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Resume of a lecture given at The International Ceramics Fair and Seminar in June 1983

This lecture is about some of the best-loved of all Chinese porcelains: wares 
distinguished above all by the beauty of their painting but often, too, by the 
highest standards of manufacture, and which retain the greatest interest 
for the history of ceramic taste in China, both in the 18th century and 
since.
The famille rose or ‘rose family’ style is of course familiar to everyone with 
an interest in porcelain. The term was invented by the French author 
Albert Jacquemart who first used it in his Histoire de la Porcelainc in 1862, 
and to whom we owe also the no less time-honoured labels of famille vertc, 
famille jaunc and famille noire. They have given first class service, and who 
knows what we should have done without them? And yet some years ago, 
in an important and learned paper read to the Oriental Ceramic Society 
here in London, the distinguished connoisseur and specialist Sir Harry 
Gamer spoke very critically of the term famille rose, which he described as 
failing to do justice to a great innovation : associated with it, he said, were 
new techniques of painted decoration far transcending in importance the 
mere use of the rose-pink enamel; and he suggested the term used in 
China itself—yangcai, or ‘foreign colours’—was much preferable.
An academic quibble, some might think : but in view of its stress on the 
non-Chinese, indeed European origin of both its most characteristic pigment 
and some important aspects of the technique, Garner’s point was well worth 
making, even if—as seems likely—the ‘famillc rose9 will still be with us for 
many a long day yet.
The enamel palette of the famillc rose was strikingly novel when it was first 
introduced, its dominant feature being the carmine-red or rose-pink which 
inspired the name; while the deliciously pretty range included also a soft 
blue and green, violet and canary yellow. Prominent features of the style 
may be identified in a typical example such as a large jar in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum which once formed part of a five-piece garniture-dc- 
cheminec. Round the sides of this noble piece is painted a lotus pond, with 
stems of fine pink flowers rising above large leaves, and swimming ducks 
and fish in the water below: and on the pink flowers themselves is seen 
the characteristic shading of the colour, from a light tint with darker 
vcining up to the deep crimson of their tips. To achieve this beautiful eflfect 
not only the pink, but also the shaded green of the leaves and so on had to 
be opaque colours—providing a marked contrast to the preceding famille 
verte style, in which the colours are mainly translucent. It was got by 
mixing the colours with varying amounts of white enamel—also a Western 
idea, and quite as important to the style as the rose-pink itself; and on 
this jar white also figures on its own, in the painting of the white cranes 
standing in the water. Hut no less exciting in the style were new methods of 
painting : for whereas shaded tones were not of course wholly unknown to 
Chinese artists, on the porcelains these were now occasionally used in 
effects of modelling or even perspective that were decidedly Western.
Hv 1730 the old famille verte style had been discarded. Its classic colour 
scheme so characteristic of the Kangxi period (1622-1722) was dominated 
bv astringent greens, and a rather bright iron-red: a further distinction 
being that its translucent enamels were flat washes, applied without shading. 
Many of the subjects of decoration were it seems copied from black-and- 
white prints, so that they tend towards the quality of tinted drawings.
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Chinese painting is of course mainly a water-colour art while much of it 
makes use of monochrome ink alone, although with a stylishness of brush 
drawing seen only rarely on the porcelains; Western-style oil painting on the 
other hand, with its heavy mixed colours, was largely unknown to the 
Chinese artists, although they were just beginning to encounter it. Not the 
least intriguing feature of the fajnillc rose therefore is to find these unusual 
elements appearing on porcelain. To a varying extent, but from time to 
time quite prominently, shaded tones were now used in effects of modelling 
owing far more to the West than they do to Chinese tradition.
The story of how the style came to be introduced into China is a strange 
one. The rose-pink enamel had come into use both in South Germany and 
at Limoges during the mid- to late 17th century, both in painting on copper 
and in the hausmalerei workshops where faience was decorated; and it was 
used also for the so-called ‘ruby’ glass. The colour is created by dispersed 
light from fine particles of gold; and fortunately a very weak concentration 
of the precious metal is sufficient to produce it. In fact however its secret 
was already known in Renaissance times, and Cellini relates in his Treatise 
of Metalwork and Sculpture of about 1560 how an alchemist, who was 
also a goldsmith, had discovered it by accident.
It was not however through faience or glass that the pigment became known 
in China but apparently through painted enamels on copper : this art 
having been introduced there by the Jesuits. So as to maintain the special, 
if precarious relationship on which their mission depended they were 
accustomed to ply the court regularly with gifts, and among those most 
appreciated were scentific instruments of various kinds, and clocks; but 
painted enamels seem to have won a special response, and even took the 
fancy of the Emperor Kangxi himself, who was greatly struck by the 
likeness attained in Western portraiture. An enamelling workshop was set 
up in the palace grounds, and the Jesuits were constantly pressed for 
trained craftsment to maintain it. The gifts of enamels probably included 
such things as watches, portraits and plaques with religious subjects, while 
among them floral motives painted partly in rose-pink would undoubtedly 
be found. Some of the rare surviving Chinese enamels of this time were 
plainly influenced by these in shape and design; while others take more 
traditional forms. A number of them bear the Imperial Kangxi reign mark.
Apart from these enamels there are certain porcelain bowls, decorated with 
stiff floral designs in a closely similar taste, heavily shaded and disposed 
on solid crimson, yellow, blue and other coloured grounds, which also 
bear this special reign mark : Kangxi yuzhi (Fig 1). These bowls plainly 
show what was soon to become the standard famillc rose palette : but how 
this was translated from enamels to porcelain is more problematical, for the 
factories making porcelain were far away in southern China and contact 
with Peking was limited. The explanation propounded by Guo Baochang 
and others, that the bowls were sent ‘in the white* to Peking for 
decoration in the palace workshops at this time, has at first sight much to 
commend it, but Garner rejected it: he thought the Chinese were not 
yet competent enough to manage the enamelling properly, and maintained 
that the porcelain bowls and the enamels also, with their strange style, 
were all later, and their marks faked.
Admittedly, the porcelain itself of many examples in circulation is
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Bowl painted in foreign’ enamels with yellow ground. 
Diam. 4.5in. Mark: Kangxi yuzhi (1662-1722).
Mus. No. A80G
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Fig. s
Wall v;i«. i ' i in ja mill c rose enamels with pale 
blue gu \ > i Imperial poetical inscription.
Mark of t.j, • (17:16-951 in blue. Mus. No. 807

All pieces if;.*.v \ no from the Percival David Foundation.

Fig. 4
Dish painted in famillc rose mantels with scholars 
taking wine. Diam. 5.2in. c. 1750-40. Mus. No. 855.
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positively second-rate, and the enamels can be both weakly drawn and 
repellent in style. The matter has been much debated, and one recent 
author, Hugh Moss, in his book ‘By Imperial Command’ has argued 
strongly in favour of both porcelains and enamels. My own view is that 
the Kangxi-marked enamels on metal are mostly genuine, and probably 
a fair number of the porcelains also, although fewer perhaps than is often 
supposed—the best series being, naturally enough, in the former Imperial 
collection in Taiwan; but that copies made in this century also abound.

There remains something of a gulf between this Peking work of Kangxi’s 
reign and the development of famille rose as we know it at the Jingdezhen 
factories. The course of events is still imperfectly known, but various key 
pieces provide clues : for instance a close Chinese copy of a signed Limoges 
enamel in the Musee Guimet, Paris, mainly in /arnillc vcrtc style, already 
makes use of the white enamel, while certain armorial services such as one 
made for Lambert (died 1723) introduce a primitive rose-pink; a tea service 
with the arms of Holland and VOC emblem incorporates the date 1728 
in its inscription; and some dishes at Dresden, which must have been 
acquired and inventoried before the death of Augustus the Strong in 1733, 
show an already quite well developed famille rose style.
The reign mark of Yongzheng (1723-35) appears on many pieces, export 
wares included. Among them arc thinly-made tea wares painted with a 
variety of subjects which are of exemplary elegance, and were clearly not 
used by their Western owners but kept for display; their scenes of Chinese 
domestic life, floral compositions, and many-bordered patterns based on 
textiles display the charms of the style to the full (Fig. 4). Finer still than 
these however are the wares made for the court, which have a miraculous 
clarity of style seldom seen in porcelain. Among them is the celebrated 
‘moon flask’ in the Percival David Foundation, with its design of 
blossoming pink and white fruit sprays, and two birds perched in lively 
song (Fig. 2).
Pieces of this quality consistently bear the ordinary undcrglazc Yongzheng 
mark in six characters, and were apparently decorated at Jingdezhcn. A 
smaller and much rarer group however have the Imperial yuzhi mark, in 
four characters only done in ovcrglaze enamels : and these seem likely to be 
Peking workshop work. The difference appears also in a slight stiffness and 
over-deliberation of touch which perhaps marks a less practised, if painterly 
hand—an effect which stands outs when treatments of the same simjcct 
can be compared. This group includes certain subjects, c.g. those in sepia 
monochrome, that appear to be taken direct from album or scroll pahvings. 
The superior Yongzheng standard may derive in part from the appo/a'ment 
of a gifted figure, Tang Ying, as Director of the Imperial factory, which he 
in effect controlled from 1728. Many innovations in glazes and pigmei .'; 
are ascribed to him in the Chinese literature; and his work continued in: > 
the Qianlong period (1736-95), his directorship ending in 1749. A few 
porcelains are known with inscriptions that bear his signature.
Meanwhile, great quantities of porcelain for export to the West continued 
to be made more or less in [amillc rose style. Among the most, intriguing ol 
these arc the pieces with Western subjects—such as for example a punch
bowl with the client’s own coat-of-arms set into a faithful copy of Hogarth s 
famous engraving, ‘the Calais Gate’. And no less remarkable are the



models of animals and birds, in part inspired by Meissen and other 
factories, which are often finely observed and resplendent with colour. 
From about 1750 onwards the ever-growing range of subject-matter, with 
export demands from so many quarters, without doubt hastened the 
breakdown of the harmonious famillc rose style. Intrusive pigments such 
as iron-red and underglaze blue increasingly jarred with the more delicate 
tints; and to some extent this tendency was helped by the venturesome 
taste of the Emperor Qianlong himself, well-known as an eclectic 
connoisseur, man-of-letters, poet, painter and antiquarian—who sought 
constantly for novelties. This is partly reflected in a return to the ‘Western5 
style of the painted enamels on copper, with their heavy coloured grounds 
and strong horror vacui. My last illustration, which shows a flower-vase 
made to hang in the Imperial sedan chair, and is notable for its poem 
composed by the Emperor himself, is of this kind; and no doubt it closely 
copies one made in metal (Fig. 3).
Such charming porcelains as we have seen would not have been out of 
place in France at the court of the Bourbons, and one is often conscious 
of their kinship with the products of Sevres. Indeed, in certain wares 
painted with figures, perhaps under the influence of Sevres, there is a 
flirtation with shading and modelling that has nothing at all to do with 
Chinese tradition; and it is undoubtedly in this, its most revolutionary guise 
that the famiUc rose most fully earns its Chinese name of yangcai, or 
‘foreign colours5.
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