leaves 

out some important evidence of existing Chinese artifacts and the knowledge of China 

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, such as Chinese paintings sent back to 

Europe by Jesuits and Chinese porcelains collected in various cabinets of curiosities 

across European countries.  

Other than the above-mentioned scholars and their influential books, some more 

recent scholarship on Chinoiserie dwells on either a particular decorative category ï for 

example tapestry, in Chinoiserie: European Tapestry and Needlework 1680 ï 1780,
13

 

(2006) or one specific European country, such as Britain, in Chinese Whispers: 

Chinoiserie in Britain 1650 ï 1930
14

 (2008). 

On the other hand, ñChinoiserie and the exotic eastò was also discussed in some 

books on the Rococo style because of the affinity between the two. For example, in The 

Rococo Age (1960), the authors argue that many ideas such as asymmetrical designs, 

Chinese birdôs-eye perspective and so on, served as the starting point for the vogue for 

things Chinese. They point out that aside from using the theme of Chinoiserie in 

                                                 

 

 
12

 Down Jacobson, Chinoiserie, Phaidon Press Ltd, London, 1993, p. 7. 
13

 Refer to Chinoiserie: European Tapestry and Needlework 1680 ï 1780, Franses, New York, 2006. 
14

 Refer to Chinese Whispers: Chinoiserie in Britian 1650 ï 1930, Edited by David Beevers, The Royal 

Pavilion & Museums, Brighton & Hove, 2008. 
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furniture and porcelain, the garden designs in England also demonstrated the universal 

Chinese fashion.
15

 

This argument is echoed by a renowned scholar in Chinese art, G. F. Hudson, 

who remarks in his Europe & China: A Survey of their Relations from the Earliest 

Times to 1800, that aspects of Chinese decorative design helped to form the Rococo 

style:  

 

Through imports into Europe of Chinese painted silks, porcelain, lacquer, screens and 

fans the principles of Chinese decorative design and the peculiar artistic vision of the 

Far East were made familiar in Europe and especially in France; thus Chinese 

influences helped to form the Rococo style, and make themselves felt in the work of 

two European painters of the first rank, namely Watteau and Cozens.
16

 

 

Unlike other scholars who focus mainly on decorative art, Hudson ventures 

further to suggest the influence of Chinese art and architecture on European architecture 

and gardens:  

 

The painted silks and embroideries, the porcelain, the lacquered cabinets and screens, 

which made the courtly society of Europe familiar with Chinese forms and principles 

of design, were at first imported not for their values as fine art so much as for the 

qualities of their material technique. The Chinese silk industry commanded a range of 

                                                 

 

 
15

 Arno Schonberger and Halldor Soehner, The Rococo Age, McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc. New 

York, 1960, p. 86. 
16

 G. F. Hudson, Europe & China: A Survey of their Relations from the Earliest Times to 1800, London : 

E. Arnold & co., 1931, p. 25. 



 16 

subtle effects which the European could not yet equal, while no hard-paste porcelain or 

satisfactory lacquer was produced in Europe before the eighteenth century. It was 

therefore the beauty of the materials themselves, specialities of China, that made the 

demand for Chinese imports; the forms of the decoration were regarded as merely 

quaint and curious, or even as detracting from the quality of the object. But in time 

both the forms and the world represented in painted scenes began to take hold on the 

imagination of European buyers; they bought acquaintance not only with the manner 

and atmosphere of Chinese painting, but also, through pictorial representation, with 

Chinese architecture and gardens.
17   

 

As with Hugh Honour, Hudson published his book in 1931 when he might not 

had access to many illustrations. Therefore, he does not provide much visual evidence 

to illustrate his otherwise sound claims. 

The renowned art historian Rudolf Wittkower, however, backs up his arguments 

with some helpful illustrations. As quoted on page 56 of this dissertation, Wittkower 

points out that:  

 

In the seventeenth century a completely new image of China began to develop. 

Whereas China had been a land of marvels and mystery throughout the Middle Ages, it 

now began to be regarded as a country in which unequal social, political, and religious 

wisdom and enlightenment reigned, and this view of China had important 

consequences for Europe.
18
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With regard to the similarities between the Rococo style and Chinese art, 

Wittkower holds the same opinion, namely that there is a basic affinity between them: 

 
Late Baroque Sinomania, which loomed large between 1660 and 1715, created a vast 

demand for original import ware. Displayed in porcelain cabinets and set in Baroque 

mounts, Chinese vases, jars, and plates appear in profusion on Baroque brackets 

symmetrically arranged and often contained by typically Louis XIV wall panels. A 

break with this taste came with the rise of the Rococo in the second decade of the 

eighteenth century and it is undeniable that the tenets of the style ï such as asymmetry 

and delicacy of ornamentation and color ï had a basic affinity to Chinese art.
19

  

 

Furthermore, Wittkower is also an advocate of the view that attributes the 

English landscape garden to Chinese landscape painting. He argues that the engravings 

brought by Matteo Ripa from the Chinese Court to the Burlington circle contributed to 

the origin of the English landscape garden (as quoted in this dissertation on page 170): 

ñThis is significant because the copy reached Burlington at a decisive moment ï when 

William Kent (his close collaborator) began to plan the first important semi-natural 

garden for Burlingtonôs Chiswick villa.ò
20
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Fig. 2-1 The Imperial Gardens at Jehol, engraving by Matteo Ripa, 1713 

 

Wittkower argues that Chinese landscape gardening was instrumental for the 

genesis of English landscape gardens, based on the parallel of Chinese civilization with 

that of the Roman. He believes that Chinese artifacts and landscape paintings not only 

inspired the British to change their design taste toward a more informal beauty, but also 

to visualize a civilization which set its citizens free by providing different approaches to 

nature: 

 

Informal gardens had existed before, in two widely separate civilizations which, 

according to early eighteenth-century interpreters, were both governed by wise, just 

and temperate rulers for the benefit of the common people, namely republican Rome 

and China. It seems that in Burlingtonôs circle these guides to a free manôs relation to 

nature were as carefully explored as was possible in those daysé. 

 



 19 

Although Kentôs landscape garden sketches for Chiswick ï of which some survive ï 

are, of course, typically English, the Chinese testimony surely carried enormous 

weight. In Ripaôs engravings there was visual proof of nature moulded by a society that 

had ï one believed ï realized Platoôs utopia of a state ruled by philosophical principles. 

It appeared that republican Rome and China revealed the same truth. Both civilizations 

taught the same lesson regarding their approach to nature. And since Chinese gardens 

could now be studied, at least in prints, they implicitly testified to the character of 

Roman gardens, which could only tentatively be reconstructed from literary sources.
21

 

(See pp. 171) 

 

What differentiates Wittkower from other scholars is that he goes further, 

arguing that imported Chinese artifacts and paintings, along with increasingly available 

publications about China, enabled Europe to reach not merely a new set of aesthetic 

values but a new way of living. As quoted in this dissertation on page 188, Wittkower 

points out that the significance of imitating and drawing from China in art and 

architecture was to create a more Chinese sensibility towards life: 

 

Now the West began to look to China for a new synthesis, in which even the old names 

got mixed up. But in fact history did not repeat itself, for in contrast to the Renaissance 

position the new trend was anti-Christian and far removed from Neoplatonic 

mysticismé Thus, this Sinophilia took on extraordinary proportions and far-reaching 

implications. One is inclined to conclude that, by re-creating China (or pseudo-China) 
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in art and architecture, as well as in nature, people endeavored to establish the physical 

conditions for a Chinese way of life.
22

   

 

Similarly to Wittkower, the influential scholar Nikolaus Pevsner brings our 

attention to Templeôs use of the term ñSharawadgiò, to symbolize irregular beauty, 

as the first suggestion of a beauty fundamentally different from the formal aesthetic 

ideology:   

 

It was left to the English, Temple first, and Shaftsbury, Addison and Pope later, to 

apply the doctrine of simple nature to the garden. Nature in her original state is not 

regular in the Le Notre sense, nobody could really insist on that, once it had been 

pointed out, and so Sir William Temple added that remarkable passage about 

Sharawadgié Its significance in its own day was at least as great. It is the first 

suggestion of a possible beauty fundamentally different from the formal, a beauty of 

irregularity and fancy.
23

   

 

On the other hand, there are prominent scholars who refuse to admit that 

Chinese objects were instrumental, or at least helpful, in developing the Rococo style. 

An example is Fiske Kimball, a leading authority on the Rococo style. Limiting his 

references to European classical masterpieces, Kimball argues that Chinese influence 

on rococo style was minor: 
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The pioneers in the new creation ï Berain, Lepautre, Vasse, Audran ï were purely 

French in blood, in training, and in tendency. Not one of them had studied in Italy. 

Italian elements, still surviving from earlier years, were secondary in their work; Italian 

influence was no vital factor in the new art they created. It is an art essentially French 

also in its grace, its gaiety and its gentleness, one of the most delightful flowerings of 

artistic creative genius.
24

 

 

We are led to the opinion that genetically Chinese influence was a minor and secondary 

factor. At most it may have encouraged the vogue of asymmetry, the impulse to which 

was already presented in European ornament, in the treatment both of the cartouche and 

of the trophy.  

 

The French was very late, as compared with the Portuguese, Spanish, English and 

Dutch, in entering the China trade and in taking up Chinese motives of decoration. 

 

é  

 

We have seen that, in spite of such examples of Chinese workmanship and of Chinese 

influence in the details in decoration, there was no instance of asymmetry in the 

outlines of paneling at this period ï indeed there was none before 1730, when it 

appeared under quite different circumstances.
25
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Kimballôs argument is not in alignment with Joseph Needham, one of the most 

influential scholars of the Chinese influence on European art, science and civilization: 

ñBoth wallpaper historians and Sinologists agree that the so-called óflock paperô made 

by a French printer in Rouen in 1630 and by the English at about the same time, was 

inspired by colored papers imported from China.ò
26

  

Michael Sullivan, another leading scholar on the exchange of Asian and 

European art, differs from Fiske Kimball on the Chinese influence on the Rococo style 

although he agrees that the interest in Chinese objects had a limited influence: ñThe 

vogue for things Chinese, or pseudo-Chinese, that swept Europe is obviously 

discernable only in the minor and decorative arts, in the arabesques and singeries of 

Huet and Pillement, in the exotic furniture, textiles and wallpapers that figure so largely 

in the Rococo style.ò
27

 

Based on contemporary scholarship, this dissertation aims to provide better first-

hand evidence of the Chinese artifacts and architecture that were depicted on 

contemporary European artworks, and to trace the employment of such motifs in the 

works of some of the most influential artists such as Jean Berain and his student Daniel 

Marot. In addition, this dissertation examines the available resources to identify the 

transferring of ideas and influences from China between literature, art, architecture and 

landscape design, and thus demonstrate the fluidity between two-dimensional and three-
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dimensional art forms at that time, which ended in the assimilation of a new set of 

vocabulary from the Chinese.  

One of the challenges of this dissertation is to find first-hand evidence. One 

problem, for instance, is that many buildings were unfortunately destroyed in the 1755 

Lisbon earthquake, making it difficult to find much evidence (that almost certainly 

existed) of the Chinese influence on Portuguese art and architecture in Lisbon. 

Fortunately a range of Chinese porcelains is now collected in many Portuguese 

museums, enabling us to answer these questions at least partially. In addition, recent 

excavations in Portugal also contribute greatly to the understanding of the taste of the 

Portuguese at that time. With the help of local residents, I was able to find some 

surviving buildings with blue-and-white tiles used as interior designs. This is discussed 

further in Chapter IV. Similarly, I went to other European, American and Chinese 

museums to collect the available evidence. Therefore many of the photographs in the 

following chapters are taken directly by the author from museums such as the 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam; Museum of Anastacio Goncalves, Lisbon; the Getty 

Museum, Los Angeles; the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London; Museum Guiment, Paris; and Shanghai Museum, China. Some 

important contemporary literature and visual sources were found in libraries including 

the Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris and the Vatican Library, Vatican. 

Specifically, the aims of collecting and presenting the evidence of European 

assimilation of the new vocabulary from Chinese in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries: 



 24 

¶ To identify the understanding, illustration and presentation of China and of 

Chinese art and architecture in European literature, including examples from 

contemporary journals, books and diaries. 

¶ To present examples of the extent to which contemporary sixteenth to 

seventeenth century Chinese artifacts existed and have survived in Europe, 

which seems to have been particularly evidenced in the emerging bourgeois 

middle-class. 

¶ To collect evidence of the imitation of Chinese artifacts and images in the visual 

arts including delftware, wallpapers, textiles, furniture, and silverware along 

with the transformation of two-dimensional images from the illustrations in 

plates and books to other means (i.e. silverware). 

¶ To examine the effects on aristocratic taste, especially with regard to interior 

design, from the Chinese use of lighter colors (i.e. blue-and-white), light from 

the outside, natural motifs (flower and birds), and the growing preference for 

flowing curvilinear forms and lines. 

¶ To identify the early advocates of the Chinoiserie style, including 

institutions/organizations (e.g. missionaries), patrons (e.g. ambassadors), 

travelers, scholars and artists (i.e. Daniel Marot, William Temple and Watteau). 

¶ To list other important people, organizations & techniques that were 

instrumental in making the above possible (such as The East-Indian Companies 

in Portugal, Holland and Britain.) 
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One special endeavor I attempted in this dissertation is to represent evidences of 

the combination of Chinese decorative themes with European arms or other typical 

motifs to show how the European vocabulary gradually expanded. In the case of 

Chinese influence on Portuguese art and architecture, I analyze an example in detail on 

page 89. If we examine porcelains that were widespread in Portugal and other European 

countries, we notice the tendency to blend Chinese decorative motifs such as vignettes 

of Chinese landscapes with European Royal familiesô arms or religious emblems.  

 

 

Fig. 2-2 Porcelain with four sides and two scenes that are linked to the mystery of the Redemption, 

showing elements from the Passion, Death and Resurrection of Christ, c. 1620. 
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The dimension of contemporary literature is added, supported by the evidence 

of contemporary paintings, to demonstrate the extent to which Chinese artifacts were 

integrated in Europeansô daily lives. In addition, the formation of museums or 

ñCabinets of Curiosityò is discussed briefly to explain why and how Chinese artifacts 

were used to represent a more complete understanding of the ñuniverseò at that time.  

The investigation into recent excavations is another method that I use in 

carrying out my research. For instance, as fig. 2-3 illustrates (see pp. 83-4): ñIf we 

examine the recent Santa Clara-a-Velha excavation in Portugal, the near 5,000 

fragments of Chinese porcelain found in the excavation reveal a clearer picture.ò 

 

 

Fig. 2-3 Ceramic artifacts found in Santa Clara-a-Velha, Portugal 

 

This dissertation also investigates some important books such as John Stalker 

and George Parkerôs Treatise on Japanning and Varnishing and interprets them in a 

new light. By providing examples of contemporary furniture that were inspired or 

borrowed directly from the images in these books, this dissertation illustrates the direct 

influence that such books had on sixteenth and seventeenth century European designers. 
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Fig. 2-4 Cabinet on stand, c. 1690, English, softwood, japanned, with polished brass hinges and lockplate, 

Athelhampton, Sir Robert Cooke. 

 

 

Fig. 2-5 John Stalker and George Parker, engraving in A Treatise on Japanning and Varnishing, 1688, London. 
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Furthermore, this dissertation examines the representations of Chinese 

architecture, such as the Porcelain Pavilion, which at the time were made in much 

smaller size, or simply used as decorative elements in the weaving of tapestry.  

 

 

Fig. 2-6 Arnoldus Montanus, Atlas Chinensis, 1671, engraving. 

 

 

Fig. 2-7 The Porcelain Pagoda, Nanking. Illustrated and described in Nieuhoffôs Travels, engraving, 1665. 

 

 

 

The following analysis of the relationship between engravings and wallpaper 

decorations originates here, and thus far I have not seen any documentation about this 
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linkage elsewhere. On pages 117 and 118 I point out that, as figure 2-8 and 2-9 suggest, 

the wall hanging in Munich produced in 1700 (now decorating the ñChinese Cabinetò in 

the Munich Residence, the fourteenth century building constructed by the Wittelsbach 

family) is a combination of Nieuhoffôs Nanking Pagoda and Montanusô Chinese 

temple.  

 

 

Fig. 2-8 Wall hangings, made in Europe around 1700, used between 1868 & 1944 to decorate a ñChinese cabinetò in 

the Munich Residence, tapestry. 
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Fig. 2-9 Wall hangings, made in Europe around 1700, used between 1868 & 1944 to decorate a ñChinese cabinetò in 

the Munich Residence, tapestry. 

 

 

Last but not least, this dissertation establishes some influential individuals and 

places in a context to represent a live world of real people whose collections reflect 

their social status and their sense of home. The interior design and display of Chinese 

artifacts in Burghley House, for example, was influential because of the historical 

context: ñThe English country house was, and is, the background of political life, for 

agriculture and sport (those twin passions of the English squire), for the social round of 

country balls and family gatherings, and, above all, for collecting.ò
28
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As will be mentioned later, Athanasius Kircher was the author of China 

Illustrata. To better understand the man and his influence, the historical context is 

elaborated below: 

 

As a reminder that not all scholarly cabinets ï whatever their setting and however 

erudite their founders might be ï were marked by monastic sobriety, no more eloquent 

illustration could be found than the museum established by the German polymath 

Athanasius Kircher (1602-80) at the College of the Society of Jesus in Rome. Building 

on a rather modest collection left to the College by Alfonso Donino, Kircher expanded 

the museum with foreign rarities sent back to Rome by missionary priests and by much 

scientific apparatus stemming from his own researches.
29

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

 
29

 Arthur MacGregor, Curiosity and Enlightenment Collectors and Collections from the Sixteenth to the 

Nineteenth Century, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, p. 21. 



 32 

CHAPTER II I : HISTORICAL B ACKGROUND OF THE EARLY 

CONNECTIONS BETWEEN CHINA AND EUROPE BEFORE THE 

SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

 

3.1 Early Interactions between China and Europe to the Tôang Dynasty (A. D. 618 

ï 907) 

 

Interactions between China and Europe began in the pre-Christian era, when the 

establishment of the Silk Road made the silk trade possible; there is evidence that this 

had been established by the age of Augustus (63 BC- AD 14). From the beginning of 

the Christian era onward, various kinds of Chinese goods reached Europe, primarily 

through the Byzantine Empire. During the Tôang Dynasty the relationships between 

China and Europe became closer.
30

 

Due to a lack of surviving evidence, the earliest connections between China and 

Europe are still somewhat mysterious. For one thing, regarding the original name of 

China, historians vary in their explanations and there is no commonly accepted opinion 

as to the time of the first usage of any term for China; this, together with evidence that a 

variety of names had been used in Europe to refer to China before the sixteenth century, 

has complicated the identification of the earliest links between China and Europe.   
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 With regard to the original name of China and the time of the first usage of that 

name, three theories are currently most influential. Based on his finding of records 

concerning China in the Arthashastra, a treatise on statecraft written by Kautiliya, a 

minister of the Indian King Candragupta (who seized power between B.C. 320 and 

315), Professor Hermann Jacobi believes that the name of China came at least from the 

fourth century B. C. He points out that:  

 

The name Cina is secured as a designation for China in B. C. 300, so that the derivation 

of the word China from the dynasty of the Tsôin (B. C. 247) is definitely exploded. On 

the other hand, this notice is of interest also as proving the export of Chinese silk into 

India in the fourth century B.C.
31

 

 

Nevertheless, many scholars believe that Seres, instead of Tsôin, was most 

probably the original name of China, a term that in the West identified with the name of 

the silkworm and the products made from it, and that this association continued until 

the name was replaced completely as a geographical expression.
32

  

The traditional etymology of the name of China, however, still regards the 

derivation of the word China from the dynasty of the Tsôin (flourished B.C. 255 ï 207, 

also named  in Chinese). This would mean that the connection between China and 

Europe was not recorded until B. C. 255. Primarily known as Chin, sometimes as Sin, 
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Sinae or Thinae, the term was connected with the trade and geography of the Far East, 

indicating an early knowledge of China by foreign countries. It is believed the final ñaò 

was added later by the Portuguese.
33

  

Apart from these assorted names, there were several instances of the use of 

other countriesô names to signify China, depending on the context. For instance, Sir 

Henry Yule argues that in Smithôs Dictionary of the Bible, the Sinim of the prophet 

Isaiah, a name used to indicate the people of some nation of the extreme east or south, 

should be truly interpreted as indicating the Chinese.
34

  

Although the difficulty of identifying the original name of China and the time of 

the first usage of that name adds uncertainty to our knowledge of ancient 

communications between China and Europe, we are still able to get a glimpse of Roman 

knowledge about China by comparing translations of certain classical descriptions from 

both Roman authors and Chinese annals. 

Based on these historical documents, we now know that the connections 

between China and Europe originated along with the establishment of the Roman 

Empire in the West and the Han Dynasty in China. Around B.C. 170 a tribe known in 

Chinese annals as the Yueh Chih, and later to the Greeks as Indo-Scythians, a people 

probably of Indo-European origin, left their home in China in what is now the province 

of Kansu and moved westward. Within a little more than two centuries they had 

conquered the eastern provinces of what had been Alexanderôs empire, and had shown 
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an ability to absorb diverse elements of culture by striking coins in the Greek style, 

creating figures of the gods of Greece, Persia, Egypt, and India, and even drawing 

portraits of Augustus Caesar and the Buddha. The Chinese conquest of Eastern 

Turkestan came in the wake of Chang Chôien, an emissary of the Chinese emperor, and 

this opened up the pathway across the Indo-Scythian kingdom to the Roman Orient. 

With this conquest came an enlarged silk trade. Armies, ambassadors and caravans 

were sent frequently to the West, with one Chinese embassy in the year A.D. 97 

reaching as far as the Persian Gulf. The first recorded travelers from Rome to China 

came by sea as far as Tongking in the year A. D. 166, and were led from there overland 

to the Chinese capital, Lo-yang ( ). They are known in the Chinese annals as 

envoys from the Emperor An Tun, who has been identified as Marcus Aurelius 

Antonius.
35

 

An instance of diplomatic communication between Rome and China is recorded 

among the envoys of all countries who came to the court of Augustus:   

 

Even the rest of the nations of the world which were not subject to the imperial sway 

were sensible of its grandeur, and looked with reverence to the Roman people, the great 

conqueror of nations. Thus even Scythians and Sarmatians sent envoys to seek the 

friendship of Rome. Nay the Seres came likewise, and the Indians who dwelt beneath 

the vertical suné
36

 (translated from Latin by  Sir Henry Yule) 
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A renowned scholar of Chinese art, G. F. Hudson, remarks that for Rome the 

trade in silk and the trade with China were practically identical. He even traces the 

debut of Western knowledge of China to the sixth or the seventh century B. C.:  

 

It is generally held that the earliest references to China in European literature occur just 

before the beginning of the Christian era, after the opening of the silk trade over the 

Pamirs in the first century B.C. But there is reason to believe that a definite knowledge 

of China, obtained by way of a trade-route across Central Asia, was an ingredient in the 

Arimaspea of Aristeas of Proconnesus, dating from either the sixth or the seventh 

century B.C.
10

   

 

While it is difficult to prove whether or not Western knowledge of China can be 

traced as far back as Hudson argues, we can be sure that by B. C. 100 the influence of 

China had spread across Tibet and into Western Turkestan. By that time trade between 

China and Persia was taking place largely through camel caravans. According to 

Chinese scholar Chang Kwang-Chih, regular commerce in Chinese silk may be traced 

to the embassy of Zhang Qian, when the Han emperor Wu (B. C. 141 ï B.C. 87) sent 

Zhang to seek allies in Central Asia for an imminent war.
 11

 Although Zhang failed to 

attract foreign support, the mission helped China learn about the goods produced in 

Central Asia and vice versa. ñThe Central Asians, and later the Persians and even the 

                                                 

 

 
10

 G. F. Hudson, Europe & China, A Survey of their Relation from the Earliest times to 1800, London, 

Edward Arnold & Co., 1931, p. 27. 
11

 For earlier references to silk and silk trade, see Irene Franck and David Brownstown, The Silk Road: A 

History, New York: Facts on File Publications, 1986; Luce Boulnois, Silk Road: Monks, Warriors & 

Merchants on the Silk Road, Odyssey; Leicester: Cordee, Hongkong, 2003; and The Silk Road Trade, 

Travel, War and Faith, Edited by Susan Whitfield with Ursula Sims-Williams, Serindia publications Inc., 

Chicago, 2004. 



 37 

Roman Empire, became familiar with Chinese products, especially silk; this eventually 

gave rise to the development of the Silk Roads.ò
12

  

When was the first silk imported from China to the Roman Empire, and how? 

Was it by a sea route or through Chinese envoys, or even Persian merchants? Further 

research needs to be done in the hope of finding more exact answers. What is certain is 

that regardless of their rulers, European elites loved to clothe themselves in silk and that 

China had that very product to sell for high profits. With the development of the Silk 

Road, cities along the route continued to grow.  

Turfan and Capernaum, cities at the two extremes, which once flourished 

merely by being near the great trade route, today are only ruins. Yet it is worth 

remembering that the Silk Road once served as an important means for cultural 

exchange between China and Europe. As Thomas Francis Carter puts it:  

 

There was a day when the whole road lay through the lands of prosperous peoples who 

gathered together the elements of culture from all the East and all the West, an eclectic 

and cosmopolitan culture that has been buried and preserved wherever the route lay 

across what is now desert, especially in Chinese Turkestan. 
37

  

 

Silk is certainly the most celebrated product that reached Rome from China, but 

throughout the long period from Roman times down through the Middle Ages there was 
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a steady give and take between China and Europe. Berhold Laufer traces the history of 

some twenty-four agricultural products other than Chinese goods, the knowledge of 

which was carried westward from China to Persia or beyond from the Christian Era 

down to Mongol times, and sixty-eight that were carried in the opposite direction.
38

   

 

3.2 From the Tôang Dynasty (A. D. 618 ï 907) to the Fourteenth Century (Yuan 

Dynasty) 

3.2.1 The Tôang Dynasty 

The relationship between China and Europe became closer in the seventh 

century, with the advent of the Tôang dynasty (A. D. 618 ï 907). Until this point, the 

trade and communication between China and Europe had been of an occasional nature. 

The Tôang Dynasty, which lasted almost 300 years, is probably the most well-

known dynasty in Chinese history. Successively witnessing three zeniths during the 

dynasty, namely the "Prosperity of Zhenguan," the reign of Empress Wo Chao and the 

"Heyday of Kaiyuan," the Tang Empire became the largest, richest, and the most 

sophisticated state in the world at that time.
38

  Neighboring countries sought contact and 

trade with the Tôang Empire and this made Chang'an, a city which possessed one 

million inhabitants, including people from other countries, the center of cultural 
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exchange between China and the West. Other than Changôan, Dunhuang served as the 

westernmost fort of the early Tôang Dynasty and was not only an important trading post 

situated on the "Silk Road" but also the military headquarters for operations in the 

Western Regions. Foreign merchants and monks from the West as well as officials and 

soldiers from China brought their own goods and belongings to Dunhuang and made 

the trading center a cultural melting pot.
39

  

Thanks to its opening to foreign countries, Tôang China vigorously assimilated 

foreign ideas and developed trade with neighboring countries as well as Central Asia. 

While foreign music and dances enriched the Tôang culture, the Chinese philosophy of 

Confucius and the administrative system it created profoundly influenced Korean, 

Japanese, and Vietnamese cultures. In fact, the excellence of Tôang civilization was 

well-known throughout Asia, Europe and Africa. Each in turn sent envoys and 

merchants to trade with the Tôang. As a result, the Tôang was trading with more than 

seventy countries. It was in this context that Arab commerce with China increased 

steadily. Throughout the Middle Ages Europe bought its supply of silk from the Arabs 

until finally the Crusades introduced an even more extensive use of silk to Western 

Europe, as seen in Italy in the thirteenth century and France in the fourteenth.
40

  It goes 

without saying that along with the importation of silks and other Chinese artifacts, 

patterns and motifs depicted on them were introduced to Europe as well. Thus it is not 
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surprising to see that Chinese phoenixes, peacocks, and dragons appear in Byzantium at 

an early period.
 
(Fig. 3-1)  

 

 
 

Fig. 3-1 Ivory casket, Byzantine. Tenth Century. The Cathedral Treasury, Troyers. Detail of two ends 14  * 13 cm. 

[D. Talbot Rice 9ed., Masterpieces of Byzantine Art (Exhibition catalogue), London, p.51 with full bibliography] 

 

The manufacturing of paper also spread from China to Europe through the 

Arabs. It is recorded that in July 751, paper manufacture from China entered the Arabic 

world, in which it would ultimately extend from Samarkand to Spain. The 

circumstances of this development are related in detail in the Arabic annals, which tell 

of a war between two Turkish chiefs, one of whom appealed for help to China, the other 

to the Arabs. The Arabs defeated the Chinese army and drove it back as far as the 

Chinese frontier. Among the prisoners taken were various paper makers, who then 

taught the art of paper making at Samarkand.
41
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Aside from the introduction of new artistic motifs carried by Chinese silks and 

techniques of making paper, the compass is believed to be another item brought to 

Europe from China. It is recorded that the Chinese had known the properties of the 

lode-stone since before the Christian era, and during the first millennium of the 

Christian era there are many curious stories, the interpretation of which is still obscure, 

with regard to the construction of ñsouth-pointing chariots.ò The earliest clear mention 

in Chinese literature (or any literature) of a magnetic needle is by Shen Kua (1030 ï 

1093), the same man who first described movable type printing. The first mention in 

Chinese literature of the use of the compass for navigation is a little after 1100 but 

refers to the period from 1086 to 1099.
42

  

 

3.2.2 The Yuan Dynasty (1279-1368 A. D.) and the West  

 

After the fall of the Tôang Dynasty, China entered into a period of disunion that 

lasted from 907 to 960 AD, and then a new dynasty, the Sung, partially reunified the 

country and managed to rule a large area for 170 years. Then for another 150 years the 

Sung ruled in the south in the period known as the Southern Sung (1127-1279). But the 

southern empire fell to the same forces that swept over northern China in the thirteenth 

century: the Mongols. Since this was not a time of power or stability, direct contacts 

between China and Europe were largely insignificant. 
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A change took place in the Yuan Dynasty, when non-native rulers, the Mongols, 

controlled all of China for the first time. Whereas the Sung Dynasty emperors had 

imposed controls on state trade, Mongol rulers favored trade in all their dominions. 

They eliminated the pre-existing controls so that internal and external trade was able to 

reach unprecedented proportions. While silk continued to be the most important 

Chinese export commodity and reached the Middle East and even Europe via the 

caravan routes across Asia, Chinese ceramics were also exported, chiefly into the 

Islamic countries.
43

 In addition, as chronicled by Thomas Francis Carter in his The 

Invention of Printing in China and its Spread Westward, the crucial technology of the 

printing press spread filtered into the West. It was a period of remarkable contact and 

interchange between China and Europe.  

 

For a century or more ï the middle of the thirteenth century to the middle of the 

fourteenth ï the contact between Europe and the Far East was far closer than ever 

before, and probably closer than at any subsequent period down nearly to the 

nineteenth century. Cathay to travelers from the West was the land of marvels, of 

wealth and of intellectual culture ï a land to be looked up to. For one century and one 

century only the way was wide open. With the fall of the Mongols the curtain fell, only 

to be raised a century and half later, after Europe had passed through the Renaissance.
44
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Rudolf Wittkower echoes the above statement with more evidence: 

 

Europe established contacts with the Mongol rulers almost immediately. In 1245, Pope 

Innocent IV sent the Franciscan John del Piano di Carpino as envoy to the court of the 

Grand Khan. In 1253, William of Rubruck followed him as envoy of Louis IX of 

France. The brothers Nicolo and Maffeo Polo left Venice in 1255 and spent fourteen 

years in Asia. On a second journey (on which they set out in 1271), they were 

accompanied by Nicoloôs son Marco, who traveled extensively in East Asia until 1295. 

Although the report of his journey has rightly always been regarded as the most 

interesting of all travelersô accounts, there were many others who have left fascinating 

records of their experiences, such as John of Monte Corvino, the founder of the Latin 

Church in China, who stayed there from 1293 until his death in 1328; Andrew of 

Perugia, who was engaged in missionary work in Peking between approximately 1308 

and 1318; Friar Oderic, who spent six years (from 1322 to 1328) in northern China; 

John of Marignola, who was in China between 1342 and 1353; and finally, Francesco 

Balducci Pegolotti, the agent of the Florence House of Bardi, who wrote (in about 

1340) a kind of merchantôs manual concerning the trade with the Easté
14

 

 

As Wittkower points out, John of Piano Carpino was sent by Pope Innocent IV 

in March 1245, on an embassy to the court of the Grand Khan. He was told to go via 

Prague and Kiev to Mongolia, where he presented his letter and received his reply. This 

                                                 

 

 
14

 ñChina and Europe Iò Early Connectionsò, Selected Lectures of Rudolf Wittkower, The Impact of Non-

European civilizations on the Art of the West, complied by Donald Martin Reynolds, Cambridge 

University Press, New York, 1989, p. 146. 



 44 

reply ï the original ï was discovered in 1920 in the archives of the Vatican.
45

 It is 

written in Uigur and Persian and contains in lieu of a signature the seal of the Grand 

Khan Kouyouk (grandson of Jinghis). This is the first recorded appearance in Europe of 

an impression from a seal based on those in use in China and impressed with ink upon 

paper.
46

  

Travel accounts and word of mouth, as mentioned above, played an important 

role in generating the European knowledge of China. Marco Poloôs writings and those 

of his contemporaries created the impression of a wealthy China in European minds, 

which partially accounted for the activity of Columbus and his successorsô in the search 

for the North-west Passage to Cathay more than a century later. Other than the 

descriptions of exotic culture in China, Marco Polo introduced a vision of the highly 

ornamented Chinese palace into Europe: 

 

It now remains to speak of a very fine palace that was formerly the residence of King 

Facfur, whose ancestors enclosed with high walls an extent of ground ten miles in 

compass, and divided it into three parts. That in the center was entered by a lofty portal, 

on each side of which was a magnificent colonnade, on a flat terrace, the roofs of which 

were supported by rows of pillars, highly ornamented with the most beautiful azure and 

gold. The colonnade opposite to the entrance, at the further side of the court, was still 
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grander than the others, its roof being richly adorned, the pillars gilt, and the walls on 

the inner side ornamented with exquisite paintings, representing the histories of former 

kings.
47

  

 

The travel account focused mainly on the economic side of China, but the 

Mongol Empire had diplomatic and religious relations with Europe that extended from 

south Russia and Persia to Europe. In addition, Mongol armies were at times in contact 

with the Crusaders. As Thomas Francis Carter puts it: 

 

This brought the Mongol armies face to face with the Crusades. Certain of the Mongol 

allies even proceeded as far as Palestine and sacked Bethlehem, the Crusadersô chief 

shrine. But as a rule the Mongol Ilkhans (as Hulagu and his successors were called) 

were more or less allied with the Crusaders against their common enemy, the Saracens. 

Constant embassies were exchanged between Tabriz, the Mongol capital of Persia, and 

the later Crusading princesé. A number of embassies were even sent to Europe by the 

Mongol rulers of Persia, bearing letters to the Pope, to the king of France and to the 

king of England, and several such letters with their large vermillion seal impressions in 

Chinese characters are still preserved.
48

 

 

Moreover, direct correspondences were made between the Mongol emperor and 

the French King during the Yuan Dynasty. Fig 3-2 shows two letters from Ilkhan Argon 

and Ilkhan Uljiatu to the King of France, dated 1289 and 1305 respectively. 
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Fig. 3-2 Letters from Mongol Emperor to the King of France, 1289 & 1305 

 

The first letter, dated 1289, is from the Ilkhan Argon, agreeing to join the 

crusaders the next year and encamp before Damascus, and agreeing, if Jerusalem 

should be taken by their combined efforts, to turn over the city to the King of France. 

The second letter, dated 1305, which is nearly ten feet long, is from the Ilkhan Uljiatu. 

It announces the reunion of the Mongol dominions, and introduces to the King of 

France two ambassadors. Both letters are in the Mongol language and in Uigur script. 

The seals are in Chinese (First letter 183 * 25cm. Second letter 300 * 50 cm) 

The consequences of these direct correspondences, open trade routes and travel 

accounts together with the increasing amount of Chinese silk, porcelain and prints 
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brought to Europe will be examined in the following chapters. Meanwhile, it might be 

helpful for us to review some faces of Mongols and Chinese that began to appear in 

Europe in the fourteenth century, which indicate the increasing familiarity with such 

people in Europe.
49

  

 

 

 

Fig. 3-3 Mongol Warrior, Pisanello. Study of Kalmuck, Pen and Ink drawing (Musee Du Louvre, Paris). 
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Fig. 3-4 Details of Tartar and Mongol spectators in Martyrdom of Franciscan Friars, Ambrogio Lorenzetti, ca. 1326, 

Bacilica of San Francesco, Siena. 

 

It is also noteworthy that, probably along with the Mongol battles, gunpowder 

was introduced from China to Europe during the Yuan Dynasty. Within China, 

gunpowder was used as early as the Tôang dynasty. According to Chinese annals, it was 

used in the battles of 1161 and 1162, and again by the northern Chinese against the 

Mongols in 1232.
50
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Fig. 3-5 Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Martyrdom of Franciscan Friars, ca. 1326, Basilica of San Francesco, Siena.  

 

 

The Arabs became acquainted with saltpeter some time before the end of the 

thirteenth century and called it Chinese snow, as they called the rocket the Chinese 

arrow. Roger Bacon (c. 1214 to c. 1294) is the first European writer to mention 

gunpowder. Thus it is certain that the usage of gunpowder in warfare was known 

among the Saracens and in Europe very quickly after its first use in warfare in China.
51
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3.3 The Meeting of China and Europe during the Fifteenth Century  

 

As stated above, there were continuous and closer connections between China 

and Europe from the mid-thirteenth century to the mid-fourteenth century. More regular 

communication, together with travel accounts, helped shape the Western concept of 

Asia in general and China in particular as a land of wonders. What were the 

consequences of those connections for Europe? In other words, did Chinese taste 

influence European decorative arts at such an early time; if so, to what extent? 

To answer this question, we need to look into the contemporary historical 

background first. It is well known that the fifteenth century not only witnessed the 

rediscovery of the culture of Greece and Rome, but also saw the achievement of closer 

contact between Western Europe and the Far East. Between 1405 and 1433, the Chinese 

navigator Zheng He sailed the southern seas with his ships loaded with porcelain. He 

reached as far as the Red Sea and the West Coast of Africa, visiting over thirty 

countries. During the Yongle period of the Ming Dynasty (c. 1423), over 1200 foreign 

buyers visited China to purchase porcelain. During the entire Ming Dynasty (1368 ï 

1644), the Royal Family directly controlled its production. Accordingly, no efforts were 

spared in finding raw materials of the finest quality and in the training and selection of 

the best artisans.
52

 It is also worth remembering that in 1492, when Columbus set sail, 

his aim was to find Asia, although the first successful discovery of a sea route there was 

actually achieved by the Portuguese a few years later. In 1497, Vasco da Gama opened 
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the sea route to the East by way of the Cape of Good Hope and seventeen years later the 

Portuguese reached China, to initiate commerce, which grew steadily thereafter. 

What happened to the porcelain distributed by Zheng He? Is it possible that 

some of it might have traveled to Europe? There are no definitive answers, but it is 

noticeable that Chinese porcelains began to appear more and more frequently in 

European literature and paintings in the fifteenth century.  

The first appearance of porcelain in the Near East of which we have definite 

evidence was in 1171 (or 1188) when Saladin sent a present of forty pieces of Chinese 

porcelain to the Sultan of Damascus. It is said that the manufacture of porcelain was 

first mentioned in 1470 in Venice and the statement is made that the Venetians learned 

the art from the Arabs.
53
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Fig. 3-6 & 3-7 (detail of 3-6) Andrea Mantegna, The Adoration of the Magi, 1487 ï 1500, J. Paul Getty Museum, 

Los Angeles. 
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Fig. 3-8  Yuan (Mongol) Early 14th-century porcelain dish of a type that occasionally reached Europe in the late 14th 

& 15th centuries, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford     

 

What effects were caused by those porcelains along with the exotic patterns 

depicted on them? In his lecture entitled ñChina and Europe,ò Rudolf Wittkower 

points out that, as early as the fourteenth century, imitations of Chinese patterns 

were popular in Venice, Florence and Lucca (the center of the Italian industry): 

 

During the hundred years of trade contacts with China, the West keenly purchased 

Chinese silk fabrics and garments, which became immensely fashionable, probably as a 

mark of oriental opulence and wealth. Emperor Frederick II of Hohenstaufen, for 

example, wore a Chinese dalmatic and others followed his example. With the Chinese 

fabrics came a new type of pattern. In fact, the newly rising Chinese fashion spelled the 

end of the symmetrically and geometrically arranged designs of Near Eastern 

derivation with their endorsed birds and animals and antithetical groups contained in 

circles. Exotic animals and birds, fire-breathing dragons and phoenixes with marvelous 
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feathery tailsé and the like are strewn over the entire field without containing frames. 

In the fourteenth century, the silk manufactures in Venice, Florence, and, above all, 

Lucca (the center of the Italian industry) thrived on imitations of Chinese patterns.
54

  

 

Those imitations surely paved the way for the popularity of the Chinese version of 

the lotus in the fifteenth-century Europe. Wittkower goes on to say: ñThe more 

fantastic elements of Chinese fabrics were repudiated in the fifteenth century when 

the regular so-called pomegranate design came into fashion, a design that in its turn 

traced its decent from the Chinese version of the lotusò
55

 (as shown in figs. 3-9, 3-

10, 3-11).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3-9 Chinese Textiles, Fourteenth Century. Reproduced in von Falke, Kunstgeschichte 
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Fig. 3-10 Italian Textile (Luccan), Fourteenth century. Reproduced in von Falke, Kunstgeschichte 

 

 

 

Fig. 3-11 Italian Textile (Venetian). Fifteenth Century. Reproduced in von Falke, Kunstgeschichte 

 

Furthermore, with regard to paintings, scholars have also found connections 

between the sudden awakening of painting, which deviated from traditional forms in 
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Italian art from the thirteenth century onward, with the impression made on the 

missionaries and artists of that time by the advanced culture of China. Hermann Goetz, 

for example, argues that ñmany stylistic and typological elements found in the early 

work of Sienese and Florentines are only comprehensible in terms of Far Eastern art.ò
56

 

In summary, it was through varying and increasing currents of trade and 

interchange that Chinese silks, porcelains and artistic influences found their way to 

Europe before the sixteenth century. The trade that began under the empires of the 

Caesars and the Han and which was furthered by the Caliphs and the Tôang reached its 

culmination in the reign of the Mongol Empire and the Crusades. And the porcelain and 

the Chinese silks that had been imported and sold in Western markets by the sixteenth 

century enabled Europe to accumulate an understanding of the civilization of China, a 

comprehension that would serve as the foundation for interchange on a larger scale 

between China and Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
57

  

Despite these advances, the evidence in the following chapters echoes Rudolf 

Wittkowerôs argument:  

 

In the seventeenth century a completely new image of China began to develop. 

Whereas China had been a land of marvels and mystery throughout the Middle Ages, it 

now began to be regarded as a country in which unequal social, political, and religious 
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wisdom and enlightenment reigned, and this view of China had important 

consequences for Europe.
58
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CHAPTER IV : CHINESE INFLUENCE ON  PORTUGUESE ART 

AND ARCHITECTURE  

4.1 Trade and Other Connections between Spain, Portugal and China 

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, European adventurers made a 

series of daring voyages during which they discovered not only the New World but also 

better routes to Asia. Kindled by the Renaissance spirit of inquiry and aided by recent 

improvements in navigation, both Portuguese and Spanish explorers contributed greatly 

to the establishment of direct and subsequently continuous relations between Europe 

and the distant Oriental world. The economic desire of gaining high profit through 

bringing home such Chinese luxury goods as silks, porcelains and other artifacts; 

together with the passion for the acquisition of knowledge through an exchange of 

information unfolded soon after the ñGreat Discovery.ò In this process, the exposure to 

and dissemination of first-hand knowledge of Asia gave rise to major alterations not 

only in the flow of men and goods but also in European lifestyles and ways of 

thinking.
59

 The first-hand reports of Portuguese travelers greatly challenged European 

geographical knowledge and ultimately led to considerable alterations in the traditional 

view of the world. When Vasco da Gama and those who followed in his footsteps 

returned from India, they brought exotic merchandise ranging from spices and medicine 
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to silk and porcelain, but, more importantly, unique information on various areas that 

had never been considered before.
60

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4-1 Vasco da Gama by an unknown artist, c. 1500, The National Maritime Museum, London 

 

Among the novelties learned by the first Portuguese expeditions was 

information on China, which soon triggered both curiosity and expectations.
 61

 (See fig. 

4-1, the first European map of China, published in 1584.)  
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Fig. 4-2 Abraham Ortelius, 1527 ï 1598, the first Western map of China based on the reports of the Portuguese 

mapmaker Luis de Barbuda, which was first published in Abraha, Orteliusô Teatruem orbis terrarium (rev. ed.; 

Antwerp) in 1584 [Reproduced in Alfredo Pinheiro Marques, A Cartographia Portuguesa do Japão (Séculos XVI ï 

XVII) (Lisboa), Oriental Foundation, Lisbon, 1996, p. 153] 

 

The curiosity about China and Chinese civilization was further intensified by the 

accumulation of more first-hand descriptions from the beginning of the sixteenth 

century. Because the Spanish governors and missionaries in the Philippines regularly 

sent books, maps, and other sources of information about China back to the royal court, 

it is not surprising that today we see that the inventory of Philipôs (Philip IV) collection 

lists about twenty thousand articles, including his porcelain collection of over three 

thousand pieces.
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Fig. 4-3 Juan Gonzalez Mendoz, Historia de las cosas mas notables, ritos y costumbres del gran Reyno de las China, 

Rome, 1585 

 

This increasing awareness of things Chinese, led by a Spanish king, is further 

demonstrated by contemporary Spanish literature: in describing the preparations being 

made for the festival of St. Hermenegild in Seville, poet Luis de Gongora (1561 ï 1627) 

writes: 

 

One gives the silk of China to the breeze 

Another Persiaôs costly tapestries 

Hang out in sunny gladness on the walls
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In Spain, based on all available verbal and written reports, the most influential 

book written on China was the work of a Spanish Augustinian friar, Juan Gonzalez 

Mendoz, Historia de las cosas mas notables, ritos y costumbres del gran Reyno de las 

China, published in Rome and issued in Valencia in 1585, which was reprinted in 

Spanish eleven times by the end of the century. As the first of its kind synthesizing 

what was then known in Europe about China, this book became a major source for 

contemporary European historians and readers.
64

 The Chinese porcelain that is 

discussed later in this chapter, together with its production process, was depicted in 

Historia de las cosas mas notables, ritos y costumbres del gran Reyno de las China as 

below: 

 

 The apothecarie that selleth simples, hath the like table: there be also shops full of 

earthern vessels of diuers making, riddle, greene, yellow, and gilt; it is so good cheape 

that for foure rials of plate they giue fiftie peeces: very strong earth, the which they doo 

breake all to peeces and grinde it, and put it into sesternes with water, made of lime and 

stone; and after that they haue well tumbled and tossed it in the water, of the creame 

that is vpon it they make the finest sort of them, and the lower they go, spending that 

substance that is the courser: they make them after the forme and fashion as they do 

here, and afterward they do gild them, and make them of what colour they please, the 

which will never be lost: then they put them into their killes and burne them. This hath 

beene seene and is of a truth, as appeareth in a booke set foorth in the Italian toonge, by 

Duardo Banbosa, they do make them of periwinkle shelles of the sea: the which they do 
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grinde and put them under the ground to refine them, whereas they lie 100 years: and 

many other things he doth treat of to this effect. But if that were true, they should not 

make so great a number of them as is made in that kingdom, and is brought into 

Portugall, and carried into the Peru, and Noua Espana, and into other parts of the world: 

which is a sufficient proofe for that which is said.
65

 

 

In spite of all the interest in information about China, direct Chinese influence 

on Spanish art and architecture was rather limited. For one thing, the sumptuary laws in 

Spain imposed many restrictions on the circulation of imported goods from Asia. A law 

of 1494, for instance, prohibiting the importation and sale of textiles (except those for 

religious use) using gold or silver threads was reaffirmed and revised in 1534 by 

Charles V. And a decree of 1593 sternly forbade silversmiths and all other persons from 

buying, selling, or making tables, coffers, bureaus, or buffets decorated with silver.
66

 At 

the same time, however, Portugal became more intimately involved in Asian trade in 

general and Chinese trade in particular; as a result, the city of Lisbon in Portugal 

became a center where the products of Oriental industry and art were on display 

throughout the sixteenth century. 

Some other distinctions exist between the Portuguese and Spanish empires, 

which also account for the more intimate interactions between Portugal and China. As 

fig. 4-4 shows, while the Portuguese concentrated in Africa and the East, focusing 

primarily on sea power and trading posts, the Spanish moved westward, concentrating 

                                                 

 

 
65

 Ibid, pp. 33 ï 34.  
66

 J. C. Davillier, Recherches sur lôorfeverie en Espagne au moyen age et a la Renaissance: documents 

inedits tires des archives, Paris, 1879, pp. 120 ï 122. 



 64 

on the New World and focusing primarily on conquest and colonization. Thus it is 

natural for us to see more literary accounts of China circulated in Portugal, and this 

consciousness of things Chinese is reflected in contemporary Portuguese art and 

architecture. Therefore, this chapter will concentrate on Chinese influence on 

Portuguese art and architecture through an examination of available visual and literary 

sources in contemporary Portugal. 

 

 

  

 Fig. 4-4 The routes taken by some of the early Portuguese and Spanish explorers.67 
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Throughout the sixteenth century, Portugal played a leading role in 

communicating with China. Following Jorge Alvaresô first arrival in 1513, Rafael 

Perestrelo reached Canton two years later and established direct and unbroken relations 

that eventually gave rise to extensive cultural and religious communications with the 

Chinese empire. Thanks to the great Portuguese voyages, Europe not only expanded 

geographical knowledge from the first-hand reports of travelers, which helped to 

redefine the sense of ñotherness,ò but also gained greatly sought-after access to silk, 

porcelain and other exotic commodities, which were thereafter exported from China in 

substantial quantities.
68

 Figs. 4-5 & 4-6 show an example of the artifacts that were 

imported into Portugal during this time. 

 

 

Fig. 4-5 & 4-6, Ming Dynasty, Wanli period (1573 ï 1619), 1590 ï 1610, Jiangxi province, Jingdezhen kilns, 

Porcelain Bowls painted in underglaze blue, so-called Kraakporselein, the Museum of Anastácio Gonçalves, Lisbon. 
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These porcelain bowls and dishes, depicting Chinese landscapes, architecture 

and animals with symbolic meanings, served as an effective means for enabling many 

European users to visualize China and Chinese culture, which vision was further 

reinforced through exposure to numerous contemporary literary accounts on the same 

subject. During the process of this dissemination, Portuguese contemporary art and 

architecture began to show more traits of Chinese influence, a point which will be 

explored later. First, however, let us look upon available contemporary Portuguese 

visual and literary sources on China and Chinese art for evidence of possible 

inspirations. 

 

4.2 Literary and Visual Resources on China and Chinese Art Available in 

Portugal in the Sixteenth Century 

As stated above, the Portuguese voyages produced significant results other than 

high profits. The gathering of first-hand information on a previously unknown situation 

led to the first trustworthy reports on China itself. Among them, one of the most 

influential is Suma Oriental, written by Tome Pires, who was a factory clerk in Malacca 

between 1512 and 1515. It is recorded that ñPart of this work was published, in Italian, 

in Venice in 1550, and revolutionized European knowledge of South East Asia, China 

and the Far East.ò
69
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Fig. 4-7 Pages from Suma Oriental, Tome Pires, paper, 1512 ï 1515. The manuscript belongs to Biblioteca Nacional 

de Lisboa, Portugal. 

 

According to Pires, there was practically an infinite quantity of porcelain 

(Loureiro, p. 146) in China. The Suma Oriental not only portrayed Chinaôs trade, but 

also provided the first descriptions of certain aspects of Chinese life.  

 

[é] there exists a wealth of both land, and of peoples and riches and states and other 

things, such as was thought only in truth to exist in Europe, and not in this land of 

China [é] They eat with two sticks, holding the porcelain dish with the left hand and 

with the right hand and with the mouth and the sticks they take their meal [é] The 

king of China is a pagan, lord of a great land and people, and these people are white 

like ourselves [é] China is a land of much merchandise and many provisions [é] they 

come in junks to Malacca with merchandises, and bring white silk and damask and 

colored satins, brocades in their own style, seed pearls, porcelain in countless shapes 
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and forms, copper, pedra hume, musk, coffers with gold leaf, elaborate fans and many 

other things which escape my memory[é].
70

  

 

In addition, Suma Oriental contains the earliest written Western account of 

Macao. Under the name Oquem, or Ho-keng (Mirror of the Sea) in Cantonese, the 

island was described as lying a day and a nightôs sea journey from Canton, ñ[é] It is 

the port of the Ryukuans and other nations [é]ò. Piresô admiration of Chinese 

civilization can be best revealed from the following statement: 

 

[é] it would be difficult to find another people who, in the greatness of their cities or the 

beauty of their buildings, in their standard of living and civility or in their lively interest 

in the arts, may be compared with the Chinese. [é]
71

  

 

The Suma Oriental is among the first Portuguese sources to systematically 

introduce China and Chinese civilization, and it covers a variety of topics. As Joao 

Rordrigues Calvao points out:  

 

The Suma Oriental included the vast expanse of its territory, the refined administration 

system, the tax system controlling external relations, the high degree of courtesy and 

the absolute political centralism among other subjects that would be summarized in 

later Portuguese treatises. Naturally, all of these reports were confirmed in Livro by 

                                                 

 

 
70

 Macao Scientific and Cultural Center, Museum Guide, Macao Scientific and Cultural Center, Lisbon, 

pp. 27 -28. 
71

 Also quoted from Tome Pires, in D. Jeronimo Osorio-De Gloria, Lisboa, 1549. 



 69 

Duarte Barbosa. The latter work, while poorer in terms of the information provided, 

was equally enthusiastic about matters Chinese.
72

 

 

Not satisfied by Piresô account, the Portuguese kept moving beyond purely 

commercial questions and began reporting on the habits and customs of the Chinese 

people, their social and religious practices, the main beliefs, political organization, 

administrative system, the means of justice, and urban planning. As a result, the middle 

of the sixteenth century saw a genuine explosion of information in Portuguese overseas 

circles, with numerous reports, treatises, charts and itineraries being drawn up by those 

who had visited China. Merchants such as Galiote Pereira, Afonso Ramires and Amro 

Pereira and priests such as Melchior Nunes Barreto, Luis Frois and Ferno Mendes Pinto 

all wrote fascinating reports of their Chinese experience.
73

 

Within this context, the report entitled Algumas Cousas Sabidas da China 

(Some known things about China) by Galiote Perira, completed circa 1563, is of special 

importance. In this book, like Tome Pires, Galiote Pereira openly praised several 

aspects of the Chinese system, such as the high quality of the roads and bridges, the 

perfect design of the cities, the rational organization of production (crafts, fisheries and 

agriculture), the efficiency of local government and the impartiality of the legal system. 

In addition, he gives special attention to porcelain, which is of great interest to the 

Portuguese at this time. Although Galiote Pereiraôs treatise was not printed in its 

entirety at the time, it did circulate widely in manuscript form, and the information 
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made a decisive contribution to knowledge of Chinese civilization in Portugal by 

confirming and adding to previously published information from Portuguese 

chronicles.
74

 

In the same vein, Joao de Barrosô work Asia ï Decada I, published in Lisbon in 

1552, demonstrates great admiration for Chinese civilization: ñAs regards the king of 

China, we can truly say that he alone is greater than all in land, people, power wealth 

and policy.ò
75

  

Galiote Pereiraôs report and the chronicles by Castanheda and Barros helped 

generate a tendency to idealize Chinese civilization. For the late sixteenth century 

Portuguese, China became a special geographical location which had brought together 

all the characteristics of an ideal society with regard to politics, economics, technology, 

administration and the legal system, and even on an intellectual level. This admiration 

of China, governed by ñone of the greatest kings known in the worldò (Orta, col. 12), 

was reflected in all the major works of Portuguese literature on overseas matters in the 

second half of the sixteenth century. The process of acquiring knowledge and idealizing 

Chinese civilization culminated in the Tratado das Cousas da China by Brother Gaspar 

da Cruz, printed in Evora between 1569 and 1570. His Tratado was regarded as the first 

work dealing exclusively with China to be published in Europe and he carefully 
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collected information on all aspects of Chinese life that might impress a Portuguese 

audience.
76

  

 

Fig. 4-8 Gaspar da Cruz, Tratado das Cousas da China, 1569 ï 70. 

 

Cruzôs positive vision of China is revealed by his own words: ñThe Chinese 

exceed all others in number of people, in the greatness of kingdom, in the excellence of 

policy and government and in the abundant possessions and riches.ò In Chapter VII and 

VII I, Cruz describes Chinese architecture in detail. One paragraph is noteworthy as it 

describes the use of tiles in decorating the façade of Chinese architecture: 

 

All roofs are covered with fine-quality tiles, which are better and stronger than the tiles 

in our country. Because those tiles are not only better shaped, but the clay itself is of 
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better quality é Many fa­ades are decorated with them although there are seldom 

buildings of more than one storyé
77

 

 

 

Fig. 4-9 Fernao Mendes Pinto Peregrinacao, 1614 

 

In 1614, Fernao Mendes Pinto described the use of tiles in Chinese interior 

design in his Peregrinacao: 

 

     é There are large areas of residential buildings surrounding the Palace, which has its 

garden, forest and various kinds of fountains and pipes. The walls inside the building are 

decorated by fine tilesé
78
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Considering the fact that the admiration for things Chinese was so widespread in 

Portugal at this time, what impact would the above descriptions have? To answer this 

question, we naturally turn to contemporary Portuguese architecture.  

4.3 Evidence of Chinese Influence on Portuguese Art and Architecture 

 

Unfortunately most buildings were destroyed in the 1755 Lisbon earthquake. 

However, there is some seventeenth-century architecture that survived the disaster, and 

this reflects a tendency to decorate buildings with blue-and-white tiles or directly with 

blue-and-white porcelain dishes in large quantities in the interior. While surviving 

earlier Moorish influence might explain the former, could the above literary reports and 

accounts have given rise to the latter trend? Considering the popularity and the wide 

usage of Chinese porcelain in Portugal at this time, an affirmative answer is highly 

possible. One example can be found at the Palacio de Santos, where the kings Don 

Manuel I, Don Joao III and Don Sebastiao resided from 1501 to 1578: 

 

Nevertheless, Lisbon retains some extremely important evidence on imported and 

collected porcelains which has survived for more than three hundred years. In the 

Santos Palace, which from 1501 was the residence of the Portuguese kings and, from 

1589, of the Lancastre family, there is a small room with a pyramidal ceiling covered 

with 261 dishes, dating from the mid-sixteenth and early seventeenth century.
79
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Fig. 4-10 Porcelain decorating the ceiling of Palacio de Santos, Novais, Mario (Currently the site of the French 

embassy in Lisbon) 

 

It is noteworthy that all 261 plates adorning the ceiling are of a variety of sizes 

and decorative styles, nearly all blue-and-white and nearly all were made in China 

during the Ming Dynasty, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
80

 As Daisy Lion-

Goldschmidt points out: ñThe ceilingôs layout indicates an already considerable 

knowledge of Chinese porcelain - first come the four plates from the beginning of the 
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sixteenth century, then those from the Jiajing period (1522 ï 1566), followed by pieces 

from the Wanli period (1573 ï 1619).ò
81

 

 

 

Fig. 4-11 Church interior decoration: the usage of blue-and-white porcelain in decorating the 17th century church in 

Lisbon Altar Frontal, Lisbon 

 

Probably led by the taste of the Portuguese kings and continuing traditions 

undoubtedly influenced by Moorish architectural practice but also supported by 

contemporary Portuguese literary accounts of the usage of tiles in Chinese architecture, 

it became fashionable to decorate the interior of Portuguese buildings with blue-and-

white porcelain. Meanwhile, differing in style from Portuguese human portraits and 

religious paintings, natural motifs began to filter into many aspects of Portugalôs 

architecture. For example, as fig. 4-11 shows, the walls began to be made of scenes of 

natural landscape blending well with portraits of saints and niches in seventeenth-

century Portuguese churches.  
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In addition to the use of blue-and-white porcelain in interior design, how 

popular were those porcelain dishes in Portugal? An example from numerous references 

to porcelain found in the papers of King Joao III and his wife, Queen Catarina of 

Austria, can give us some hint:  

 

I placed an order with a Chin captain I know here asking him to have a few pieces 

made for your Highness. And you should know that they are right Chins here in 

Malacca because money and goods can be entrusted to them and they return with 

them.
82

  

 

As for the use of porcelain in Portuguese society other than among royalty, 

historian Maria Antonia Pinto de Matos points out its popularity in Portuguese daily 

life:  

 

There was not a single nobleman in Portugal living at court and in his provincial manor 

house, who did not possess Chinese porcelain. Like other exotic items it was quickly 

adopted into Portuguese daily lifeé The rapid way in which this order was filled 

allows us to believe that the volume of porcelain on the Lisbon market was 

considerable.
83
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According to the Venetian knights and Lippomani, who visited the Portuguese 

capitals in 1580, there were half a dozen shops which sold ñextremely fine porcelain 

[of] very varied shapesò in Rua Nova dos Mercadores alone.ò
84

 

What are these porcelains? What motifs, themes were depicted on them? And 

what did contemporary Portuguese see in them? A range of Chinese porcelains are in 

the collections of various Portuguese museums, enabling us to answer these questions at 

least partially. In addition, recent excavations in Portugal also contribute greatly to the 

understanding of the taste of Portuguese consumers.  

Before answering the above questions, however, it is necessary for us to gain a 

better understanding of the contemporary porcelain exported from China to Europe in 

the Ming Dynasty (A. D. 1368 to 1644). It is known that Mohammedan communities at 

the Chinese ports played an important role in trade over a long period, while during the 

Zheng De era (A. D. 1506 ï 1521), Muslim eunuchs even enjoyed high favor at court in 

Beijing.
85

 Even before the reign of Zheng De, the Yongle reign (A. D. 1360 ï 1424) 

porcelain in China was recorded to be under Islamic influence both in terms of the 

painting material and some motifs:  

 

The Yongle emperor (A. D. 1360 ï 1424) not only supervised the details of the new 

palace but took an interest in the arts, particularly porcelain and lacquerware. é 

During his reign the blue-and-white porcelains developed a richness of color due in 
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part to the use of an imported cobalt blue ï high in iron and low in manganese ï that is 

called ñsunimaò or ñsulamaò and thought to have come from Kashan, Persia. Zheng He 

helped secure this prized imported cobalt and thus played some role in creating the 

improvements in the distinctive blue-and-white porcelains for which the Ming dynasty 

would become well known. At this time, Sanskrit script and sea creature motifs ï fish, 

sea monsters, waves ï also came into porcelain design for the first time.
 86

 

 

 

Fig. 4-12 & 4-13, Ewer with Persian inscription, mark and period Zheng De Period (1506 --1521), square in shape 

and massively potted, with a tubular neck. Later near Eastern additions, possibly Turkish, are the angular 

replacement handle and curving spout of gilt copper. 

 

Fig. 4-12 and 4-13 give us an example of porcelain of this quality and type 

bearing Mohammedan inscriptions: 
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Phrases in Persian may be translated: óO ye caller to prayer in the House of Religion / 

Come to perform the ablution and prepare yourself for prayer.ôé Many of them are 

writing table accessories (boxes, brush-rests etc.) which are among the best products of 

the Zheng De reign, one during which Muslims enjoyed unusual favor at the Chinese 

court.
87

 

 

In addition, Chinese porcelain that was made for Middle Eastern markets that 

was exported to Portugal made it even more difficult to single out the Chinese influence 

from Islamic taste: 

 

Fig. 4-14 Ewer with the arms of the Peixoto family, porcelain, with decoration in underglaze blue, with 

contemporary silver Persian mounts China, mark and reign of the emperor Jiajing (1522 ï 66), Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London. 

                                                 

 

 
87

Ibid, p. 48. 



 80 

There were therefore a number of different ways in which Chinese taste could 

have influenced Portuguese art and architecture. First, Chinese porcelain made for 

Middle East markets exported onward to Portugal; second, Moorish and Mamluk 

porcelain vessels and tiles imitating Chinese or influenced by Chinese designs reaching 

Portugal, and finally, direct influence from Chinese wares themselves imported into 

Portugal from China. Fig. 4-14 illustrates an example of the first influence, a mid-

sixteenth-century ewer, which probably had been made for the Middle Eastern market, 

as its form and contemporary Persian silver mounts suggest. As no pre-existing wares 

in European shapes could be found, Portuguese clients often adapted such items, as the 

coats of arms on their ewers demonstrate.
88

  

With the complexity of Chinese porcelain and its possible Islamic influence in 

mind, we are now able to explore further in Chinese and, in some cases, both Chinese 

and Islamic influence in Portuguese art.  

Among all the Portuguese museums, Anastacio Goncalvesô collection is most 

significant because it was almost entirely built up through acquisitions from Portuguese 

antiquarians and families, and the majority of the pieces are dated from the Ming (1368 

ï 1644) and Qing (1644 ï 1911) dynasties. An examination of these pieces provides a 

glimpse of what porcelain was exported from China to Portugal via cargo vessels.  

Fig. 4-15 presents us with a typical example of the common blue-and-white 

porcelain that was used in Portugal in the sixteenth century. In this piece we see an 

asymmetrical composition of a Chinese seascape in the center, which is surrounded by 
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a central medallion, scalloped and lobed. This idyllic picture is framed by a border 

divided into motifs inspired by brocades, and the sides are divided into nine large 

panels with a white background picked out on the top edge and decorated alternately 

with flowers (chrysanthemum, peony and lotus), fruit and a bird.   

 

 

Fig. 4-15 Ming Dynasty, Wanli Period (1573 ï 1619), c. 1600, porcelain painted in underglaze blue, so-called 

Kraaksporselein, Museum of Anastacio Goncalves, Lisbon. 
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Fig. 4-16 Porcelain painted in underglaze blue, so-called Kraaksporselein, China, c. 1600, Museum of Anastacio 

Goncalves, Lisbon. 

 

In fig. 4-16, more Chinese motifs are arranged in a similar asymmetrical manner. Other 

than landscape and plants, we see pagodas, pavilions and leafy trees surrounded by a 

rim filled with flower-patterns. A double-roofed pavilion and pagoda together with the 

leafy tree are again seen in fig. 4-17, reflecting the popularity of the depiction of 

Chinese architecture in these two-dimensional porcelains. As mentioned above, in both 

figs. 4-16 and 4-17, we can also discern some Islamic taste in the patterns of plants and 

floral design. 
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Fig. 4-17 Ming Dynasty, second half of the 16th century, porcelain painted in underglaze blue, Museum of Anastacio 

Goncalves, Lisbon. 

 

 

Fig. 4-18 Ceramic artifacts found in Santa Clara-a-Velha, Portugal. 

 

If we examine the recent Santa Clara-a-Velha excavation in Portugal, the nearly 

5,000 fragments of Chinese porcelain found in the excavation reveal a clearer picture. 

Among those fragments, it was possible to partially reconstruct some 200 pieces of 

original Chinaware. It was found that almost all the pieces were in blue-and-white with 

the exception of a bowl with a kirande decoration and a bowl with an imperial yellow 
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decoration.
89

 From these remaining pieces, we can discern some typical characteristics 

of the porcelains that were distributed to Europe during the sixteenth century. Similar to 

those pieces we have seen in Anastacio Goncalvesô museum, themes such as Chinese 

landscapes invoking picturesque scenes of life and architectural features and boats were 

emerging in these porcelain pieces, in accord with the new motifs introduced in Chinaôs 

late Ming Dynasty (1368 ï 1644). It is said that the exoticism of these pieces made 

them highly appreciated by the Europeans. (fig. 4-19, 4-20)
90

 

 

 

Fig. 4-19 Ceramic artifacts found and reconstructed in Santa Clara-a-Velha, Portugal. 
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Fig. 4-20 Themes such as Chinese landscapes invoking picturesque scenes of life, architectural features and boats in 

porcelain excavations from Santa Clara-a-Velha, Portugal. 

 

Porcelain is only one of the goods exported from China in the sixteenth century. 

Other Chinese artifacts such as textiles, lacquer work, silverware and paintings also 

poured into Portugal throughout the century. One port city in China is of great 

significance in connecting trading ties between Portugal and China because it became 

the principal frontier between economic and practical interests, and an intercultural 

center where technologies and ideas traveled. This city is Macao, which was known by 

the Portuguese by 1515, if not earlier, under the name Oquem or ñMirror of the Sea.ò
 91

  

By 1583, the Portuguese were firmly established in Macao, partly thanks to the 

complicity of certain local officials but also due to the tacit approval of Emperor Wanli. 

It is recorded that ñIn Macao, the taxes and duties paid to the Chinese and Portuguese 
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authorities reached 27% to 28%, but the profit with the silk and silver trade made these 

voyages óthe best and most profitable ever madeéôò (Livro das Cidades e Fortalezas ï 

Books of Cities and Fortresses, around 1582).
92

 

 

 

Fig. 4-21 Plan of Macao, Livro das Plantas de todas as fortalezas, cidades e povoacoes do estado da India Oriental, 

Antonio Bocarro, 1635 

 

Owing to its special location and status (Loyal City in the seventeenth century), 

Macao served as a center for cultural exchanges. New ideas, interests and languages 

entered both China and Europe through the gateway of Macao. For instance, ñthe first 
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dictionary of Chinese in a European language was produced in Macao in the 1580s.ò
 93

 

The vocabularies were mostly related to navigation, trade and politics, with 

predominance of everyday words and few erudite, technical or religious terms.
94

  

 

 

 

Fig. 4-22 Dictionary Portuguese-Chinese, c. 1582. The original belongs to the Society of Jesus Archive, Rome, Italy 

 

 

The exchange between two cultures is also revealed in artifacts that were 

produced in Macao at this time. Fig. 4-23 shows a piece called the Saint Augustine jar, 

since it contains the symbols of the Augustinian order - two two-headed eagles over a 

heart pierced by an arrow, topped by a crown of five flowers. This belongs to a series 

commissioned by the Augustinians for their monastery in Macao, where they 

established themselves at the end of the sixteenth century.  
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Fig. 4-23 The Saint Augustine Jar, Porcelain decorated with underglaze cobalt-blue, China, Ming Danasty, c. 1580, 

Macao Scientific and Cultural Center Museum, Lisbon 

 

After exploring contemporary literary resources on China and available visual 

resources, one question needs to be answered: what is the effect of these visual and 

literary sources? If we examine porcelains that were widespread in Portugal, we notice 

the tendency to blend Chinese decorative motifs such as vignettes of Chinese 

landscapes with Portuguese arms or religious emblems. The practice of blending the 

two clearly originated in designs commissioned in porcelain from late Ming Dynasty 

factories in China after about 1540. Figs. 4-24 and 4-25 are two examples of this type 

of porcelain. 
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Fig. 4-24 Porcelain bottle with four sides with two scenes alternated, linked to the mystery of the Redemption, 

showing elements from the Passion, Death and Resurrection of Christ, c. 1620. Dr. Anastacio Goncalves Museum, 

Lisbon. 

 

Fig. 4-25 Kraaksporselein, bearing the coat of arms of Dom Joao de Almeida, Caramulo museum, 1575 ï 1600, 

Wanli Period, China. 



 90 

 

Fig. 4-26 Jorge Alvaresô bottles, Ming Dynasty, 1552. Inscription: ñJorge Alvares had this made at the time of 

1552,ò Lisbon, Fundacao Medeiros e Almeida, Caramulo Museum, Portugal. 

 

Meanwhile, Portuguese inscriptions illustrated with Chinese motifs were also 

popular designs that were produced in vast quantities in China and circulated widely in 

Portugal, as Fig. 4-26 shows above. 
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Fig. 4-27 & 4-28 Ming Dynasty, c. 1520 - 1540 

 

Figs. 4-27 and Fig. 4-28 provide us with another example of a meeting of two 

cultures, decorated in grayish blue-and-white with Chinese decorative motifs on the 

inside ï two phoenixes flying in opposite directions against a background of lotus 

flowers. While the exterior sides have five medallions (two of them bearing the symbol 

of King Manuel I), another has the Portuguese coat of arms. These widespread items 
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with Chinese decorative motifs or a mixture of both Portuguese and Chinese elements 

had a traceable impact on Portuguese art, which is most visible in an examination of the 

vocabulary used in Portuguese faience. Besides Kraaksporselein, Chinese birds and 

animals such as the crane, qilin (  in Chinese, a mythical lion-like beast) and lions 

began to be painted as the main subject in faience manufactured in Portugal from the 

first half of the seventeenth century. The tone of blue, also influenced by porcelain 

imported from China, is used in most of them. 

 

4.3.1 Depiction of Chinese Symbolic Animals in Portuguese Faience 

 

 

Fig. 4-29 Portuguese faience showing Chinese influence in the first half of the seventeenth century. 

 

The plate in Fig. 4-29 provides another example of the imitation of Chinese 

Kraaksporselein in Portuguese faience. The juxtaposition of some symbolic animals, all 
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unrelated and scattered randomly in the center, reflects that a lack of deeper 

understanding of Chinese symbols was not a barrier to this kind of imitation.    

 

 

Fig. 4-30 Portuguese faience, 17th century      

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

Fig. 4-31 Chinese Kraaksporselein, 1575 ï  1600, Wanli Period, China.  
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A rather grayish light blue tone is used in the plate in Fig. 4-30, as the genuine 

technique of porcelain manufacturing was still a mystery at this time. Comparing figs. 

4-30 and 4-31 reveals some similarities in both composition and the usage of decorative 

motifs, while the plate in Fig. 4-31 arrived in Portugal about two decades earlier.  

In addition to plates, Portuguese potters in the seventeenth century were also 

heavily influenced by designs from China. Thus bowls, jars and tiles, all of these using 

Chinese decorative elements, were produced.  

 

 

Fig. 4-32 Crane, Portuguese faience 
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Fig.  4-33 The mythical óqilin,ô  Portuguese faience 

 

As figs. 4-32 and 4-33 show, both the crane and the mythical qilin became the 

main subjects on jars produced in Portuguese faience. A soft purple tone is used in the 

plate in Fig 4-32 and the blue tone is maintained in Fig. 4-33. Both animals are enlarged 

and settled against a rather abbreviated background. On both jars, a species of animal 

becomes the main focus point and is located in the center, reflecting a change of view 

toward animals. Also noteworthy is the loss of symbolic meanings in the process of 

imitation. For example, the longevity which was believed to be symbolized by the crane 

in China was certainly missed when it was depicted on a large number of Portuguese 

faience porcelains, removed from its context.  

4.3.2 Depiction of Chinese Architecture 

Although not as popular as the Chinese phoenix or symbolic animals or flowers, 

depictions of Chinese architecture were also found on Portuguese faience in the 

seventeenth century.  
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Fig. 4-34 Portuguese faience of the 1st half of the seventeenth century 

 

 

As Fig. 4-34 shows, Chinese pavilions with their curved roof lines became a 

decorative theme that was employed on plates, although probably owing to a lack of 

confidence in knowledge of the forms, the potters set them far back and hidden in 

rockery formations.  

4.3.3 Use of Chinese Figures and Landscapes in Portuguese Faience 

Besides Chinese architecture, symbolic animals and plants, Chinese human 

figures, usually with Chinese-fashioned umbrellas set against rockery landscapes, 

became popular motifs in the second half of the seventeenth century in Portugal. 
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Fig. 4-35 Portuguese faience plate of the 2nd half of the seventeenth century, Dr. Anatacio Goncalves Museum, 

Lisbon. 

 

 

 

                        

Fig. 4-36 Portuguese faience, 1620, Dr. Anatacio Goncalves Museum, Lisbon. 
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Fig. 4-37 Portuguese faience, 1620, Dr. Anatacio Goncalves Museum, Lisbon. 

 

 

 

Fig. 4-38 Portuguese faience, 1620,   Dr. Anatacio Goncalves Museum, Lisbon. 
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Fig. 4-39 Portuguese faience, 1670, Dr. Anatacio Goncalves Museum, Lisbon. 

 

On plates shown in Fig. 4-35, 4-36, 4-37, 4-38 and 4-39, we have a glimpse of a 

general curiosity about China and its people, which is depicted with a not un-fairytale-

like air. The freedom in treating these motifs, ranging from Chinese figures, flowers 

and birds, mingled with Islamic border designs, is also noteworthy. 

In addition to the above-mentioned evidence, it is also worth mentioning that 

throughout the sixteenth century, commercial agents from other European cities were 

ready and eager to learn whatever they could about Portuguese successes in Asia in 

general and China in particular. As a result, the Portuguese reports, together with 

accounts of German and Italian participants in the early voyages, were widely 

circulated in Flanders, Germany and Italy, in both manuscript and printed versions. Fig. 

4-40 shows a wall panel decorating a certain room in Lisbon which is later used in the 

Munich residence and in Toulouse, indicating a close tie between Portuguese art and 

that of other European countries.  
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Fig. 4-40 Flower basket, Attr. Gabriel del Barco, Lisbon, 1700  

 

Meanwhile, Chinese paintings and other artifacts were also exported to other 

European cities through trade or given as gifts. It is recorded that Fernao Peres 

dôAndrade, a Portuguese who was in China from 1516 to 1517, returned to Portugal and 

showed King Manuel ñseveral of their [Chinese] paintings and figures.ò
95

 In addition, 

along with Portugalôs greater involvement in the commercial and cultural interactions 

with other European countries in the sixteenth century, Portuguese merchants, sailors, 
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students and artists became more influential in the cities of Europe. For example, in 

1565, Bartolomeu Velho, a renowned Portuguese cartographer, offered his service to 

the French king as an expert in maritime matters ñto show you those parts of the 

unknown lands which are of great importance and consequence.ò
96

 Other than directly 

official ways like this, Spanish and Portuguese of all walks carried news of the 

discoveries to other countries of Europe in their travels on various kinds of business. 

Among them, numerous scholars and scientists who traveled to and from Portugal 

actively broadcast news about the activities of the Portuguese in Asia and brought the 

information to other European political and cultural centers. Through such circuitous 

routes, much additional information on China and Chinese artifacts might easily be 

acquired in other European cities outside of Portugal.
 97

 

Yet the picture began to change towards the end of the sixteenth century, when 

the Portuguese were forced to relax their control of the spice monopoly in Europe and it 

was apparent that Portugal lacked the resources necessary to compete with the Dutch 

and English East India Companies. The leading role that Portugal once played in 

assimilating and transmitting knowledge of Asia was taken over first by the Dutch and 

later by the English from the end of the sixteenth century onward.
 98

  

 

 

                                                 

 

 
96

 Armando Cortesao and A. Teixeira da Mota, Portugaliae Monumenta Cartographia (5 vol.; Lisbon, 

1960 ï 62), II, p. 239. 
97

 Change, Tôien-tse, Sino-Portuguese trade from 1514 to 1644, Late E.J. Brill Ltd., Leyden, 1969, pp. 

109-110. 
98

 Ibid, pp. 129-141. 



 102 

CHAPTER V: CHINESE INFLUENCE ON  DUTCH ART AND 

ARCHITECTURE  

 

Imagine a multidimensional spider's web in the early morning covered with dew 

drops. And every dew drop contains the reflection of all the other dew drops. And in 

each reflected dew drop, the reflections of all the other dew drops in that 

reflection. And so on and infinitum. That is the Buddhist conception of the 

universe in an image. 

Alan Wilson Watts 

 

 

 

Fig. 5-1 Petrus Plancius, map of the world, Orbis Terrarum Typus De Integro Multis In Locis Emendatus, 1594, 

Amsterdam. 
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If the sixteenth century was a century of discoveries and violent encounters, the 

seventeenth century witnessed both the emerging global mobility and the great curiosity 

in Europe toward the universe, which were intensified by the first hand knowledge and 

increasing demands for more luxury goods that were brought back through European 

travelers, merchants and missionaries. It is against this backdrop of growing demand for 

more international trades that the Dutch, traditionally able seafarers and keen 

mapmakers, began to dominate world commerce, a position which before had been 

occupied by the Portuguese and Spanish.
99

 

During the first twenty years of the Eighty Yearsô War (1568 ï 1648), 

significant political and economic changes took place in the Netherlands. The fall of 

Antwerp on August 17, 1585 ended the Eighty Yearsô War for the Southern 

Netherlands. The loss of the Southern Netherlands caused many rich merchants of these 

cities to flee to the north. As a result, economic power shifted to the northern province 

of Holland, where Amsterdam became the most important city after 1585. Due to the 

peaceful nature of that time, Holland developed rapidly. And this rapid development of 

the economy in turn resulted in prosperity and an increased demand for luxury goods of 

all kinds, both from abroad and also domestically produced.
 100

 In this context, one of 

the first and most geographically influential world maps was produced by a Dutch 

astronomer, Petrus Plancius (1552ï1622), as fig. 5-1 shows. This map served as 

cartographic encouragement to the Dutch crews as well as a landmark in the mapping 
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of Asia and Japan. A key founder of the Dutch East India Company, Plancius drew over 

100 maps and was very interested in the activities of Dutch crews in Asia.
101

  

Eight years later, the Dutch East India Company, or the Vereenigde Oost-

Indische Compagnie (VOC), was established in 1602. Trying to circumvent the 

Portuguese monopoly, the VOC fostered trade with Asia and expanded Dutch economic 

power to compete with Spain, remaining an important trading concern for almost two 

centuries.
102

 After its formation, the VOC constantly sought to buy objects of the best 

quality to meet the demands of the home market. One category of goods that was in 

high demand was porcelain, and Dutch merchants shipped huge quantities of Chinese 

porcelain to other countries in Europe. ñAccording to the records of the Dutch East 

India Company, 16,000,000 pieces of Chinese porcelain were shipped between 1602 

and 1682.ò
103

  

In addition, the wealth of the Orient and the enlargement of vision which had 

remained a source of wonder in Europe long before now were brought closer by the 

increasing accessibility to firsthand knowledge and growing availability of goods that 

were collected and displayed in more and more bourgeois families. As a result, the 

cabinets of curiosities
104

 with objects from Asia gained much more popularity, and 
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influential books were published across Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries: 

 

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, humanist scholars and their patrons 

increasingly favored the museum as a key site for a wide variety of cultural endeavors. 

Setting aside a room or series of rooms in their houses or palaces, they filled them to 

capacity with objects ï books, manuscripts, paintings, sculptures, medals, scientific 

instruments, naturalia and exotica, the bric-a-brac of the learned world. While some 

museums were entirely private, created for the eyes of the collector alone, the majority 

enjoyed regular visits from princes, clerics, scholars, and curious patricians who 

publicized the qualities of these museums in their letters, travel journals, and 

conversations.
105

 

 

The Netherlands, which with its urban bourgeois and the VOC was the most 

powerful trading corporation in the seventeenth-century world, was certainly not an 

exception:  

 

In the seventeenth century, with its ever-closer ties between the Eastern and Western 

worlds, the exotic element achieved a more and more prominent place in Dutch 

collections. The objects concerned hailed mostly from Asia and South America; those 

from Asia consisted primarily of Chinese and Japanese porcelain and lacquerworké In 

the United Provinces large collections of Chinese porcelain distinguished the various 
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dwellings of the Princes of Orange in óDe Oude Hofô at The Hague. The Chinese 

material was, as we learn from an inventory of 1632, set out in tiers on shelves fixed to 

the walls, together with items from Avon near Fontainebleau. This was the customary 

arrangement, and was also to be seen in Rembrandtôs house in Amsterdam.
106

 

 

From the replica of Rembrandtôs cabinet at the Museum het Rembrandthuis 

(Rembrandtôs House Museum) in Amsterdam, where the rooms have been refurnished 

with works of art, furniture and other objects from Rembrandt's time, we discern the 

keen interest that contemporary artists had in collecting and displaying items from the 

East.   

 

Fig. 5-2 Part of Rembrandtôs collections, Rembrandtôs House Museum, Amsterdam. 
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Real artifacts are only one way through which seventeenth-century Europeans 

satisfied their curiosity toward Asia; along with booming trade, influential books were 

published as another source of first-hand knowledge on Asia in general and China in 

particular. For example, although the efforts to send several embassies to establish 

official trading agreements with the Chinese government failed, the trips nevertheless 

enabled the Dutch steward to the ambassadors, Johann Nieuhoff, to write his famous 

book entitled An Embassy from the East-India Company of the United Provinces, to the 

Grand Tartar Cham, Emperor of China. First published in Holland in 1665, the book 

gave to contemporary Europe a remarkably accurate account of China, which will be 

discussed in detail later this Chapter.
 107

 

5.1 Influential Dutch L iterature Introducing Chinese Art and Architecture  

Along with the rising demand for Chinese artifacts, the demand for travel 

accounts increased as well. Starting with the fifteenth-century voyages of discovery, a 

rather impressive amount of information became available to European readers via 

Dutch ambassadors and Jesuits who visited China in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. After beginning with a brief introduction of Chinaôs history of emperors and 

their kingdoms, Nieuhoff describes Chinese architecture several times in his 1665 book, 

illustrating it with fine engravings. His text includes descriptions of architectural 

construction, with much more detail than has usually been acknowledged. 
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On approaching the province of Quantung (modern day Guangdong), Nieuhoff 

notes that:  

 

ñAt the entrance of the Harbour on the right side, appears a high Tower, built with great 

curiosity after the manner here described.ò
108

 (Fig. 5-3) 

 

 

 

Fig. 5-3 A Tower in Quantung Province. Illustrated and described in Nieuhoffôs Travels, 1665. 

 

 

 

Fig. 5-4 Temple Illustrated and described in Nieuhoffôs Travels, 1665. 
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Similar descriptions of several other temples and pagodas can be found in this 

book. A three-story temple near Tungchang is described as a rare masterpiece: 

 

Within the Walls are several Temples, which are an exceeding ornament to the place; 

but that which stands without this city in an open field, exceeds all the rest for Bigness, 

Beauty, and Art. This Building indeed is so rare a piece, that we may well admire their 

wondrous skill in Architect, which they boasted of formerly. The whole fabrick 

consists of three rounds, the lower part whereof stands upon a Pedestal of stone, into 

which you ascend by steps;  the place adorned with great Gates, and at each corner with 

most curious Pillars and Columns: The second Round has stately lights, and round 

pillars, by which the roof stands strongly supported. The third is likewise beautiful after 

the same manner; the whole building on the out-side is adorned with Fret-work, and at 

each corner hang little Bells. The inside of the Fane seems not so beautiful as the 

outward decorements of the walls thereof, being only hung with great and small 

Images.
109

 

 

Having devoted both Chapter IX and X to Chinese temples and pagodas, 

Nieuhoff further introduces the construction and materials of Chinese architecture: 

 

This Empire is not altogether void of Architecture, although for neatness and polite 

curiosity, it is not to be compared with that in Europe; neither are their Edifices so 

costly nor durable, in regard they proportion their Houses to the shortness of Life, 

building, as they say, for themselves, and not for others é in China they dig no 
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foundations at all, but lay the Stones even with the surface of the ground, upon which 

they build high and heavy Towers; and by this means they soon decay, and require 

daily reparations. Neither is this all, for the Houses in China are for the most part built 

of Wood, or rest upon Wooden Pillars; yet they are covered with Tyles, as in Europe, 

and are contrived commodiously within, though not beautiful to the eye withouté
110

 

 

In addition, the porcelain pagoda of Nanking, a famous novelty building novelty 

which may have given rise to many pseudo-Chinese buildings built in Europe during 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, is described as follows:  

 

In the middle of the Plain stands a high steeple or Tower made of purceline, which far 

exceeds all other Workmanship of the Chinese on cost and skill, by which the Chinese 

have declared to the world, the rare ingenuity of their Artists in former Ages.  

 

This Tower has nine rounds, and one hundred eighty four steps to the top; each round is 

adorned with a Gallery full of Images and Pictures, with very handsome lights (as in 

exprest in the annexed Print.) The out-side is all glazed over and Painted with several 

Colours, as Green, Red, and Yellow. The whole Fabrick consists of several pieces, 

which are so Artificially Cemented, as if the work were all of one piece. Round about 

all the corners of the Galleries, hang little Bells, which make a very pretty noise when 

the wind jangles them: The top of the Tower was Crowned with a Pine-Apple, which as 

they say, was made of Massy Gold.
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