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K E PN B A B ERa AR A B
Inspiration from the West—Creative Interpretation as Reflected in Qing-Dynasty Canton Enamelled
Copperware
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Abstract

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, China witnessed a flourishing export trade. As a major trading port,
Guangzhou not only received a large influx of foreign merchants and imported goods, but also absorbed new
technologies and decorative styles, actively participating in the production of innovative products. It was during this
period that Canton enamelled copperware emerged as one of the most highly prized and sought-after items in the market.

Workshops in Guangzhou applied enamelling techniques introduced from Europe to China in the early Qing dynasty to
their copperware. Craftsmen painted and assembled a variety of decorations that blended exotic motifs with local visual
elements, producing unique and novel items. On the enamelled copperware, stylish Western figures and classic Chinese
settings were paired with patterns and borders drawing from both Chinese and Western cultures, creating fashionable
items greatly admired in that era. Moreover, the production of basse-taille enamel copperware, featuring gold and silver
foils placed beneath, between, and above layers of transparent blue and green enamel, was particularly representative.
This technique can be seen as a reinterpretation and reinvention of the shiny decorative effects favoured in the West,
achieved through local craftsmanship. This lecture will introduce the innovative decorations and techniques of Canton
enamelled copperware from the Qing dynasty, exploring how Guangzhou artisans drew upon traditional techniques,
applied their creativity, and responded to cultural stimuli from the West as well as market demands of the time.
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Biography

Professor Maggie Chui Ki WAN is Associate Professor in the Department of Fine Arts at The Chinese University of
Hong Kong. She received her doctoral degree from the University of Oxford. Her areas of specialization include the
material and visual culture of Ming and Qing China, the history of Chinese ceramics, and Daoist art, with a particular
focus on the relationship between religion, politics, and the development of art and crafts within and beyond China. She
has served as Principal Investigator (PI) for several research projects funded by the HKSAR Government, including
“Frontispieces to the Ming Daoist Canon: Formation, Edition, and History”, “Canton Enamels in the Qing Dynasty”,
“Ming Princes and Porcelain: The Porcelain Production and Consumption of Princely Households in the Ming Dynasty”,
and “The Ming Court and the World Beyond: Production, Circulation, and Consumption of Dragon Porcelain from the
15th to the Early 17th Centuries”. She has also published extensively in both Chinese and English.



