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CHINESE EXPORT PORCELAIN II 

FAMILLE ROSE
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"Nothing more perfect in the way of technical excellence was ever produced in China than the (porcelain) wares that came from (the kilns at) Jingdezhen (Ching-te-chen)…and bears the name famille rose"
.   

That statement is a quote from Dr. George C. Williamson in his book on the subject, where he also continues to speak of its "remarkable beauty" being from "an aesthetic point of view above any other type of Chinese art"2.  I review these words with comfort as I purchase yet another piece of famille rose porcelain. However, I am among good company, I am told, as 18th century famille rose porcelain remains the collectible among most of the wealthy and noble of Europe, as it has been for almost 300 years.
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Famille rose3 refers to the very extraordinary category of Chinese porcelains painted with over-glaze enamels in the  "family of rose" during the 18th and early 19th centuries, and emanating from the kilns at Jingdezhen and Canton.  So special is this category that even the slightest amount of rose on a ceramic of any color placed it into this unique category and demanded a very special firing.  Famille rose was introduced about1720, by Jesuits working in the Imperial Courts at Beijing.  It was quickly adopted by the Europeans working in the hongs (warehouses) in China for export to England and Europe.  The color is derived from a very precise formulation of chloride (salts) of gold, dissolved in 300 to 400 parts of water.  When fired at low temperatures (650(C to 1000(C), the brown gold solution produced every conceivable shade of rose, from a rosy brown (650(C) to a rich scarlet and rose (800(C), to the violets and purple at the higher range.  Strangely enough, it was also fugitive, completely disappearing much above 1000(C.  This is quite unlike the cobalt of blue and white, which needed at least 1250(C to turn from the pink paste to a vibrant blue. In other words, if the design had both underglaze blue and famille rose, it required not one, but two separate firings at different temperatures.  If gilt were added, a third firing might be required, each firing taking about 3 days, with another 2-3 days before the kiln could be opened. Although the technical aspect adds to the appreciation of famille rose, it is not yet the main attraction.
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The Painting:  The finest famille rose porcelain was produced during the reigns of Emperors Yongzheng (1722-35) and Qianlong (1736-95).  During that time the porcelain itself had become fine and white, and the glazes quite flawless, like liquefied sugar.   Sometimes the porcelain was so very thin it was completely translucent, called eggshell.  Upon this base some of the finest painting imaginable was placed, with subject matter - all of which was symbolic - including from floral, animal, peopled scenes, landscapes, and European scenes and 

family coats of arms.  The borders were often complex, like lace or a fine repetitive brocade, (called diapering), and sometimes reserved (with enclosed panels) with further flowers, or even complete landscape scenes, no more than 2 inches wide.  Some painting was executed with brushes with no more than a single hair (see above) and detail to rival the finest European master painter.  Yet others had a breadth, freedom and whimsy of a 19th century French Impressionist.
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There is tremendous variety in the decoration, as the painter did much as he pleased, using his own personal ideas in regard to the decoration.  But as mentioned, each piece was indeed symbolic.  Yellow, for instance, was the Imperial color, the pieces bearing the color often being made for the Imperial household.  Blue symbolized heaven and the land, while red, the sun.  The combination of the peony (considered the grandest flower in China), the lotus (maturity and genius), chrysanthemum (joviality), and prunus (cherry, winter) represent the four seasons. The hare and the crane indicated longevity, and the peach, marriage.  Among the most interesting and coveted of the decorations is the poultry class: the feather of a cock was placed on the coffin of the deceased, so the bird could wake the person at an early hour for his journey into the afterlife. 

Royalty and nobility of Europe ordered large dinner services, often with elaborate paintings of the family coat of arms.  Drawings were sent to China with specific instructions written upon them, as "blue", or "red", in certain quadrants. Many services, after a 2-year wait, arrived with the words "blue" and "red" carefully painted as part of the design.  It quickly became obvious that a painted example was far better than a verbal guide.  
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The Wares:  Every conceivable object was made.  As mentioned, vast table services were ordered with a great variety of designs.  Small teabowls and saucers, coffee and tea services, bowls of all sizes, large and small platters, large and small vases, garden seats, great cisterns, small ink and snuff bottles, now rare salts, and wonderful whimsical animals and figures were among the other forms offered.  A very popular decoration for mantles and cabinets was a grouping (garniture) of 5 vases, 3 outward curving baluster form, alternating with 2 sleeve, or convex, vases.  My personal favorite remains the dinner and soup plates, in which the precise decoration shows to its best advantage.  

[image: image7.jpg]


[image: image8.jpg]


Chronology:  The finest of the famille rose wares was been produced from c1722 to 1765, during the Yongzheng and early Qianlong periods.  The pink of earliest wares will have somewhat of a rusty cast, often too thickly applied and now flaking, as the painters learned to use the new enamels.  As experience grew, the painting became more robust, with quite varying shades of famille rose from pale pink all the way to a rich ruby red, even in one single peony.   Some pieces even possessed a ruby ground, or ruby back, which glowed through the thin porcelain.  The brushwork on early pieces is particularly fine.  Early 18th century footrims are V-shaped and very sharply cut, with an orange cast from the iron oxide in the kiln.  Rims are also often sharply cut with a knife from the round into floriform or octagonal shapes.
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In the last 1/3 of the 18th century, painting small floral garlands and sprigging became popular, often referred to as Chinese Lowestoft.  Scenic painting became more crowded and a little stiffer than the early pieces, footrims whiter, and after 1790, more rounded.  One of the more exceptional introductions of the mid to late 18th century were the famous Tobacco Leaf patterns, with fanciful renditions of large leaves and blooms.  Another was Mandarin ware, featuring Chinese families in pagodas and fenced garden settings, surrounded by cell and brick diapering (below).  
The finest of the Mandarin ware is called Palaceware.  These very fine wares were devised in the late 1700's to boost the waning British East India Company trade.  

Palaceware (above) has a central Mandarin scene, adding an exquisitely painted border with solid or intricately scrolled gilt.  The brushwork is as fine as the earlier Yongzheng wares, as just as coveted.  This category includes the famous "Rockefeller" pattern, a service acquired by the Rockefeller family and now being deaccessioned.  Other Mandarin patterns include the slightly later Rose Mandarin, the borders featuring flora, butterflies, and the best with long-tailed birds, introduced in the Jiaqing Period (1796-1820), and American market Rose Medallion, featuring panels of figures alternating with panels of birds and flowers.  Rose Medallion usually dates from the last half of the 19th century forward into the 20th century, later than the true Chinese Export period, which ended in 1820.  The painting on the latter two patterns is not as fine as the earlier wares, and the potting is heavier, often with sand adhesions on the footrim. Yet they are quite decorative, and very popular in the Southern United States.  When purchasing Rose Mandarin or Rose Medallion, be sure there is gold in the hair of the figures.  That will assure a 19th century ceramic.


Care:  All can be handled just as you would very fine china, with careful hand-washing for cleaning. Often, the porcelain will have a small hairline and/or staining.  A soaking in 2% hydrogen peroxide with a few drops of ammonia will remove most minor staining.  Do not use Clorox.  If restoration is needed, choose a known restorer who specializes in fine porcelain, and will match the ground any needed painting.  A minimum of restoration is preferable to massive overpainting.  

Reproductions and Fakes:  In the 19th century, the Ming and earlier Qing forms and decoration were greatly reproduced.  These often bear Ming and Qing marks verso.  These are not considered fakes, but are made in honor of a superb era of ceramics.  The value is not as great as the original, and the porcelain, form and stiffness of the marks must be carefully examined for accurate attribution.  This can be quite difficult, and a knowledgeable dealer is the best resource for proper authentication.

Unfortunately, many fakes are being produced today, mostly in China.  These are being copied directly from the originals, as well as from Sotheby’s and Christie’s catalogs.  Usually the painting is a bit stiffer than the original – as with any copy.  The weight is also different, and the footrim often does not match the form of decoration.  I have further observed knife marks in the actual porcelain, instead of just as glaze wear, and sometimes occurring where the knife would seldom inflict damage (as in the cavetto – the rising side of a plate or bowl).  Once more, should you be suspicious of a piece, an expert in the field would be happy to assist you in proper identification – which often involves quite subtle and complex examinations.  The presence of fake porcelain on the market actually damages the export trade.
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From a series of 6 articles for “At Home Magazine”:

Chinese Export I: Blue & White

Chinese Export II: Famille Rose

Early English Spoons

Silver Tea Services

Tea Caddies

What’s So Special About the 18th Century?
Chinese Export Mandarin Plate, c1765, painted in famille rose & rust with a Chinese family in a garden terrace, the gentleman in grisaille dress holding a conch emerging from its shell & a spear, a kylin at his feet, a lady beside with plate of cakes, as two ladies & two children look on, before a river / mountain landscape with houses & pagodas, the shaped rim having black-outlined vignettes of sanguine landscapes alternating with puce diapering, flowerheads and gilt foliage. 9 5/16”





Chinese Export Famille Rose Octagonal Plate, Yongzheng/Early Qianlong, 1730-40, painted in rusty famille rose and bianco sopra bianco heightened with gilt, the center with a hollow rock, peonies, and Wanli and roe-diapered scroll opening to a prunus branch with a bluebird, within a leaf shaped border painted with further prunus, peonies and bamboo against a sepia-whorled ground





Miniature (Toy) Qianlong Teapot, c1750-60, made as an adult toy, painted in famille rose, rouge de fer, green & grisaille heightened with gilt, with carp & lotus petals among water plants. 2.5” High








Chinese Export Shell-Form Dishes, Qianlong, C1750, ribbed escallop shell form painted in puce, the center with floral sprays surrounded by three further smaller sprays and vining handle. 6” Diameter





Chinese Export Famille Rose Tea Caddy, c1730, the continuous scene with a lady dressed in aubergene playing a musical instrument seated on a blue hollow rock beside a banana tree and child in famille rose & yellow, with a butterfly net beside a table & jar with stiff banana leaves, above a base with applied gilt-heightened cloud scrolls; the shoulders with brick diapering with flower filled reserves below a neck & lid with flowers reserved against floral & Wan Li diapering below scattered flora. 4.75” High














� The Book of Famille Rose, Dr. George Williamson, p. 77


2 ibid., p. 93


3 The name "famille rose" was conferred upon the category by French author Jacquemart in "l'Histoire de la Porcelaine", Paris, 1864.





