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FOREIGN AFFAIR

Made in <1750, these Cantonese enamelled sconces were created for the king of Portugal — flamboyant symbaols of
the court’s love of the Orient. Chinese in style, European in form, and full of references to both Eastern and Western
culture, they tell an enigmatic tale of cross=continental taste and trade in the 18th century, Text: Grace McCloud &=
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FOR NEARIJYIMYM. in Britain at least, we
have been ‘on grid', soit's hard to imagine a world that once
all but stopped spinning come sandown: supper by gutter-
ing candlelight; no book at bedtime, save fog the rich. s a
trisism, of course, to say that it hasa't always been like this,
but one worth remembering when looking at the develop-
mentof artificial ighting over the centurics. In the 1750, for
examnple, when this pair of enamelled wall sconces i thought
to have been made, burning candles, preferably beeswax -
far superior to the ‘smoakic light! That's fed with stinking
tallow’ (e saye Leonatus in Shakespeare's Cpmibeling) - would
have spoken volusses sbout prosperity and status,

And what of their display? The two seen here, which are
for sale at Ronald Phillips during London's Masterpiece fair
thiz month, are thought to have been made in Canton for the
king of Postegal, midway through Ching’s Qlasloag pesod
(1735-1796). Their wooden backboards, about 4cm high,
are adorned with enamelled copper and repoussé mould-
ingz in the shape of leaves and rosy flowers resembling ane-
nomes set with cut-glass jewels. Three-dimensdonal birds,
with otl=stick feathess and peachy breasts, perch on copper
branches = wirtually the only sarfaces not enamelled = cither
side of the candle-holders (these glazs ones are modern re-
placements). Each seonce is fitted with a central oval panel
painted with scenes of courtly Chinese life, and at the very
top, sharp-clawed beasts aze crested by fans of decorative
enamel. What these fearsome creatures are meant to be
isa't cleas. They may represent tigess, leopards o Chinese
Lion dogs, but Thomas Lange, researcher at Ronald Phallips,
thinks they could be owls - Western symbols of wisdom -
their unwonted ferocity explained by Chiness folklore, which
instesd sees them as harblagess of death.

If conternporary standards are anything to go by, the fix-
tures quite likely formed part of a set = possibly of as many as
12, which would bave meant as many camdles too {if mot more;
Lange thinks the originals could very well ave beea double-
branched). But with very few redevant comparisens (there's a
similar pair in the Hermitage, though without the moulding,
for example), they existin their own league. What is certain,
biowewver, L= that together, lindag the walls ofa basgueting hall,
their glossy eranges, teals and indigos reflecting the crepus-
cular glimmer of candlelight, they would have made a grand
impression. particularly given that the majority of sconces in
s perind were wooden, a few fitted with costly backplates of
birass o1 copper for extra lustre, Fit for a king {for who else =
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could afford such splendous?), these were designed explicithy
as dramatic statements of wealth, rank and taste,

And tasie here iskey. Forat the time these were made, chi-
nsolzerie was the helght of fashion in Burope, and Portugal was
one of the fow countries (abong with Brtzin and the MNether-
laniis} abde to trade in the Chinese city of Canton. In the cary
16th century, the Portuguese were the first Western nation
1o forge Aslan trade routes. Around 200 years later, follow-
ing the establishment of the Dutch YO and our own East
India Company, all things Chinese were flooding the Furo-
pean market, their gracefulness and stylistic frivolity well-
suited to the Continental eourts, Mirrors, lown in England,
were shipped to the East (at vast expense) to be painted, then
back again to be sold, Merchants went positively potty for
blue-and-white porcelain, which in turn inspired the Chi-
niese seenes of Un-glazed delftware. Local artizans, affoeded
a monepoly by the (hanlong Emperor's restriction of for-
cign trade to this southern seaport, began creating objects
specially for export — such as these fixtures — though often
with Chdstian oz hetaldic subject mattes,

As the market grew, so did the demand for recognisably
Euaropean forms, and merchants began supplying craftsmen
with prototypes in sibver or wood. This might explain the cur-
ipusly Buropean favour of these sconces. For while their
charming central panels are emphatically Chinese, showing
children perching on blue-and-white pots, or taking part
in alesson beneath the trees - the fixtures themselves are
distinetly Continental in shape, sand could well have been
based on 2 faience ternplate. At this point, the Cantoness were
familiar with enamels on copper, the technigue having been
brought to China from Limvoges by French Jesuits. Certainky
it's kaown that the same artists decorating pottery would
have also been in charge of painting what they called pumg o
= "foreign porcelain’, In this case, judging by the crudeness
of gome of the work (take the decorative patterning) in com-
pasrizon to the sophistication of the centeal panels, iCs likely
that more than one hand was at work,

Euatthe most interesting thing about these soonces is that
thedr history & a puzele, some pieces of which can be fitted with
context, ethers mesely guessed at Tantalisingly, on the back
ofeachone is pamted a handful of Chinese characters. Nobody
has yet worked out what they say, Made in China, perhapsim
Masterpiere ir at South Grourds, The Repal Hospital Chelsea, Londen
W3 (e eterplecefiir.comm), 30 fure-& July. Renald PRillips, 26 Bruten
St, Londlor W1 (020 7493 2341, ronaldphilipsantigues.com)
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