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and a taste for these extraordinary objects to the Chinese. Because of  
the lack of verifiable sources it is difficult to be sure of when the production 
started in China. However as discussed in this catalogue it is improbable that 
high quality pieces were being made before around 1718/1720. Furthermore, 
if the production had started earlier, we would see significant numbers of 
famille verte and underglaze blue examples, which is not the case. The vast 
majority of Chinese painted enamels on copper are decorated in the famille 
rose palette identified with the Yongzheng and Qianlong periods.

One of the reasons why this field has been slightly neglected until recently 
may be because of the few representative museum and private collections 
that exist. This of course has repercussions reflected in the low levels of 
research, in the field, especially when compared to the amount dedicated 
to Chinese porcelain; and also in the small number of publications on the 
subject. Notable exceptions are the enormous and important collections  
of the Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg, probably the most varied  
and relevant collection of Chinese copperwares, with hundreds of examples, 
which were published in  the book written in 1988 by its curator, Tatiana 
Arapova, Chinese Painted Enamels in the Hermitage Collection; and also  
the important collection, mostly concentrating on imperial wares,  
in the National Palace Museum in Taiwan. 

We hope this exhibition and catalogue will therefore provide a rare 
opportunity to see over 160 objects together, all collected in Europe  
and the Americas over many years and dating mostly from the 18th century. 
At a time when Chinese painted enamels on copper are starting to attract 
the attention of collectors and museums alike, we hope that this exhibition 
will contribute to the better understanding of the field and  will help reassert 
these extraordinary pieces into their rightful place amongst other expressions  
of Chinese works of art. 

Luísa Vinhais
Jorge Welsh

FoREWoRd

Chinese painted enamels on copper is such an interesting field and so closely 
linked to the production and style of porcelain, that we felt at some point  
we would have to organise an exhibition of this fascinating but, until 
recently, slightly neglected field. 

When visiting museums and traditional private collections around the 
world dedicated to Chinese porcelain, we always noted the presence, 
more often than not, of examples of Chinese copperwares, which included 
some outstanding objects of the finest quality. Furthermore, this material, 
although so different from porcelain, has always been perceived, by those 
interested in Chinese works of art, as being very similar. It becomes visually 
indistinguishable when amongst porcelain pieces, with a similar whitish  
base and enamel decoration. The shapes, the decorations and the scale  
of the objects are also very close to those in porcelain; in addition both 
were produced by order of the emperor but also for other common markets  
including the domestic, Asian, Islamic and Western. In some instances we 
know that the original orders would include both materials, as, for example, 
for the Saldanha e Albuquerque armorial dinner service (entry nos. 4 and 
5) and for the one for D. Frei José Maria da Fonseca e Évora. These two 
important and vast services include copperwares amongst the larger number 
of porcelain pieces, as does a service made for the English market with the 
arms of Yaldwyn impaling Soame (entry no. 3).

Although produced in much lower numbers than those of porcelain, Chinese 
copperwares must have been highly desired and appreciated from early on, 
as can be deduced by some of the exceptional orders for exquisite objects 
including candelabras, chandeliers, desks, tables, plaques, buckles, ink 
stands and many other sorts. From the few contemporary records and the 
objects that have survived, it becomes clear that painted enamels on copper 
caught the imagination of all those who came in contact with it including  
the Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong emperors.

Another interesting aspect of these copperwares is that, unlike porcelain 
which was produced in China for centuries before the Europeans finally 
mastered the technique in 1708, it seems that in the case of copperwares  
the reverse might be true. It was most probably the Europeans who,  
in sending European enamels on copper objects through their embassies  
to be presented as gifts to the Emperor, introduced both the technique  
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Neolithic period  10th—early 1st millennium bC

Bronze Age  2nd—1st millennium bC

Shang dynasty  16th century bC—1050 bC
Zhou dynasty  1050—221 bC
Western Zhou  1050—771 bC
Eastern Zhou  770—256 bC
 Spring and Autumn period  770—476 BC

 Warring States period  475—221 BC

Qin dynasty  221—206 bC

Han dynasty  206 bC—ad 220
Western Han 206 bC—ad 9
Wang Mang interregnum  9—25
Eastern Han  25—220

Period of division (Six Dynasties)  220—589
Three Kingdoms  220—265
 Wei  220—265

 Shu-Han  221—263

 Wu  222—280

Jin dynasty  265—420
 Western Jin  265—316

 Eastern Jin  317—420

Northern and Southern dynasties  420—589
 Song  420—479

 Qi  479—502

 Liang  502—557

 Chen  557—589

 Northern Wei  386—534

 Eastern Wei  534—550

 Western Wei  535—557

 Northern Qi  550—577

 Northern Zhou  557—581

Sui dynasty  581—618

Tang dynasty  618—907

Liao dynasty  907—1125

Five Dynasties period 907—960

Song dynasty  960—1279
Northern Song  960—1127
Southern Song  1127—1279

Xixia dynasty  1038—1227

Jin dynasty  1115—1234

Yuan dynasty  1279—1368

Ming dynasty  1368—1644
 Hongwu  1368—1398

 Jianwen  1399—1402

 yongle  1403—1424

 Hongxi  1425

 Xuande  1426—1435

 Zhengtong  1436—1449

 Jingtai  1450—1456

 tianshun  1457—1464

 Chenghua  1465—1487

 Hongzhi  1488—1505

 Zhengde  1506—1521

 Jiajing  1522—1566

 Longqing  1567—1572

 Wanli  1573—1620

 taichang  1620

 tianqi  1621—1627

 Chongzhen  1628—1644

Qing dynasty  1644—1911
 Shunzhi  1644—1661

 Kangxi  1662—1722

 yongzheng  1723—1735

 Qianlong  1736—1795

 Jiaqing  1796—1820

 daoguang  1821—1850

 Xianfeng  1851—1861

 tongzhi  1862—1874

 guangxu  1875—1908

 Xuantong  1909—1911
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Chinese painted enamels on copper are an in  triguing 
but little-studied group of wares developed during 
the first half of the 18th century. These brightly col-
oured enamelled copper pieces were created for 
the imperial court, domestic and export markets, 
and often influenced by China’s principal artistic 
export, porcelain. This catalogue presents a selection 
of shapes and decorative motifs found in the West, 
independent of intended markets, and explores the 
possible links between porcelain and enamelled 
copper. Commonly referred to as ‘Canton enamel’, 
after the main centre of production in China, 
these wares were also produced in Beijing for the 
emperor.1 For this reason, objects in the medium 
are best described as Chinese painted enamels on 
copper. Produced in small quantities, these copper-
wares were coated with an initial layer of enamel and 
over-decorated in polychrome enamels with decora-
tive designs, some of which are comparable to those 
found on porcelain. Indeed, some enamelled cop-
perwares were also made in shapes similar to those 
executed in porcelain. These include, among others, 
basins and ewers, teapots, snuff boxes and bottles, 
tea canisters, spittoons, small cups and saucers. 
Interestingly, in Chinese these copperwares were 
referred to as a type of external or overseas porce-
lain, yang ci—literally ‘foreign porcelain’. 

For Philip Dormer Stanhope, 4th Earl of Chesterfield 
(1694-1773), the arrival of Chinese enamelled cop-
perwares in Europe was of great interest. In a letter 
from The Hague of 13th August 1728, the British 
Ambassador regaled Henrietta Howard, Countess 
of Suffolk (1689-1767), with news of his exciting 
discovery:

I have bought some china here (which was 
brought by the last East India ships that came in) 
of a very particular sort; its greatest merit is being 
entirely new; which in my mind may be almost as 
well as undoubtedly old; and I have got all there 
was of it, which amounts to no more than a ser-
vice for tea and chocolate, with a basin and ewer. 
They are of metal, enamelled inside and out with 
china of all colours. As I know the queen loves 
china, I fancy she would like these…2 

For the Earl, these brightly painted wares were some-
thing ‘entirely new’. So new, in fact, that he lacked 
the terminology to differentiate between ‘china’ 
(porcelain) and ‘china of all colours’—what we know 
from his description to be, in fact, painted enamels 
on copper. That his first thoughts were of ‘china’ is 
almost to be expected, given the ubiquity of Chinese 
porcelain in Europe in the early 1700s. Mass-
produced and commercially traded, an estimated 25 
to 30 million pieces of porcelain were imported to 
England between 1720 and 1770 alone.3 In the Earl’s 
defence, his reference to porcelain is perhaps unsur-
prising, given that his letter constitutes the earliest 
known evidence of Chinese enamelled copperware 
in the West. By extension, his letter also refers to the 
form’s earliest known shapes, which consisted of a 
tea service and basin and ewer—by his account, ‘all 
there was of it’. 

Introduction

China of All Colours:
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Dates pertaining to the introduction and develop-
ment of enamelled copperware in China are difficult 
to establish with any certainty. In the absence of con-
crete evidence, scholars have relied on the reports 
of Jesuit missionaries present at the imperial court 
during the late 17th and early 18th centuries. In a bid 
to secure a portion of the lucrative trade with China, 
King Louis XIV of France (1638-1715) dispatched 
a group of Jesuit priests in 1687 to propagate their 
religious faith and to establish trade links and rela-
tionships with the court.4 In a letter dated 25th August 
1687, Father Jean de Fontaney recalls how well the 
gifts of European enamels on metal were received 
by the Kangxi emperor, and requests more to be 
sent.5 Keen to develop relations and appease the 
emperor, over the next few years missionaries at 
court requested raw materials be sent from Europe, 
along with experienced enamellers who could teach 
the technique to the Chinese. When the Italian Jesuit 
priest Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1766) arrived in 
1715, he is said to have brought enamelled wares with 
him as gifts to the emperor,6 and in an often-quoted 
diary entry of 1716, Matteo Ripa (1682-1746) writes 
that there was still a continued interest in the topic.7 
Yet, while both Ripa and Castiglione were excep-
tional artists, neither was skilled in the technique of 
enamelling copper. 

It was not until 1719 that an experienced enameller 
arrived in China: the French lay-Jesuit, Jean Baptiste 
Gravereau. In a letter of 1720 Father de Mailla reports: 

… on arrival he [Gravereau] discovered that the 
Chinese workers were not completely ignorant 
of the enamelling process. It is true to say that, 
although the Chinese have only been working on 
enamels for His Majesty for about 5 or 6 years, 
they have made considerable progress.8 

Though Father de Mailla does not refer to painted 
enamels on copper specifically, we can assume this 
is what he meant, since a high standard had already 
been attained in the medium of enamelled porce-
lain. As such, the report would suggest that work on  
enamelled copperwares had begun in either 1713 or 
1714. Whether this was a direct result of missionary 
presence at the imperial court, however, remains 
unclear; given their experience with enamelled por-
celain and cloisonné, it is possible that the Chinese 

applied these skills to the production of painted 
enamels on copper independent of European influ-
ence.9 In any case, although the Chinese craftsmen 
had made ‘considerable progress’ in the course of 5 or 
6 years, de Mailla goes on to say that Gravereau was 
‘fortunately still ahead of them’.10 

Gravereau’s departure in 1722 has been taken to mean 
that Chinese workers had sufficiently mastered the 
technique of enamelling and firing to a reasonably 
proficient level by the very end of the Kangxi period.11 
Indeed, in 1721, two European embassies were given 
enamelled pieces, reportedly made at the imperial 
workshops, which included a set of enamelled gold 
cups, enamelled snuff bottles, a box, and ten vases.12 
When we analyse the few surviving pieces with 
Kangxi reign marks, however, this time frame for 
the development of Chinese enamelled copperware 
is called into question. The vast majority of these 
pieces are decorated in polychrome enamels similar 
in colour to the famille rose palette used on porcelain, 
with patterns generally attributed to the later periods 
of the Yongzheng and Qianlong reigns (1723-1795). 
For example, the Museum für Kunst and Gewerbe 
in Hamburg has in its collection a Kangxi marked 
enamelled copper vase (fig.1), similar to another vase 
in the National Palace Museum in Taipei.13 Its dec-
orative scheme, comprising two large parrots with 
flowers, is rendered in coloured enamels associated 
with the famille rose palette.14 If this design was found 
on a vase made of Chinese porcelain, as opposed 

Fig. 1

Vase  
(and detail of the base)
Copper decorated with 
polychrome enamels 

CHINA — Qing Dynasty,  
Kangxi period (1662-1722)

© Jörg arEnd, MusEuM Für 
Kunst und gEwErbE, 
haMburgFig. 1Fig. 1 — dEtaiL

to enamelled copper, on the basis of style, palette 
and decoration, the piece would be attributed to a 
later period. However, if we accept that the Kangxi 
mark found on this and other similar objects is of 
the period, then these examples would potentially 
be some of the earliest Chinese enamelled copper-
wares produced, most likely around 1720.

While there continues to be much debate on the intro-
duction and origins of the famille rose palette in China, 

its use is more commonly associated with porcelain 
produced after 1720.15 If painted enamels on copper 
had been developed as early as 1713 or 1714, why are 
none of the known pieces with Kangxi marks deco-
rated with characteristic Kangxi motifs, either in 
enamels similar to the famille verte palette used on por-
celain or in blue and white? Given that there are many 
such porcelain examples found in the West, one would 
expect equivalent designs to have been produced in 
enamelled copper, had it been possible to do so.
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Fig. 5

Letter from Emperor 
Qianlong to Dom José I, 
King of Portugal  
(Chinese and Portuguese)
Encre de Chine on yellow  
silk with polychrome 
decoration

CHINA — Qing dynasty, 
Qianlong period (1736-1795), 
29th May 1753
H. 385  L. 85 cm

© bibLiotECa da aJuda

Fig. 5

from this large collection are featured in Tatiana 
Arapova’s illustrated catalogue.41 The Philadelphia 
Museum of Art in Pennsylvania also has an impres-
sive collection of painted enamels on copper, some 
of which were displayed in the exhibition Chinese 
Painted Enamels: From Private and Museum Collections, 
held at the China House Gallery in 1969. Organised 
by the China Institute in America, with a catalogue 
by J. A. Lloyd Hyde,42 the exhibition also included a 
number of pieces from other places including the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Another 
exhibition was held at the Ashmolean Museum in 
1978 and catalogued by Michael Gillingham.43 

The study of enamelled copperwares has also been 
impeded by a lack of historical evidence. Primary 
sources relating to this group are scarce. Moreover, 
where ‘painted enamels’ are mentioned in historical 
documents, these references are prohibitively vague. 

While porcelain has benefited from much scholarly 
attention, the subject of Chinese painted enamels 
on copper found in the West remains little explored. 
A number of factors have contributed to this bias. 
Firstly, Chinese enamelled copperwares were pro-
duced and exported in far smaller numbers than 
porcelain, with the result that porcelain is far better 
represented in the Western world. In addition to 
there being fewer significant museum collections, 
the vast majority of enamelled copper pieces are 
held in storage, and are only rarely accessible to the 
public. Furthermore, only a small percentage of these 
are represented in printed publications.

One of the largest collections of Chinese enamelled 
copperwares in the West, comprising  hundreds of 
objects in various forms and decorative motifs, is in 
the State Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg. 
Though not on public display, more than 260 pieces 

The Study 
of Chinese 
Enamelled 

Copperwares 

In many cases, it is unclear precisely what medium 
is being discussed—whether enamel on metal, por-
celain, or glass—and even which technique (painted, 
cloisonné or champlevé) has been applied. Indeed, in 
the August 1703 issue of the gazette Mercure Galant, 
‘copper tea canisters’ (pots de cuivre à Thé) and ‘a 
box of enamel copper’ (une caisse de cuivre émaillé) 
are recorded among the cargo of the French ship 
l’Amphitrite, recently arrived from Macao.44 Though 
in both cases the medium is given, the record does 
not specifiy the enamelling technique(s) applied. 
While either could be interpreted as an early ref-
erence to Chinese painted enamels on copper, all 
other sources pertaining to the development of the 
medium in China points to the very end of the Kangxi 
period, ca. 1720. 

Moreover, seemingly specific references to ena-
melled copperware can be misleading. In 1753, the 

Qianlong emperor received the Portuguese envoy 
Francisco Pereira de Sampayo at the imperial court. 
Upon his departure, several imperially manufactured 
gifts were offered to him for the king of Portugal,  
D. José I (1714-1777). These were accompanied by a 
scroll from the emperor, written in three languages—
Chinese, Manchu and Portuguese—signalling 
goodwill between the two countries (fig. 5):

兹以使臣归国，特颁斯敕。其锡赉珍琦，具如常
仪。加赐彩缎罗绮、珍玩器具等物，王其祗受，悉
朕眷怀，故兹勑谕。[As the ambassador is about 
to depart for his homeland, I hereby give this 
order. Precious gifts shall be bestowed upon him 
in accordance with our usual rituals. Extra gifts 
such as colourful silk, fine textiles and exquisite 
objects shall be offered in addition, receiving 
which the king will understand my affection. The 
order is hence given.]
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The technique of painting with enamels on metal 
first evolved in the northern parts of Europe during 
the Renaissance period. By the end of the 15th century, 
Limoges in France became one of the prominent cen-
tres of painted enamels, together with Nuremberg and 
Geneva.48 Initially decorated with religious iconogra-
phy, these enamelled metal wares began to take on 
more secular tones. Brought by European merchants 
and Jesuit missionaries, European-made enamelled 
metal objects, which included watches, clocks and 
devotional scenes, began to appear in China follow-
ing the relaxation of restrictions on foreigners entering 
the country in 1684. It is likely that many of these 
objects were intended as tribute to the court.49 

By contrast with porcelain, primary sources pertain-
ing to the process of manufacturing painted enamels 
on copper are scarce. Before the medium was intro-
duced to China, craftsmen had already attained a 

Technical 
Aspects

high level of knowledge and skill in enamelling por-
celain. Additionally, the cloisonné technique, where 
enamels are fused within wire cells on copper and 
bronze bodies, had been introduced during the Ming 
dynasty (1368-1644), becoming an imperial craft by 
the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). While some materi-
als and aspects of decorative technique are common 
to the production of both enamelled porcelain and 
enamelled copperware,50 in the absence of historical 
documentation, only a partial understanding of the 
copper manufacturing process may be inferred from 
examination of the objects themselves. 

To create the main body, a sheet of copper was cut to 
the desired size, and pressed or hammered into the 
required shape.51 Moulds may have been used in the 
case of more common forms. Erika Speel suggests 
that the extremities—finials, spouts, handles and 
feet—were applied by slotting them onto the main 

Fig. 6

Tutenague Metal Articles 
gouache on paper

CHINA — Qing dynasty  
(1644-1911), c. 1825
gift of Mr. and Mrs. 
b. rionda braga, 1977  
INv. E80607.1

© PEabody EssEx MusEuM. 
aLL rights rEsErvEd. 
PhotograPhy  
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Fig. 6

The Portuguese inventory of the emperor’s gifts 
lists a pair of enamelled copper and gilded teapots 
(Hum par de bules de cobre esmaltado e dourado), and 
ten ‘porcelains’ of enamelled gilded copper (10 per-
solanas de cobre dourado e esmaltado).45 The Chinese 
inventory, however, describes the same objects as  
掐丝珐琅 (qia si falang)—literally ‘pinch’ (掐) ‘thin 
wires’ (丝) ‘enamel’ (珐琅)—a term normally assigned 
to cloisonné wares. Presumably written by court offi-
cials on behalf of the emperor, one would assume 
that the objects from the Chinese list were indeed 
cloisonné as opposed to painted enamels on copper. 
Yet we know that the letter and inventory were trans-
lated by Portuguese priests at the Qianlong emperor’s 
court, who may also have had access to the objects 
in question.46 Most likely Jesuit priests, these highly 
educated men would no doubt have been able to dis-
tinguish between Chinese porcelain, cloisonné and 
painted enamels on copper. After all, the Portuguese 

had been present in China since 1513. The difference 
in terminology may in fact be attributed to the lack 
of a Portuguese word for cloisonné; it was not until 
the 19th century that the term was coined in France,47 
and it is unclear how such objects would have been 
described by Europeans before then. So the ques-
tion remains as to which inventory—Chinese or 
Portuguese—correctly describes the objects offered 
by Qianlong to D. José. 

In summary, little is known about how painted ena-
mels on copper were produced and traded, or how 
these objects were used in the West. With this exhibi-
tion and catalogue we hope to encourage discussion 
of this little explored topic, to pose some questions 
concerning the medium’s history, while suggesting 
possible connections between the formal and deco-
rative characteristics of painted enamels on copper 
and porcelain.

body, while the edges were folded in on each other. 52  
As far as possible, soldering was avoided, as the joints 
could become loose during the firing process, caus-
ing the solder to produce flaws on the enamel.53 Once 
the vessel had been assembled, the surfaces were 
smoothed and cleaned in preparation for decorating. 
Initially, a layer of enamel was applied on the outer 
and inner surfaces, with the exception of the rims and 
feet. This first, counter layer was most often of white 
enamel, which stays opaque after mixing with arse-
nic, though in some cases turquoise enamel, which 
owes its colour to copper oxide, was also used. The 
counter layer acted as a binding agent for the added 
sections, limited contraction of the metal during 
and after firing,54 and prevented subsequent layers 
of decorative coloured enamel from flaking off. Once 
assembled and coated with the base layer of enamel, 
the vessels were fired for the first time in a muffle 
kiln.55

The most important and complex stages in the pro-
duction of enamelled copper were the refining, 
painting and firing of the enamels themselves.56 
Although some records suggest that early enam-
elled copperwares made for the imperial court used 
European enamels and techniques,57 it is likely that 
most of the enamelled copperwares produced in 
Canton used the readily available Chinese manu-
factured enamels that were also used on porcelain. 
Furthermore, while painted enamels on copper 
pieces are decorated with polychrome enamels, some 
employ a similar palette to that used on porcelain: the 
so-called famille rose palette. This palette, of which 
the ruby-red and pink are the prominent colours, 
included the opaque lead-stannate yellow; the ruby 
enamel, derived from colloidal gold with the addition 
of tin oxide to the frit; and the opaque lead-arsenate 
white enamel. The white, when mixed with other col-
ours, opened up the possibility of producing a wider 
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range of pastel shades than ever before.58 This is 
especially true of the ruby enamel which, when com-
bined with white, could provide several tones of pink. 
The overglaze cobalt blue-lead colour also associated 
with this palette was rediscovered during the Kangxi 
period. According to a record written by the famous 
Jesuit missionary Father d’Entrecolles, this ‘violet’ 
enamel derived from blue ‘glass’ or enamel. Ground 
into a fine powder, this blue was initially painted onto 
porcelain using water and animal glue.59 This enamel 
was apparently also used for enamelling metal, prob-
ably using the cloisonné technique, with the material 
coming from Canton or Beijing.60

The decoration of enamelled copper also follows 
a similar process to that of porcelain. After the ini-
tial firing, the copper enameller would outline some 
of the intended design using dark enamel over the 
white surface.61 A well-known process for decorat-
ing porcelain, it was also described by d’Entrecolles 
in one of his two letters: ‘To make a black pigment 
they dilute the azure blue largely with water and mix 
it with a little gelatin. When this colour is painted on 
it looks black…’.62 Once the initial design had been 
sketched in, the pieces most likely passed through 
several painters’ hands, each of them a specialist in 
a particular type of decoration, such as flowers, geo-
metric patterns, figures, animals or landscapes. From 
his description in 1875, the Englishman John Henry 
Gray may have observed a similar working process 
while visiting a specialist copper shop in Canton: ‘In 
the neighbouring shop of 泰盛洋磁店 Tai-Shing, we 
saw three, or four workmen, who, upon vessels of 
copper, were painting designs of various kinds…’63 
(fig. 6).

The pieces were then painted with polychrome 
enamels, which are characteristically opaque and 
easily melted. Each of the enamels is produced using 
powdered metal oxides, such as copper, cobalt, gold 
and antimony, which produce an array of colours 
(fig. 7). Water, or oils such as doermendina and cam-
phor, was added to make a paste of some consistency, 
which could then be applied to the desired surface.64 

Fig. 7

Details of an  
assortment of pieces

Copper decorated  
with polychrome  

enamels and gold

CHINA — Qing dynasty, 
Qianlong period (1736-1795)              
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Once decorated, enamelled copperwares were fired 
for a second time. The Tao Shuo (‘Descriptions of 
Ceramics’), a five-volume compilation of historic 
texts on ceramic wares published by the scholar 
Zhu Yan in 1774, mentions that one of two different 
types of muffle kiln would be used—either ‘open’ or 
‘closed’—depending on the size of the porcelain to 
be fired:

The open stove is used for the smaller pieces, the 
door of which opens outwards. A charcoal fire 
having been lighted all round, the pieces of por-
celain are placed upon an iron wheel, supported 
upon an iron fork, by which it is passed into the 
stove, the wheel being made to revolve by means 
of an iron hook, so as to equalize the action of the 
heat. It is taken out when the colours appear clear 
and bright.65 

Even if the same muffle kilns were used to fire both 
mediums, by comparison with porcelain, copper-
wares surely posed a greater challenge, owing to 
the higher thermal conductivity of the copper itself. 
During the firing process, the copper could expand 
and contract substantially more than porcelain, 
thereby presenting a greater threat to the integrity 
of the enamelled surface.66 If firing times and tem-
peratures were not closely monitored and controlled, 
further issues and defects, including blurred col-
ours, rough surface textures or burst bubbles, could 
occur.67 Additionally, depending on the melting point 
of the enamels used, further firing was possible with 
the colours requiring the highest temperature fired 
first.68 Gold was then applied to enhance some of 
the decoration. While several techniques are known 
for applying gold in China, the technique used on 
painted enamels on copper may have been similar to 
one applied on ceramics and several types of metal. 
This involves mixing particles of gold with mercury 
to create an alloy.69 After heating at a low tempera-
ture, the mercury boils off leaving a thin layer of gold 
on the surface.

Fig. 7
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Wall Fountain
28

Copper decorated with 
polychrome enamels

China — Qing dynasty, 
Qianlong period  
(1736-1795)

H. 51.5  l. 24.3  W. 11 cm

a tall, fluted wall fountain, tapering towards  
the foot, with a domed cover and tap, fixed to  
a rectangular panel with a moulded triangular 
top. it is decorated with polychrome enamels  
on a white ground, which include yellow, pink, 
blue, green, iron-red, brown and black. The 
container is painted with several Chinese ladies  
in a landscape. in the centre a lady is standing  
in front of a deer, holding a basket of peaches. 
She is looking back at an attendant carrying a  
crackled glaze vase holding lingzhi mushrooms, 
and another with a basket of peaches on a staff. 
On the other side is a group of three other ladies, 
one holding a yellow vase, another with a dish  
of peaches, and a small figure playing a flute.  
in the background is a pine tree, with rocks  
and shrubbery below swirling clouds. above  
the scene are ruyi shaped panels containing pink 
scrolls, separated by pendant leaves, with bands 
of yellow, iron-red and blue round the rim above. 

The domed cover is painted with flowers  
and fruit, including peaches, a pomegranate  
and a ‘Buddha’s hand’ citron, surrounding the 
finial, with blue scrolls and stylised flowers on  
the flat back. The fountain is attached by six 
screws to a flat panel, painted with white enamel 
in the centre following the shape of the fountain. 
The surrounding area of the panel is covered  
with large flower heads and dense foliate scrolls 
on a yellow ground, and enclosed by a moulded 
rim decorated with blue scroll pattern. The  
panel is topped by a moulded triangular cresting. 
The back is painted with a large stylised flower 
and scrolls in pink on a white enamel ground.  
The copper tap, finial and rims are left exposed. →
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enamelled copper ewers and basins are one of the identifiable 
shapes clearly mentioned in inventory records and auction lists, 
and as such confirms that examples were exported to europe 
during the 18th century. Indeed, an enamelled copper ewer and 
basin of unspecified form were part of the earliest known records 
of the medium in europe.1 Deemed luxury items, ewer and basin 
sets in a variety of materials were often used in dining rooms for 
guests to wash their hands before a meal and during courses.2 

Chinese porcelain sets with similar shell-shape forms were based  
on european silver, pewter and faïence prototypes.3 Comparisons 
have also been drawn between the stepped flute-shape of the  
bi-part body of the ewers in these sets to earlier mounted shell  
or carved rock crystal cups.4 Chinese porcelain sets were produced 
in a variety of colour palettes, which included blue and white  
(fig. 13), polychrome, imari (fig. 31) and famille rose palettes  
(fig. 14), with examples found in private and museum  
collections around the world.

there are enamelled copper sets in a number of collections, 
including the State Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg,5 the 
Philadelphia Museum of art,6 Östasiatiska Museet in Stockholm,7 
and the Museu Nacional de arte antiga, lisbon.8 there is a basin 
and ewer set is in Saltram House in Plymouth,9 and another in 
the Museu Nacional Soares dos Reis in oporto.10 Hyde illustrates 
a further example from his private collection.11 Single enamelled 
copper ewers and basins are also found, as for example, a short-
stemmed ewer in the Convento de Jesus in aveiro, and a basin  
in the latvian National Museum of art in Riga.12 •

1 For more information about this record, see the introduction.
2 Jorge Welsh (ed.), 2014, p. 290.
3 Pinto de Matos, 2011, vol. II, p. 140.
4 Kerr and Mengoni, 2011, p. 36.
5 arapova, 1988, cats. 1-3.
6 Philadelphia Museum of art, inv. nos. 1988-27-73 and 1988-27-90.
7 Wirgin, 1998, p. 241, no. 256.
8 Messinger, Bianchini and Ramos (coords.), 1992, p. 177, no. 82.
9 National trust Collections, inv. nos. 871008 and 870913. 
10 Museu Nacional Soares dos Reis, inv. nos. 70/1 Div MNSR and 70/2 Div MNSR.
11 Hyde, 1969, p. 14, no. 8.
12 latvian National Museum of art, inv. no. aMM D-1664.
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Candelabrum
72

Copper decorated with 
polychrome enamels

China — Qing dynasty, 
Qianlong period  
(1736-1795)

H. 34  l. 22 cm

a candelabrum with a slender double baluster-
shaped stem and five branches, each surmounted 
by a candleholder moulded in the shape of a lotus 
flower. it stands on a domed foot. it is decorated 
with bright polychrome enamels on a white 
ground, which include pink, blue, yellow, iron-red, 
green and black. The foot is painted with a large 
stylised flower head made up of a broad band 
of yellow imitating the disc of a flower around 
the stem, adjoining a blue border and a ring of 
radiating pink petals on a yellow ground. Below 
this, above the rim, are two bands of foliate 
scrolls, each reserved on a red and green ground. 
The decoration of the stem is divided into several 
sections and bands; the round base of the lowest 
baluster-shaped section with foliate scrolls on  
a red ground; above this are flower heads  
among scrolls framed by large leaves, followed  
by a band of scrollwork in red on the shoulder;  
a blue line is painted below the round base of  
the second baluster-shaped section above which  

it is decorated with further scrolls and flower  

heads in blue and some patches of black enamel. 
The central section to which the branches of the 
four candleholders are attached is painted with 
blue foliate scrolls on a yellow ground. above this 
is a lotus bud-shaped section decorated with a pink 
and pale green triangular pattern, from whose top 
emerges the fifth candleholder, which is painted in 
pink imitating a lotus flower, with applied moulded 
leaves at the base. The four curved branches  
of the candleholders are painted with green and 
blue foliate scrolls on a yellow ground, and further 
black enamel patches on the sides; the top sections 
are decorated in pink and each is surmounted by 
a flower head candleholder supported by moulded 
leaves. The interiors of the five candleholders are 
painted at the centre in yellow imitating the disk 
of a flower, with two rows of pink and pale green 
radiating petals edged in blue round the sides.  
The recessed base is enamelled in white, while  
the copper rims are left exposed. →
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