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The earliest overglaze enamels so far Discov
ered come from the Cizhou kilns of north China 
and date to the Jin period (ad 1115-1234) — some 
bearing dates equivalent to AD 1201. These Cizhou 
enamelled wares were high-firing stonewares, with 
pale buff bodies covered with a white slip and thin 
colourless glaze. Initially the colours used for the 
enamels were predominantly green and red, with 
some yellow — black being added to the palette a 
little later. The use of overglazc enamels on the 
porcelains of Jingdezhcn, Jiangxi Province, in 
southern China became firmly established in the 
early Ming dynasty (ad 1368-1644) and develop
ments took place throughout that period both in 
terms of palette and application. The finest of the 
porcelains decorated with overglaze enamels during 
the Ming period are generally considered to be those 
employing the dottcai (contending colour) technique 
produced in the Chenghua reign period (ad 1465- 
87), as exemplified by the famous ‘chicken cups’. 
Nevertheless, by the end of the Ming certain limita
tions still remained in the application of ovcrglaze 
enamels that precluded their use to produce the 
‘painterly’ style achieved in underglaze cobalt blue 
decoration on porcelain. However, in the late 17th 
and 18th centuries advances in technology and new 
approaches to painting in overglaze enamels allowed 
the development of painted porcelains of a delicacy 
and refinement unseen on the wares of previous 
periods. The two groups on which these develop
ments most clearly manifest themselves arc the ones 
that, for the sake of convenience, are generally 
known in the West as fatnillc eerie (Jig 1) and famille 
rose (flg2). These of course were names coined by 
Jacquemert and LcBlant in 1862, and are not used in 
East Asia.1

The famillc verte palette became established in the 
latter part of the 17th century, while that offamillc 
rose appeal's towards the end of the first quarter of the 
18th century. The two palettes seem to run in 
tandem for a short period, but by the middle of the 
century the famillc rose seems to have taken over 
almost completely from the Jainillc eerie. From the 
purely stylistic point of view, the most striking aspect 
of these porcelains is perhaps not in fact their 
colours. It is the exquisite delicacy and more 
painterly quality of the brushwork used in the

Figure /. Porcelain plate with flattened rim decorated in fvnille 
t'crtc enamels. Qing dynasty, Kangxi mark and period 
(ad 1662-1722). One of the ‘birthday’ plates believed to have 
been made for the 60th birthday of the emperor in 1713. 
Diam: 25.3cm. Courtesy of the Percival David Foundation of 
Chinese Art (PDF aS36).

decoration of the best examples, which fall outside 
the previous decorative traditions of overglaze 
enamelled wares. It is perhaps not surprising to find 
that after the rebuilding of the kiln complex at 
Jingdezhcn following the Imperial Commission of 
1680, among the antique wares that provided inspi
ration for the new polychrome wares made during 
the reigns of the Kangxi (1662-1722) and 
Yongzheng (1723-35) emperors were the fine dottcai 
porcelains of the Chenghua period mentioned 
above.

The majority of the pieces discussed in this paper 
would have been products of the official kilns. These 
came under the direction of some particularly able 
men in the late 17th and 18th centuries, most 
notably Zang Yingxuan (from 1680-88), Lang Tingji 
(1705-12), Nian Xiyao (1726-36), and possibly the 
most famous of all Tang Ying who became resident 
assistant at Jingdezhen in 1728 and took over from 
Nian Xiyao when the latter was removed from 
office. Tang continued his responsibility for the
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Figure 2. Porcelain teapot and cup decorated in famillc rose 
enamels. Qing dynasty, Yongzheng mark and period 
(ad 1723-35). Height: Teapot 11.1 cm. Cup 4.5 cm. 
Courtesy of the Pcrcival David Foundation of Chinese Art 
(PDF AS25 & a826).

and bearing the reign mark of Kangxi (AD 1662- 
1722) in the Percival David Foundation2. On these 
small delicately potted cups the contrast between the 
soft appearance of the underglaze blue elements and 
the thin hard lines and bright colours of the famillc 
I'crte enamels is used to very' good effect, especially 
where the undcrglaze blue is used for water or rocks 
against which the flowering plants arc seen. The 
technique is not restricted to small items, however, 
and there is, for example, a fine large vase in the 
Palace Museum, Beijing decorated all over with 
butterflies of different sizes and designs, on which 
the same technique has been used.

This early famillc verte palette was not so dissimilar 
to that used on the Chcnghua doucai wares. It 
included a range of transparent enamels in yellow, 
green, purple and brown, an over-saturated opaque 
iron red, and a black that was not a single enamel 
colour in that it required to be ‘fixed’ by applying a 
clear pale green enamel over it. It is significant that 
gilded decoration is also part of the famillc verte 
palette, for this appears to be the first time that gold 
was painted onto Chinese porcelain. Previously 
when gilded decoration was required, gold leaf was 
applied and merely burnished. While the item no 
doubt looked stunning when new, the effect was 
unfortunately somewhat ephemeral 
tended to rub off rather easily.

For information on the preparation of the gold to 
be applied to these enamelled wares we are indebted 
to the Jesuit Father Francois Xavier d’Entrecolles, 
who, in letters written from the Jingdezhcn area in

Imperial kilns until his death in 1756. After 1786 the 
directors of the imperial kiln were no longer 
appointed by the imperial household, but were 
appointed at provincial level, and it is generally 
recognised that something of a decline in quality 
begins with the death of Tang Ying and accelerates 
after 1786. The great period of experimentation, 
innovation and development can thus be seen as 
between 1683 (when the new kiln complex at 
Jingdczhen was completed) and 1756.

Despite certain affinities of style with the 
Chenghua doucai wares, the famillc verte porcelains of 
the late 17th century were closer in terms of 
technique to the wucai (five colour) wares of the 
Ming, and indeed they are often referred to by that 
name in East Asia. These Qing wares do not have 
overglaze enamel colours painted between outlines 
in undcrglazc blue like the doucai wares, but rather 
incorporate specific underglazc blue elements within 
the overall enamelled design as do the wucai pieces. 
The underglaze blue elements were painted with 
fine oudines with a range of washes and striations 
within them. The Qing version of this under- 
glaze/ovcrglazc palette can be seen at its best on 
pieces like the twelve cups decorated with the 
flowers of the twelve months and appropriate poems,

the gold
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September 1712 and January 1722 to his superior, 
Father Orry, in France, described many of the 
technical processes of porcelain manufacture with 
remarkable accuracy. Of the new gold he says:

‘...When one wishes to apply gold, one grinds 
it and mixes it in the bottom of a porcelain 
vessel until one sees a little cloud of gold in the 
bottom of the water. One allows it to dr)' and 
then uses it by mixing it with a sufficient 
amount of gummed water. With 30 parts gold 
one incorporates three parts of white lead, and 
then one applies it to the porcelain just like a 
coloured glaze.’3

In his letter of 1722 d’Entrccolles mentions that it 
has only been about 20 years since the potters 
discovered the secret of painting with purple 
(different from the Ming purple) and of gilding 
porcelain.

While this early famille verte palette with its combi
nation of underglazc blue and overglazc enamels was 
an attractive one, there were two very good reasons 
why the Jingdezhen potters should try to develop a 
good ovcrglazc cobalt blue. The first reason is fairly 
obvious. In the ease of mistakes, while the unfired 
enamels could easily be wiped off the fired porcelain 
glaze, once the blue pigment had been applied to the 
unfired porous porcelain body it could not be 
removed. The second reason is less immediately

apparent, but possibly more significant. The attrac
tion of the lead-fluxed enamels lay to a large extent 
in their brilliance, and this could be greatly enhanced 
by displaying them against a really white 
background. In order to provide this the Jingdezhen 
potters developed a low-lime glaze with an increased 
alkaline content (from the addition of extra potassia, 
possibly in the form of willow ash). This was a dense 
white glaze that stood up well to the high firing 
temperatures, but as Father d’Entrccolles noted:

‘...This is as densely coloured glaze and should 
not be used on porcelain which will be painted 
in blue, because after firing the colour will not 
show through the glaze.’

The potters therefore faced a dilemma. If the 
overglaze enamels were to be seen to best advantage 
using the dense white glaze, then the underglazc 
blue would be masked, and if the blue was to be 
seen clearly then the enamels had to be applied to a 
less sympathetic background. The answer to the 
problem seems obvious. A cobalt blue enamel was 
needed that could be applied over the glaze in the 
same way as the other colours. One is thus tempted 
to ask why they had not done so before. Looking 
back to the Tang period (ad 618-907), there had 
indeed been a low temperature, lead-fluxed, cobalt 
blue glaze used both within the sancai (three colour) 
palette and also as a monochrome glaze. There had 
also been a low-temperature monochrome glaze in 
the Jiajing period (ad 1522-66), and there is even a 
very rare example in the collection of the British 
Museum of overglaze cobalt blue enamel being used 
on a polychrome piece dating to Jiajing. The signifi
cant factor in both these periods, however, was that 
the glaze makers were using imported rather than 
native cobalt, while the Qing craftsmen were 
working with Chinese cobalt ore which had a signif
icant manganese content. The manganese had the 
effect of producing a dull purplish tinge in a lead- 
fluxed cobalt enamel. This unfortunate situation 
could be alleviated in the case of monochromes 
simply by increasing the alkaline content of the base 
glaze that provided the matrix for the cobalt blue. 
This, however, had the effect of altering the melting 
point of the glaze, and if it was to be used with other 
enamels on a polychrome vessel this was a consider
able disadvantage, since all the enamels had to melt 
at the same temperature.

The obvious solution of simply removing the 
manganese from the cobalt ore, was, due to their 
mineral structures, also extremely difficult. Recent 
examination and analyses, however, suggests that the 
potters may have turned for help to their colleagues 
making cloisonne enamels, since the enamels on 
copper and those on the porcelain of this period are 
of very similar composition3. Certainly we know that

Figure 3. Porcelain brush pot decorated in famittc ivrtc enamels. 
Qing dynasty, early 18th century. Height: 13.2 cm.
Courtesy of the Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art 
(PDF a842).
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in the early Qing period a cloisonne workshop was set 
up in the Imperial Palace, Beijing, in the Hall of 
Military Eminence, and palace records for the Board 
of Works in the Yongzheng period (ad 1723-35) 
indicate that the enamel colours used at the imperial 
kilns were prepared in the court glass workshop and 
thence sent to Jingdczhcn. It therefore seems more 
than possible that the overglaze cobalt blue enamel 
seen on items such as the porcelain dish with a 
central design of the Three Star Gods of Happiness, 
Rank and Longevity in the Percival David Foun
dation was developed from an enamel already used 
by the cloisonne enamel craftsmen.

The fully-mature faniillc vertc palette was thus 
established, but, as will be discussed later, it still 
imposed some restrictions on the ceramic decorator. 
Many of these restrictions were lifted by the devel
opment of the famille rose palette. While the fantille 
verte palette had been dominated by transparent, 
unmixed, enamels, the faniille rose palette employed 
mainly opaque, often blended, enamels. The Janiillc 
rose palette takes its name from the pinkish rose 
enamel that appears on Chinese porcelains about 
1720. Until relatively recently it was generally 
believed that this enamel colour was the so-called 
‘purple of Cassius’ and had been introduced from 
Europe via the painters of enamel on copper. 
Microscopic analysis has, however, revealed that this 
was not so5. What the scientists discovered on 
examination of the rose pink was that there were red 
particles immersed in a clear lead-potassium-silicatc 
glass. The colour was due to tiny colloidal particles

Figure 4. Porcelain bowl decorated in fainillc vertc enamels. 
Qing dynasty, early 18th century. Diam: 22.5cm. Courtesy of 
the Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art (i'DP a859).

of gold. The European ‘purple of Cassius’ was 
produced by colloidal gold particles precipitated 
from an aqueous solution, usually of gold chloride 
with stannous-stannic chlorides. The Chinese pink 
enamel not only had a significantly lower gold 
content than the European material, but also a much 
lower tin content. The scientists therefore concluded 
that the Chinese pink was made not be precipitation 
but by making up a ruby glass and grinding this up as 
a pigment to be dispersed in a colourless, transparent 
enamel. It thus used less gold, and so was less expen
sive, and it was also easier for the craftsman to 
achieve an even colouration within the enamel. A 
bright purple was achieved in the same way by 
adding ground-up ruby glass to a clear blue matrix.

Perhaps more significant from the point of view of 
the painter on porcelain was the development of two 
new opaque enamels 
Interestingly neither of these was formed in the way 
that the equivalent European pigments would be, 
but both were known to the glass-makers". The 
opaque white was lead arsenate, rather than the tin 
oxide used in Europe, and the opaque yellow owed 
its colour to lead-stannate, rather than antimony. 
Like the recently developed cobalt blue overglaze 
enamel, these three new enamel colours were all 
lead-alkali-silicates, rather than being simple lead- 
silicates like the earlier Jingdezhen enamels.

white and yellow.

12



What did these technological developments mean 
in terms of painting style? Features of the early famillc 
wife style incorporating underglaze blue have been 
mentioned above, but the mature palette should also 
be discussed before attention is focused on the wares 
decorated in famillc rose. As has already been noted, 
the majority of the enamels o f famillc verte were 
transparent — the variety of greens from which the 
palette takes its name, the yellow, the purple and one 
of the browns. The two opaque colours were the 
under-enamel black and the red, which could be 
adjusted to produce opaque brown. It was the red 
and the black that were used to paint fine outlines 
and to produce details of decoration and texture. 
The transparent colours flowed when they melted, 
and this meant that they could not be used thickly 
and thinly within one colour zone to produce 
different densities of colour, and they could not be 
used for shading from one colour to another. The 
ceramic decorator, however, devised certain ways of 
minimising these limitations.

The author of the Too ya expressed his apprccia-

doubt that he could do better.’
A brush pot in the Pcrcival David Foundation 

bears a pine tree that matches this description rather 
well (fig3). The pine needles have been painted in 
black, and then a thick deep green enamel has been 
applied on top. (The rich colour of this enamel 
required so much copper colourant that it would 
have affected the melting point of the enamel had 
not the composition of the base enamel been 
adjusted to accommodate its fluxing properties.) The 
outline and texture of the bark of the trunk has been 
painted in black and then given a thin coating of 
pale green enamel. The rocks beside the tree have 
also been given their outlines and texture using the 
black enamel, and a feeling of solidity has been 
achieved by filling-in juxtaposed areas with blocks of 
different green and blue enamels. The ground has 
either been given a plain wash of pale green, or the 
green has been applied over tiny stippled dots of 
black enamel. The lichen growing on the surface of 
the rocks is depicted in the same manner. A remark
ably naturalistic rendering of these features was thus 
achieved despite the constraints placed on the 
decorator by the properties of the enamels.

Similar devices were used in the depiction of 
figures, as can be seen on a bowl in the David 
Foundation (fig4) decorated with groups of Daoist 
fairies. The faces of the figures are outlined in 
opaque red enamel, and their features are indicated 
using the same colour. Their gowns are either 
painted with a thin, pale wash of red, outlined and 
with details of folds in deeper red, or the outlines, 
details of folds and textile patterns are painted in 
black then covered with green, yellow or aubergine 
transparent enamel. In the hands of a skilled artist, as 
on this bowl, such techniques could be used to 
produce a wide variety of clothing details. The 
animals on this bowl — the deer and the wolf— are 
both painted in opaque brown, using a fine brush to 
paint outlines and indicate the texture of their fur. 
Rocks on opposite sides of the bowl are also painted 
in opaque brown but on these a broad brush is used 
to produce sweeping strokes for the outlines and for 
basic texture, while a finer brush has been used for 
short, fine, horizontal strokes to provide variety and 
form. In a few eases parts of elements, such as small 
birds, were painted in ‘boneless’ style, simply with a 
wash of transparent enamel without outlining with 
any opaque colour. This technique can be seen on 
one of the so-called ‘birthday’ plates (fig I)* which 
were believed to have been made for the 60th 
birthday of the Kangxi emperor in 1713. On the rim 
of these plates can also been seen the brocade-like 
design that was possible using opaque red enamels of 
different densities.

The options open to the painters who used the

Figure 5. Porcelain dish decorated in fmulle rose enamels. Qing 
dynasty, mid 18th century. Diam: 19.8cm. Courtesy of the 
Pcrcival David Foundation of Chinese Art (PDF aS61).

tion of the wares of the Kangxi period thus:
‘...Kang ware is best of all at depicting pine 

trees, brinjal coloured trunk and ink coloured 
needles, washed and washed again with hard 
green, deep kingfisher on the point of dripping; 
the strong colours and antique style make men 
marvel and yearn. Even if Shi-gu (i.e. Wang 
Hui 1632-1720) were brought back from the 
grave and devoted all his efforts to the task 1
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Jamillc rose palette were much greater than those 
using the famillc rare, not only in the number of 
colours, but in the way that those colours could be 
used. It was the opaque white and the opaque 
yellow enamel that were crucial in this for they 
could be mixed with other enamels to produce 
different colours including pastels, and also gradually 
blended to allow shading from one colour to 
another. As mentioned above they did not flow 
when they melted, and their impasto qualities could 
be used to make certain areas of the painting stand in 
slight relief on the surface of the porcelain. It was 
also possible to apply one enamel on top of another, 
for instance to apply a little pink or yellow on top of 
the white enamel of a flower petal to provide the 
most delicate shading. The fact that the pink enamel 
was also of the type that did not flow when it melted 
was useful when painting flowers, for the ceramic 
artist could vary his style by giving the pink petals 
white outlines: applying the pink enamel (as thickly 
or as thinly as he desired) only to the inner part of 
the petal and reserving the white glazed area around 
the outer-edge, confident in the knowledge that the 
pink enamel would not flow onto the reserved lines.

Several of these features can be seen on the teapot 
and cup shown in figure 2. The edges of the inner 
petals of the pink lotuses have been reserved in 
white, and have been shaded simply by varying the 
thickness of the pink enamel, and adding the merest 
touch of yellow towards middle. The white lotus 
petals have been painted initially with white enamel 
and then pink enamel has been applied to the outer- 
edges and pale green enamel near the centre. The 
stamens in the central area of the flower have been 
painted with small relief dots of the yellow opaque 
enamel. It is perhaps interesting to note that one 
tradition remains despite the new ability to shade. 
The leaves are depicted in simple dark green on their 
upper surface and paler green on the underside. The 
details of texture of both leaves and stalks are 
provided using black enamel, but by this time a true 
black enamel had been developed and so the black 
could be painted over rather than under the green. 
This black enamel could also be used directly onto 
the glazed porcelain, not only decorate in grisaille 
style, but also in one of the many new ways of 
painting the ornamental rocks so dear to the Chinese 
decorator’s heart. One of the most dramatic 
examples of this can be seen on a teapot in the David 
Foundation which has rocks painted in a style that 
probably ultimately derives from the painters of the 
Southern Song dynasty (ad 1127-1279)7.

The greater scope for figure painting is well illus
trated on a dish in the David Foundation (fig5). The 
outlines are done in black or shades of brown 
enamel, often with an exceedingly fine brush. The

Figure 6. Porcelain cup decorated m famine rose enamels. Qmg 
dynasty, mid 18th century. Height: 7.3cm. Courtesy of the 
Percival David Foundation of Chinese Art (pdf a838).

cheeks and throat of the central female figure have 
been given a delicate blush of palest pink, and her

painted with greathair is glossy black. Her robes arc
attention to the shades and mixtures of colour, their
often complex folds are indicated with ease, and a 
considerable richness of texture has been possible. 
This richness of texture can also be seen on the 
bamboo table behind the lady, and in the bronze 
vase and lion-dog placed upon it. The flower she 
holds in her hand has also been depicted using the 
blending capabilities of the pink and white enamels.

It is not, however, only the ingenuity of the 
enamel makers and the skill of the painters that are 
deserving of attention when we look at these fine 
overglaze enamel wares. As in all the Chinese 
decorative arts, the subjects which appear on these 
porcelains are often chosen not only for their 
aesthetic appeal but for the message that they impart. 
Sadly, this aspect of their attraction is often lost to 
the Western viewer, and so the final part of this 
paper will try' to elucidate just a few of the meanings 
behind some of the decorative schemes.

The ‘birthday’ plate (fig'l) not only has an auspi
cious message in the four characters in seal script 
placed within the brocade border on the rim and 
reading wan slum wu jiang (the traditional imperial 
birthday greeting) which means ‘10,000 years of long 
life without end’. The decoration in the centre of 
the plate also bears an auspicious meaning since it 
depicts a pair of mandarin ducks on a lotus pond, 
and a pair of mandarin ducks is symbolic of marital 
harmony

The teapot and cup in figure 2 both bear an 
inscription that may be translated as:

l
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and a good end to life).
Many of the most finely painted of these Qing 

enamelled porcelains bear decorative schemes 
combining birds and flowers, and these too often 
contain rebuses. A small cup (ftg6) has a delightful 
design of chrysanthemums, rocks and quails, with 
butterflies fluttering overhead. The word for quail is 
pronounced ‘an\ the same as the word for peace. 
The chrysanthemums can be taken either as a symbol 
of wealth or as a rebus, being pronounced jini the 
same as living. Butterflies arc ‘die’ as is to ‘duplicate1, 
and therefore multiply the wish, which may be 
either ‘multiplied wishes for a peaceful existence’ or 
‘a multiplied wish for peace and prosperity’.

The motifs chosen to decorate the last bowl to be 
discussed would make it a perfect gift for someone 
preparing to take the imperial examinations, which 
were held each year and which provided entry to a 
career in the Civil Service. The apricot blossom 
shown on the bowl blooms in the second month of 
the lunar calendar, which was also when the exami
nations were held. The spring swallows which the 
artist has painted darting between the branches are a 
rebus, for they are ‘clniti yan, which is a homophone 
for the ‘spring banquet1 which was given by the 
emperor for the successful candidates in the imperial 
examinations.

We may be drawn to these 17th and 18th century 
enamelled porcelains because of their immediate 
aesthetic appeal, but their technological sophistica
tion, the painting skills of the artists who decorated 
them, and the fascination of the messages hidden in 
their decorative schemes, make them objects worthy 
of careful examination and detailed study.

‘Pure as the virtue of the superior man,
Elegant as the maquillage of a great beauty.1

The reference to beauty in the context of the lotus 
flowers that decorate these vessels is obvious, but in 
fact the lotus is also a symbol of purity since it 
emerges unsullied from the mud. The lotus is also 
associated with Buddhism, and is one of the flowers 
of the four seasons, representing summer. The other 
three are: chrysanthemum, representing autumn and 
symbolic of steadfastness; primus, representing winter 
and symbolic of beauty; and peony, representing 
spring and symbolic of wealth. On the knob of the 
teapot lid is a stylised shot! (longevity) character.

The dish discussed above painted in famillc vertc 
palette, but with a black background to the outer- 
band making it a famillc noire piece depicts in its 
centre the three Star Gods of Happiness, Rank and 
Longevity. The spotted deer and the crane are the 
familiars of Shoulao, the God of Longevity, and 
therefore are also symbolic of longevity, as is the 
peach he holds in his hand and the pine tree,and the 
lingzhi fungus growing just behind it. Longevity is 
also the theme on the brush pot (fig3), with its pine 
tree, and the vase on the table holding two lingzlii 
fungus heads. The pine tree is also frequently shown 
with prunus branch and bamboo. In this combina
tion they are known as the ‘Three Friends of 
Winter1, and in addition are believed to represent 
the three main religions of China — Buddhism, 
Daoism and Confucianism. It is Daoism that 
provides the theme for the decoration on the dish in 
figure 4. Daoist subjects are often associated with 
wishes for longevity, and this bowl is no exception. 
The deer, as already noted is one of the familiars of 
the Star God of Longevity, Shoulao, and so is a 
symbol of longevity. In other contexts the deer is 
also used in decorative schemes as a rebus for ‘prefer
ment’ since the word for deer and the word for 
preferment are both pronounced 'In’ in Chinese. 
The theme of longevity on the bowl, however, is 
continued with the depiction of lingzhi (fungus of 
immortality) in the cart being pulled by the wolf, 
and also hanging from the pole carried by one of the 
daoist fairies. The head of the sceptre held by the 
leading figure is also based on the fungus, but the 
sceptre is known as a myi sceptre which provides a 
rebus for ‘everything as you wish it1. On the other 
side of the bowl a figure, who may be Xi Wang Mu 
(the Queen Mother of the West) is accompanied by 
a crane (another familiar of Shoulao and so symbolic 
of longevity), while another figure holds a double 
gourd vase from which emanate five red bats. Red is 
an auspicious colour, and the word for bat is 
pronounced fu\ the same as the word for happiness, 
so that the five red bats come to stand for the Five 
Blessings (longevity, riches, health, love of virtue.
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