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Chinese and Javanese Features
in an Eighteenth-Century Portrait

of a European Woman
Holding a Child

I n the collection of the Rijksmuseum
are two eighteenth-century statu-
ettes of a man and woman dressed in
contemporary European attire. Both
are depicted full-length — one seated,
one standing — and have a light-pink
skin tone, narrow eyes, a slightly up-
turned nose and finely carved lips. The
two sculptures have long been attri-
buted to Tan-Che-Qua (c. 1730-1796),
also known as Chitqua, a Chinese
artist active as a portrait-maker in the
city of Canton.' The female figure is
carved from wood and measures 57 cm
high (fig. 1). She stands perfectly up-
right with a stoic, forward gaze; she
holds a child high in her arms, present-
ing it to the world in a slightly awkward
manner. The man, seated on a rock
formation shaped like a chair, has his
right hand inserted in the opening of
his waistcoat (fig. 2). At 36.5 cm high,
the male statuette is considerably
smaller than the woman. He is not
carved from wood but modelled from
unfired clay. His head is a separate
element attached to the body by means
of abamboo core. The man portrayed
isin all probability Andreas Everardus
van Braam Houckgeest (1739-1801),
amerchant employed with the Dutch
East India Company (voc).? The
woman’s identity has not yet been
ascertained. Although displaying
evident stylistic similarities, the two
sculptures diverge in gender, material
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Fig.1
Formerly attributed
to CHITQUA,
Woman and Child,
Batavia (now Jakarta),
c.1778-90.
Teak, copper wire,
rose-cut glass beads
and polychromy
in oil paint,
57 X29 X 31.5 cm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum,
inv. no. BK-NM-10883.

and size. The attribution of the female
statuette to Chitqua has been debated
for some time. This debate raises
broader questions: Would a woman

of European origin have been able

to commission a portrait of herself

in eighteenth-century Canton, as
Houckgeest did? If not possible, then
both the localization and the maker of
the wooden statuette must be recon-
sidered. And in this reconsideration,
can this object then be studied with the
same approach as the male portrait, or
does it require alternative documentary
sources and frameworks of interpreta-
tion?

In the present study, an alternative
place of origin is proposed for the
statuette based on the identification of
the wood type, stylistic characteristics
and arelated image in the Renato de
Albuquerque collection in Portugal.
Also, a comparison with contemporary
fashion prints leads to a more precise
dating of the woman’s clothing. Addi-
tional context is provided by a concise
description of women’s lives in various
colonial settlements. By applying
different approaches, this article aims
to gain a better understanding of the
intercultural properties of the present
sculpture.

The Current Attribution

A better understanding of the sculp-
ture begins with its acquisition by the
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museum and the initial attempts to
determine an attribution. The statuette
Woman and Child was acquired by
the Rijksmuseum in 1897 at the sale
of the collection of P. Jacquet (Nancy)
and the estate of the widow W.F.C.
van Lidth de Jeude, offered at the
Amsterdam auction house Frederik
Muller & Co. The sculpture was
presumably in the possession of the
Van Lidth de Jeude family, though

the sale catalogue makes no explicit
mention thereof and describes the
sculpture as a German work from
around 17503 Sixty years after the
statuette’s acquisition, art historian
Aldoph Staring (1890-1980) attributed
it to Chitqua in his article titled
Chineesche Portretfiguren.* Given that
during this period European women
were barred from entering Canton,
however, he deemed it improbable
that the portrait would have been
made in the city where the portrait-
maker worked. Staring therefore
devised an alternative hypothesis:

on his return journey home after a
sojourn in England, Chitqua, instead
of sailing directly back to Canton,
took a detour, stopping first at the
Dutch colonial settlement Batavia
(present-day Jakarta), where he carved
the sculpture from local materials.s
Jaap Leeuwenberg (1904-1978), curator
of sculpture at the Rijksmuseum from
1941t0 1969, subsequently adopted
Staring’s hypothesis and named
Batavia as a possible place of origin

in the museum’s 1973 collection
catalogue.

In 2011, David J. Clarke drew
Staring’s attribution into question.’
Ifindeed by Chitqua, the statuette
would then be, as far as can be
ascertained, the sole piece carved
from wood in the artist’s oeuvre
and moreover the only portrait of
awoman. Clarke also observed a
marked distinction between the
meticulous application of the poly-
chromy on the Rijksmuseum sculp-
ture and the coarser polychromy on

other works by Chitqua, noting how a
fine-haired brush was used to paint
various details on the woman’s dress,
such as small patterns on the fabric
of the sleeves and the corset. He
moreover proffered that the stately
composition of a woman holding a
child in her arms might have been
based on a Catholic depiction of the
Virgin and Child, perhaps known

to the artist, for instance, from a
print.® At the same time, Clarke

also emphasized the strong three-
dimensionality arising from the exe-
cution of the coiffure, clothing and
child, which implies that the artist
had worked with an actual sitter.

Jan van Campen also maintain-
ed that, despite the similarities to
Catholic iconography, the sculpture
possesses the strong characteristics
of a portrait. Nevertheless, both in his
2012 article and his 2015 book Silk
Thread: China and the Netherlands

from 1600, he localized the sculpture,
awork in his view clearly demonstra-
ting the contact between Asia and
Europe, once again in Canton, citing
a written account suggesting that,
despite their official exclusion, foreign
women may still have occasionally
gained entry to the city. This made

it more plausible that an encounter
between a European woman and a
local portrait-maker had taken place
there.?

However, the statuette of the
Woman and Child is not included
in an overview of portrait figurines
in Yi-chieh Shih’s 2021 dissertation
on the portrait figurine tradition of
the so-called ‘face-makers’ of Canton,
the group of Chinese artists solely
working in clay with which Chitqua is
associated. Shih observes that though
Chitqua undoubtedly possessed the
artistic skills to model a similar figure
in clay, the technique requires different
tools and entails an approach entirely
unlike woodworking."” As she con-
cludes, the absence of woodworking
in the oeuvre of Chitqua or any other
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Fig. 2
Attributed to
CHITQUA, Portrait
of A Dutch Merchant,
possibly Andreas
Everardus van Braam
Houckgeest, c.1770.
Unfired clay and
oil paint,
36.5Xx31.5x20cm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum,
inv. no. Bk-1976-49,
gift of the heirs
of J.H. Timmer,
Amsterdam.

Cantonese face-maker is therefore an
important argument in dismissing the
attribution of the present statuette to
Chitqua.

Canton, Chitqua and the

‘Face-Makers’
Well into the eighteenth century,
China’s borders were closed to
foreigners. To minimize the limited,
existing contact between Chinese
merchants and European sailors,
during the Qing dynasty a small strip
of land —less than 260 metres long —
was specifically designated for trade
with foreigners: the island Jongsin-
Seeluan, located on the Pearl River
just south of the port city Canton
(now Guangzhou). From 1749 onwards,
factories, called hongs, were built on
the island, which trading posts could
rent during their stay.” Permission to
sell goods like tea and silk to foreigners
on the outskirts of Canton was granted
only to a select group of Chinese

merchants by the emperor. It was
therefore global trade thatled to a
remarkable, albeit heavily regulated,
encounter between Chinese culture
and the rest of the world in this small
corner of China.” Catering to the
demand of sailors during their stay
at the hongs, a Chinese production
of art objects also gradually emerged.
These included works such as Chinese
porcelain, perhaps decorated with a
Dutch family coat of arms or a depic-
tion of Canton harbour, or a portrait
bust modelled from unfired clay,
such as the aforementioned bust of
Houckgeest."

China developed a strict policy
for its trading post at Canton. Upon
arrival, foreign ships originating
from England, Sweden, Denmark,
the Netherlands and elsewhere were
first required to anchor at the way
station on the island of Whampoa,
some twenty kilometres downstream
from the city. On board these ships
were up to as many as 100 to 150
crewmen, who had just completed a
long voyage. Each ship was assigned
a Chinese translator for the paper-
work, and a comprador, responsible
for ensuring the crew was furnished
with all practical necessities, such
as food and drink. In the meantime,
the ships’ chief officers, called ‘super-
cargoes’, travelled back and forth
between Canton and Whampoa,
while supervising the cargo and
ensuring that order was maintained
on the ships and the crew did not
misbehave. Unloading and reloading
could take up to five months for the
larger ships and only a few weeks
for smaller, privately owned ships."
Once unloaded, the supercargo and
his crew were able to sail their ship
into Canton. At this time, the crew
was finally permitted to leave the
ship, though even then, freedom of
movement was restricted to the hongs
and a few suburbs of the city. The
entrance to these hongs was strictly
guarded and closed every evening at
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ten o’clock, after which no one was
allowed to enter or leave, a measure
taken to keep out undesirables. The
rent for the hongs included food, the
cleaning and other household tasks:
all was carried out by Chinese ser-
vants under the comprador’s direc-
tion, with the crewmen relieved of
such daily chores. The timing of a
ship’s arrival and departure was
determined by the prevailing mon-
soon winds: ships arrived in China
between September and June and
could depart only in the months
November to February. During much
of the intervening period, the crew
had little to do; with so much free
time on their hands and limited free-
dom of movement, this undoubtedly
led to malaise. In The Private Side of
the Canton Trade, Maria Kar-wing
Mok aptly sums up the daily lives of
these sailors in one word: ‘shopping’.
A great deal of their time in Canton,
these sailors were buying up large
quantities of items like tea, silk,
porcelain, and other trinkets and
bringing them back to the ship. The
practice was even encouraged by

the local Chinese authorities, who
insisted a ship’s hold be completely
full before granting permission to
leave China.’s Writing in 1750, the
Swedish clergyman Peter Osbeck
(1723-1805) recorded in his travelogue
one such ‘shopping’ experience in a
Canton suburb: ‘The famous face-
maker was at work, who makes men’s
figures, mostly in miniature. Euro-
peans often go to this man to be
represented in their usual dress; and
sometimes he hits them exceedingly
well.® Here, Osbeck describes one
of the Chinese face-makers, crafts-
men who, from the onset of the
eighteenth century to the mid-
nineteenth century, produced strik-
ing portrait figurines in unfired clay,
mostly of European sailors desiring
a sculpted portrait of themselves as
amemento of their journey.”” The
quality of surviving works —according
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to the latest count, approximately
forty-one figurines worldwide —
greatly varies.”

Chitqua, too, was a face-maker.
As a craftsman in China, he belonged
to the lower social working class,
a group seldom mentioned in writ-
ten documents. Upon his arrival in
England in 1769, however, Chitqua
quickly rose to fame, becoming a
much-discussed figure in London
society.” During his brief, two-year
sojourn in the city, he exhibited his
work at the Royal Academy — the first
Chinese artist to do so. Chitqua also
met with King George 111 (1738-1820)
and Queen Charlotte (1744-1818).
Despite this moment of fame and
his recognized talent, Chitqua chose
to return to China. In a letter, he
explained his decision to a friend,
writing that he missed the tranquillity
of the countryside and the climate
of his homeland, but that the main
reason for his departure was because
he had run out of clay, the material
necessary for him to practice his
craft.> This is an important detail
that shows that Chitqua was depen-
dent on this material and did not make
the switch to wood even when facing
financially challenging times in
England. Chitqua’s first attempt to
return to Canton ended in drama, a
detailed account of which appeared
in The Gentleman’s Magazine of May
1771. He narrowly survived being
violently thrown overboard by an
aggressive group of sailors who
distrusted his appearance and attire.™
Not until a year later, in 1772, did he
eventually find another ship to take
him back to China. What happened
in the ensuing years is unclear, but
in this context, it seems implausible
that he would have travelled to
Batavia instead of Canton, as Staring
suggested. There is no indication
that Chitqua spent any amount of
time in Batavia in the period 1772
to 1796. More likely than not, he
simply returned to his homeland,



disillusioned after his adventure. In
any event, Chitqua never revisited
England, with nothing further written
about his existence in China other
than the sad news that he had ended
his life in Canton by drinking poison,
asreported in The Gentleman’s
Magazinein 1797.**

European Women in Canton
Conceivably, it was upon returning to
Canton circa 1773 that Chitqua created
his portrait of Braam Houckgeest in
unfired clay. Is it possible that, during
this same period, he also made the
wooden statuette of the woman and
childin a city as strictly regulated
as Canton?* The ban on foreign
women in Canton was actively en-
forced, as is affirmed by an incident
that occurred in 1751, registered in
the Documentary Chronicle of Sino-
Western Relations: 1644-1820.** The
account tells of how a Dutch merchant,
referred to as one Liao-lien, was
attempting to take a woman and two
girls from one ship to the Jui-feng Hong
in Canton in a smaller boat. When
discovered by local authorities, the
woman and girls were immediately
sent back to a Portuguese trading post
on Macao, an island approximately
115 kilometres from Canton. The same
banis also confirmed by a regulation
decreed in 1760, aimed to control
the coming and going of foreigners.
As stated under point two: ‘Neither
women nor pistols, spears, or weapons
of a similar nature may be brought
into the factories.” In the following
decades, this ban was consistently
reissued, perhaps indicating that
violations were frequent.?® This is
confirmed by Van Campen, who cites
a telling passage in the Kanton-Macao
Dagregisters of the Dutch lodge in
Canton, published on 15 July 1764.

In the passage, supercargo Martin
Wilhelm Hulle (1735-1796) reports
that the British King, an English ship,
had arrived in Canton. Besides the
captain himself, on board were his
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wife and a second Englishwoman.?
When seen by the Chinese authorities,
the two women were immediately sent
back to Macao. Hulle reported that the
English had handled the incident clum-
sily, because with a small payment to
the right people, such matters had pre-
viously been successfully arranged.
This suggests a certain degree of
tolerance, or, alternatively, corruption
within the Canton system, which some-
times allowed supercargoes to smuggle
women into the trading enclave. Offi-
cially, the ban was still in effect in the
years 1770-90, the period in which the
statuette is thought to have been made.
Missing from both the Chinese
source from 1751 and the Dutch daily
register from 1764 are the names of
the women. This omission of relevant
information is typical of many written
sources from the eighteenth century.
In the extensive archives of the Dutch
East India Company (voc), women’s
names rarely appear. Travelling as
passengers, their names are not listed
in the shipping registers, an important
source for the study of men working
in the service of the voc in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries.”®
The daily registers are no exception.
When the voc ships were anchored
in Whampoa or Canton, as indicated,
the women who travelled with the
sailors usually stayed in the nearby
Portuguese Catholic settlement of
Macao. In the eighteenth century, this
was an important place of residence for
foreign merchants, where women of
European origin were indeed allowed.
Even so, there is no chance thata
wooden statuette of a European
woman would have been made on the
island: since the introduction of the
Canton system, all official trade with
the Europeans was strictly concen-
trated in the city. Macao lacked both
the legal jurisdiction required for
commissioning work from a Chinese
craftsman and the artisanal infra-
structure for the production of refined
woodcarvings destined for European
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export. During the period in question,
export art was produced exclusively in
designated artisans’ districts outside
the Canton city centre.*

Material-Technical Analysis
Until recently, the type of wood from
which Woman and Child is carved was
unknown, as were the carving tech-
niques applied. For an object with such
a dynamic history of attribution,
this information is highly relevant
to its interpretation. In the spring
of 2021, material-technical analysis
was conducted at the Rijksmuseum,
specifically designed to determine
the wood type and structure, and to
ascertain possible restorations to
the sculpture3® Digital microscopy,

a technique that identifies wood
types based on microscopic charac-
teristics, indicated with a high degree
of probability that the sculpture is
carved from teak (Tectona grandis), a
hard tropical wood species native to
Myanmar, Thailand, and Indonesia 3"
Next, the sculpture was examined by

THE RIJKSMUSEUM BULLETIN

means of X-ray radiography (fig. 3).

This required a relatively high

radiation level; due to the strongly

absorbent layer of polychromy on the

sculpture, likely containing a lead-

based pigment, the resulting images

were sometimes inconclusive, and

failed to reveal joints or glue seams

that might indicate by what means

the child was attached to the figure

of the woman. From this, one may

tentatively conclude that the entire

sculpture — mother and child — was

carved from a single piece of wood

This would be unusual, however,

given the more challenging technical

execution necessary to carve such

a composition from just one piece.’3

What the image did show were the

round, copper ear studs inserted into

the wood, and three presumably

original nails. The woman’s feet are Fi-‘?' 3

possibly more recent additions, as Detail cffwoma"

these were attached to the statuette ;nd Child (fg-1).
-ray photograph

(28 May 2021),

with twentieth-century slotted
screws. Visible to the naked eye are
several retouches, such as on the

Rijksmuseum,

Amsterdam.
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train’s underside, the woman’s left
hip and the broken-off section of the
dress. A number of minor restorations
were also seen under Uv light. Small
areas of natural abrasion, especially
in the green of the dress and in the
child’s face, were also retouched 3+
Nevertheless, the overall condition

of the polychromy is relatively good.

Portrait Sculpture in Wood
In the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, teak grew naturally in
many places on Java. Under the
Dutch East India Company (voc),

the cultivation of teak expanded.

The company needed the wood for
shipbuilding and repairs because

of its natural resistance to rot and
shipworms, properties also of interest
to furniture makers.3s Up until the
nineteenth century, the Javanese city
of Japara was known as an important
export centre for teak furniture, second
only to Batavia.3® The choice of teak

— by no means the most obvious
material for intricate woodcarving —
suggests the present sculpture was
made in a region where this type of
wood was locally available and widely
used. It also makes a Chinese origin
less probable. The teak tree is not
native to China. That the wood might
have entered China through overseas
trade with India and Indonesia cannot
be ruled out. Even so, Chinese wood-
carvers elsewhere had ample access
to boxwood and jujube, native wood
species that were finer in structure,
more suitable for delicate woodcarving
and therefore preferable to teak.

As noted above, even when faced
with financial difficulty in England,
Chitqua did not switch from clay to
wood, two very different sculpting
materials, as noted above, requiring
entirely dissimilar techniques and
working implements. In this respect,
he was no exception: none of the
Cantonese face-makers (are known
to have) created images in wood. As
observed by Olof Torén (1718-1753),

a Swedish preacher, in his travelogue
of Canton: ‘Thave not heard of any
carvers in wood or stone, but images
and busts of clay are cheap.™”

A possible refutation of Torén’s
observation is a boxwood-carved,
sculptural depiction of a man’s head,
approximately 16.5 centimetres high.
This finely carved work is a portrait of
aman with a refined face, thin lips and
eyes, a pointed nose and a European
or American coiffure with neatly
combed hair and stylised curls (fig. 4).
The man’s neck terminates in a pro-
truding L shape that functions as a
stand.?® The 1990 A& Speelman sale
catalogue situates this remarkable
sculpture in China, and characterizes
it as a work produced in the late
eighteenth century possibly made
for the export market. The detailed

Fig. 4
ANONYMOUS
CHINESE ARTIST,
Head, possibly
of a Merchant.
Canton, late
eighteenth century.
Boxwood, 16.5 cm
high.

Private collection,
London. Described
in A&J Speelman
Oriental Art1996
(note 38), p. 122.
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woodcarving shows a level of crafts-
manship comparable to that of the
Woman and Child. Executed in box-
wood —unlike the teak-carved Woman
and Child statuette — the head was
indeed more likely made in China.
Unfortunately, nothing is known
that might further facilitate a deter-
mination of its precise origin.

Finally, the few surviving exam-
ples of Chinese portrait sculptures
of foreign women and men from the
eighteenth century generally do not
possess the level of refinement and
detail found in the sculpture of the
Woman and Child 3 Besides the qual-
ity, even more striking is the highly
accurate rendering of the woman’s
coiffure and clothing; unlike most
depictions of European women
among Chinese artworks produced
for the export market, the attire is
not an invention but instead a faithful
representation of European fashion
of the eighteenth century.

Costume Analysis and Dating
The level of detail in the dress and
hairdo suggests the Asian maker of
the present sculpture worked with a
tangible, three-dimensional textile
model. European women sailing on
voc ships brought fashion with them
to trading posts and colonial settle-
ments overseas. For a greater under-
standing of the speed with which
European fashion spread across Asia,
and what specific trends made their
way to the Dutch city of Batavia, the
drawings of the Dutch preacher Jan
Brandes (1743-1808) are a valuable
source. Between 1779 and 1785,
Brandes recorded numerous details
of his trip to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka),
South Africa and Batavia in detailed,
colourful drawings, sometimes sup-
plemented with written annotations.*°
A resident of Batavia from 1779 to
1784, his works provide insight into
daily life, seen through the eyes
of a Dutchman. In his drawings,
Brandes documented a wide variety

Figs.s, 6
Woman and Child
(fig.1): seen from
the reverse and rear
side view.

of subjects, including depictions of
women dressed in European attire

on different social occasions. These
provide key reference points for analys-
ing the sculpture Woman and Child
(figs. 5, 6). In Brandes’s 1785 drawing
of a Dutch wedding celebration in
Batavia, for example, two women on
the right are seen wearing fashionable
dresses closely adhering to fashion
trends emanating from France, popular
in Europe at the time (fig. 7). Tiered
bows (échelles) adorn the bodice of
the woman in the light-pink dress —a
common detail for eighteenth-century
dresses.# This trend, introduced

at the French court by the highly
influential Madame de Pompadour
(1721-1764), spread very quickly
throughout Europe.+ Towards the
end of the eighteenth century, these
bows were immortalized in Europe’s
first fashion magazine, La Magasin
des Modes Nouvelles Francaises et
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Anglaises (abbreviated to Magasin
des modes), published in Paris in 1787
(fig. 8).# Around the same time in
Europe, the latest trends were recorded
and disseminated in whole series of
fashion prints, engravings and colour
plates.** The fact that Jan Brandes
drew a woman in a dress adorned with
the popular French bows as early as
1785, implies that Batavia, despite its
great distance from the source, was
by no means lagging behind contem-
porary trends in European fashion.
The Rijksmuseum statuette also

reflects these European trends. The
woman’s dress is in the style of a robe
ala frangaise, a term derived from the
influence of French court fashion. It
consists of a wide hoop skirt and an
insert on the bodice (a piece d’estomac),
designed to further emphasize the
waist. The dress in the robe a la
francaise style was slightly shorter in
front, allowing the wearer to walk
without tripping on the costly fabric.
The dress’s skirt opens in front, reveal-
ing the ruffles of the underskirt. In
the case of the statuette in the Rijks-
museum, the opening of the woman’s
dress is flanked by swirling, ruffled
strips. The train at the back of her
dress consists of two narrow pleats
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Fig. 7
JAN BRANDES,
Dutch Wedding
Celebration in
Batavia, 1779-85.
Watercolour over
pencil, 201 x 330 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum,
inv. no. NG-369.
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Fig. 8
J.). TUTTOT after
A.B. DUHAMEL

after cLAUDE

LOUIS DESRAIS,

La Magasin des
Modes Nouvelles
Frangaises et
Anglaises, plate 1

of the 8th cahier/
sketchbook, 1787.
Hand-coloured
engraving,

191X 121 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.
RP-P-2009-1279A,
purchased with

the support of the
F.G. Waller-Fonds.

Fig. 9
NICOLAS DUPIN
after cLAUDE
LOUIS DESRAIS,
Galerie des Modes
et Costumes
Frangais, c.1778.
Hand-coloured
engraving,

281 x 192 mm.
Amsterdam,

Rijksmuseum, inv. no.

RP-P-2009-1160,
purchased with
the support of the
F.G. Waller-Fonds.
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Jeune Dame en robe de tal
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that are narrower than customarily
encountered on a robe a la francaise
—a highly fashionable detail as
evidenced by an exclusive, contem-
porary French fashion print showing
a similar dress with a narrow train.
The same print belongs to a series

of French fashion plates from 1778:
the Galerie des Modes et Costumes
Frangais, the exclusive precursor of
the Magasin des Modes (fig. 9). In all
probability, the dress of the Woman
and Child and the dress in the fashion
print date from the same period. In-
variably, they reflect the same trend.
From the onset of the eighteenth
century, the standard model of the
robe ala frangaise grew in popularity,
reconceived in ever-changing varia-
tions until falling out of fashion in
the seventeen nineties. The sculpture
Woman and Child must therefore have
been produced before 1790.

Over the course of the eighteenth
century, the coiffures of European
women grew higher and higher.4°
This style trend is also reflected in
the Woman and Child, who wears her
voluminous, reddish-brown hair styled
high, tapering to a point at the top,
with stylised pipe-screw curls falling
down either side of her face and the
hair smoothly tucked inwards at the
nape of the neck. A 1778 print by the
engraver Daniel Nikolaus Chodowiecki
shows various women’s hairstyles, all
of which resemble that of the statuette
to some degree. Nevertheless, there
is a direct similarity to the hairstyle
in the left corner of the right panel.
The high bouffant, viewed from
behind, has a flat top and a rather
sharp angle at the back. The woman
has large curls at the nape of the neck
and is wearing a headdress of wide
bands, with wavy loops and a bow
(fig. 10). The same hair trend can be
observed in a drawing of four women
by Jan Brandes, made during a trip
on board a ship destined for Batavia
in 1799 (fig. 11). All four have tall
coiffures with the hair combed tightly
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upwards, accompanied by bonnets
adorned with loops and ribbons.
Brandes’s drawing confirms that
the style was not just reserved for
fashion prints, but actually worn,
even during lengthy sea voyages,
though the drawing was made early
in the ship’s voyage. Towards the
end of the eighteenth century, the
high hairstyle went out of fashion.
Just like the dress worn by the wood-
carved figure, the coiffure can also
be dated to around 1780.

More difficult to interpret is the
figure’s headdress, integrally carved
and additionally inlaid with rose-cut
glass beads and copper wire. The
‘difficulty’ is especially noticeable in
the openwork back (figs. 5, 6) — possibly
an error on the sculptor’s part,i.e. a
failed attempt to recreate a European-
style bonnet or cap. A similar inaccur-
acy can likewise be observed on the
front of the dress, specifically, the
unconvincing manner in which the
meticulously applied curls framing
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Fig. 10
DANIEL NIKOLAUS
CHODOWIECKI,
Various Women’s
Coiffures and
Headdresses, 1779.
Engraving,
127 x 133 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.
RP-P-OB-14.045.

Fig. nn
JAN BRANDES, Four
Women at a Table
during an Excursion
to Falmouth, 1779.
Watercolour over
pencil, 155 x 195 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.
NG-1985-7-2-51.
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the front of the skirt fail to blend with
the bodice, instead disappearing at
the level of the woman’s waist (fig. 1).
These details may reveal something
about the sculpture’s creation, hinting
at a maker with little knowledge of
dresses and headdresses, someone
who initially worked with a physical
model that was not present when later
executing other details, such as the
back of the head. In any case, these
findings establish that the hairstyle
and dress, and therefore the sculpture,
can be dated to the period 1778-90.

A Related Sculpture in the

Renato de Albuquerque

Collection
Also travelling on the ship to Batavia
in 1779, under Brandes’s super-
vision, was the fifteen-year-old
Maria Margaretha Wiese (1763-1846),
second from the left in the above-
cited drawing, as noted by him on
the reverse (fig. 11). Born into a large
German family with twenty-four
children, Maria had been sent to
Batavia, where affluent relatives were
to assist her in finding a husband.+
As young women in Batavia are rarely
depicted, this surviving drawing of
Maria is exceptional.

Portrait depictions of European
women made in Asia in the eighteenth
century are especially rare, nowhere
more so than in sculpture. A possible
example of the latter is a wooden statue
of a young woman sitting in a chair,
dressed in European attire, pre-
served in the Renato de Albuquerque
collection (the rA collection) in
Portugal. When offered for sale at
Christie’s Amsterdam in 2006, this
statuette was invariably linked to
the Rijksmuseum figure (fig. 12). Like
Woman and Child, Young Woman
Sitting in a Chair surfaced in a Dutch
private collection.** Despite the dif-
ference in size, with the latter mea-
suring 28 centimetres high, the two
works could indeed have been made
by the same artist. Although the

polychromy is heavily damaged and
largely lost, traces of paint can still be
discerned on the face: the eyes, cheeks
and hairline are indicated with white
and black paint. As on the Woman and
Child, the hairline is applied in thin
brushstrokes, hair by hair. Unfortu-
nately, the type of wood used for
the statue of the young woman is
unknown, but even without a wood
analysis, the similarities between the

Fig. 12
ANONYMOUS
CHINESE MAKER,
Young Woman

two statues are convincing. Both Sitting in a Chair,
female figures have the same large, c.1775-85. Probably
rounded forehead, a small, pointed originating from

nose and a narrow mouth. The shape Batavia (now Jakarta).

of the ears is also striking, virtually
identical in both statues. The young

Wood and poly-
chromy, 28 cm high.
Sintra (Portugal),

woman’s nose is slightly smaller and De Renato de
her cheeks are fuller, giving her a Albuquerque Collec-
more youthful appearance. tion, inv. no. 1080.
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Fig. 13
JAN BRANDES,
Group of Card-
Playing Europeans
on Ceylon (now
Sri Lanka), 1785.
Watercolour over
pencil, 195 x 310 mm.
Amsterdam,
Rijksmuseum, inv. no.
NG-1985-7-2-17.
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In Young Woman Sitting in a Chair,
the figure sits on a mahogany chair
with a violin-shaped backrest, fluted
legs and decorative, floral-shaped
knobs —in fact, an accurate miniature
representation of a popular Dutch
model from the late eighteenth cen-
tury. Whether the chair is original
cannot be determined with certainty.
The young woman sits with her legs
set apart — likely a consequence of
wearing a corset, in the eighteenth-
century commonly having an elongated
busk extending to the pubic bone.*
This created a narrow waist, but also
forced the wearer to sit with the legs
apart, with the busk’s pointed end
terminating between the legs.* The
clothing of the girl in the rRA collec-
tion, like that of the Rijksmuseum
sculpture, is rendered in detail. On
her head, the girl wears a round
headdress with a braided pattern

and a wide rim. On her upper body,
she wears a buttoned waistcoat in
the form of a half-length jacket with
curled hems. Noteworthy is that,

up until the end of the eighteenth

century, this type of jacket was worn
exclusively by men. Women’s variants,
the so-called redingotes (a derivative
of the English ‘riding coat’), first
appear in Western European fashion
no earlier than the end of the century.s
Unlike the shorter men’s jackets, these
redingotes reached to the ground and
had the silhouette of an overcoat. Yet
the jacket worn by the young woman
is undoubtedly the earlier version
designed for men.s* This noteworthy
detail may have specifically applied to
women of European origin residing
in Asia. In fact, one finds this fashion
phenomenon likewise documented

in Jan Brandes’s coloured drawing
from 1785, made while accompanying
a group of European travellers on an
elephant hunt in Ceylon (fig. 13). The
drawing shows eleven people playing
a game, seated around a table: four
women, six men and a young boy. A
woman on the left wears a mid-length
jacket with a ruffled edge over a
buttoned vest and a skirt, similar

to the attire of the young woman.s
Based on the style of the jacket in
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this drawing and on the statuette of
the young woman, the latter, like
Woman and Child, can be dated to
approximately 1780-9o0.

An opening in the girl’s clenched
fist suggests she was originally hold-
ing some kind of attribute, possibly
abook. A similar opening in the
hand of the child in the Woman and
Child indicates the presence of an
object now lost. A final, noteworthy
commonality is the presence of holes
drilled into the earlobes of the two
female figures, an indication that,
originally, the girl was also depicted
wearing earrings. On the Rijksmuseum
sculpture, the earrings are still present,
in the form of copper studs inlaid
with glass beads. Future research
of the materials used may perhaps
provide additional insight. Figural
works adorned with earrings are not
found in Europe or China. Where
they do occur is in Javanese court
culture, specifically in the Javanese
Loro Blonyo tradition: ceremonial
wood-carved sculptural depictions of
seated married couples, symbolizing
fertility and harmony. Occasionally,
holes are made in the ears of female
figures to accommodate jewellery.

In one eighteenth-century example,
preserved in Scotland, such holes

in the earlobes are clearly visible
(fig. 14).5* The various Javanese
courts maintained varying levels

of contact with the authorities in
Batavia. The Javanese craftsmen
active in Batavia possibly originated
from those regions centred on these
courts. The striking similarities
between Young Woman Sitting in a
Chair and Woman and Child confirm
that the two works originated from
the same region, possibly made in the
same workshop or by the same artist.

Alternatives for Canton as
Place of Origin
The well-preserved polychromy of
Woman and Child has a palette of soft
pastel colours: a mint-green dress,

white, fondant-like skin, light-pink
blushing cheeks and ginger hair. The
chosen, predominantly Chinese colour
palette lends this solid wood sculp-
ture the appearance of porcelain.
The sculpture possibly originated as
an intercultural hybrid: a European
sitter, portrayed by a Chinese crafts-
man working outside China, perhaps
in collaboration with a local wood-
carver.

In the eighteenth century, there
were a number of European colonial
settlements and trading posts where
both Chinese sculptors and European
women were present, making these
possible locations for the production
of a sculpture featuring such a woman.
For example, the Woman and Child
might have originated from a Spanish
or Portuguese colonial settlement in
Asia. In the year 1775, nine Chinese

Fig. 14
ANONYMOUS
JAVANESE
WOODCARVER,
Female Figure from a
Wedding Couple (Loro
Blonyo), eighteenth
century, Java.

Wood and silk.
Edinburgh, National
Museums Scotland,
inv. no. A.1991.65 B.
Photo © National
Museums Scotland
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sculptors are known to have been
active in the Spanish colony Manila
in the Philippines.’s Such an origin in
a Catholic settlement would explain
the similarity between Woman and
Child and images of the Virgin and
Child. However, this option is not the
most likely. In her dissertation, Shih
shows that some Chinese face-makers
chose to leave Canton for destinations
such as Madras (present-day Chennai,
India) or Batavia, with the aim of
modelling portrait figures of Euro-
pean sailors in unfired clay.s® But like
Chitqua, these craftsmen were not
woodcarvers and therefore unlikely
to have made the Woman and Child
sculpture. Nevertheless, Chinese and
Europeans could be found in Madras
and Batavia, two cities in which teak
was also readily available. Both places
also had alocal tradition of wood-
carved sculpture, though this was not
unique in Asia. Accordingly, one may
reasonably conclude that the Woman
and Child was created in one of these
cities. However, the remarkable detail
of the earrings shared by the sculp-
tures in the Rijksmuseum and the

RA collection suggests a connection
to the Javanese Loro Blonyo tradition,
pointing once again to the location
proffered by Staring and Leeuwenberg
in the twentieth century: Batavia.

Chinese and Javanese

Craftsmen in Batavia
Contact between China and Java
dates back centuries. In the seven-
teenth century, when the Dutch took
Batavia by force and established
the city as the headquarters of the
Dutch East India Company (voc),
they sought to work closely with the
Chinese community then already
present on Java.” The Chinese came
to play a central role in the social,
cultural and economic structure, for
example, serving as intermediaries
between the voc administrators
and the local Javanese community.
As such, they held a crucial position
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in trade, policy implementation and
the production of goods in Batavia’s
artisans’ quarter (het ambachts-
kwartier). By the end of the eighteenth
century, the Chinese community con-
stituted the largest non-indigenous,
ethnic group in the city.s® Many
Chinese worked in Batavia’s artisans’
quarter, known for their craftsman-
ship and ability to adapt to the wishes
of customers from different cultures.
At the end of the seventeenth century,
a German traveller observed that
Chinese craftsmen in Batavia were
able to reproduce almost anything the
Dutch made, whether it be furniture
or household goods.? Chinese crafts-
men abroad always retained the right
to return to their homeland, which
made it easier for them to settle else-
where for a period of time. From
China, two important sea routes led
to foreign trading posts: the western
route (Xiyang), which led to the
Indian Ocean, Bengal and Madras;
and the eastern route (Dongyang),
with destination Batavia.®® Strict
trade regulations and fierce com-
petition prevailed in Canton. With

its central location, cultural diversity
and relatively flexible regulations,
Batavia was an attractive alternative
for Chinese craftsmen.

Throughout the centuries, crafts-
men of many different nationalities
worked in close collaboration in the
artisans’ quarter of Batavia. To meet
the demand for furniture in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
hundreds of furniture makers must
have worked in the city.® Traveller’s
accounts occasionally provide a
glimpse into the practices of these
craftsmen. One Dutchman describes
with astonishment how Javanese
craftsmen in Batavia worked with
minimal resources: a small plot of
land as a workshop, a low table, a
wooden hammer and a set of chisels.
Among the latter were the pengku
(a semi-circular chisel for curved
lines) and the penyilat (a flat chisel



for straight lines).® Javanese wood-
workers had learned to master the art
of woodworking down to the minutest
detail % A skilled Javanese woodcarver
would have had no difficulty executing
complex elements such as the rippling
fabric folds and finely draped garments
found on the present statuette.

That two craftsmen from differ-
ent backgrounds would eventually
cross paths in the culturally diverse
artisans’ quarter of Batavia was a
certainty. For this reason, furniture
from Batavia, like the statuette of
the Woman and Child, was often an
undefinable hodgepodge of diverse
cultural influences. One such piece
is awooden screen with a design and
woodcarving in a late seventeenth-
century European Baroque style
combined with a Lingzhi motif
commonly applied in Chinese wood-
carving starting from the period of the
Ming dynasty (1368-1644).° Another
example is a miniature of a European
chair, where the complex wood joints
betray the hand of a Chinese artisan,
a piece that could just as easily have
been made in Canton as Batavia.

As Chinese craftsmen were able to
work in various locations across Asia
and skilled at copying furniture and
handicrafts from other cultures, it is
almost impossible to distinguish the
hand of one craftsman from another.
Accordingly, one can sometimes
discern the nationality of a work’s
maker based on small details, such
as an unusually finished face or a
characteristic motif.*s Although it
was previously stated that Woman
and Child would not have been made
in China, the specific colour palette
of the polychromy does in fact point
to a Chinese maker. Nevertheless,
the use of teak, the earrings and the
woman’s stately pose are characteristic
of Javanese art, especially the monu-
mental Loro Blonyo sculptures, sug-
gesting the influence of Javanese
sculptural culture. More so than
elsewhere in Asia, Batavia was the
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ultimate breeding ground for a meeting
of elements from the cultures of
Europe, Java and China.

An Anonymous Maker and an

Unknown Sitter
In the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, Batavia was a colonial
city where cultural suppression and
exchange went hand in hand. This
exchange was evident not only among
the city’s inhabitants, but also in its
material culture. Alongside Euro-
pean objects, the Dutch adorned
their interiors with Chinese paint-
ings, Japanese and Chinese porcelain,
and Indian chintz, but also Javanese
furniture, batik and musical instru-
ments.*® Through trade and slavery,
this meeting of multiple nationali-
ties and cultures gave rise to several
cultural hybrid forms, including,
for example, the Javanese musical
genre kroncong, developed under
the influence of Portuguese folk
music.”” Despite the dominant pres-
ence of the Dutch from the seven-
teenth century onwards, Batavia
essentially maintained its Asian
character. Also, European women
had played an active public role in
the civic life of Batavia for centuries,
enjoying a relative freedom of move-
ment. For the present statuette of a
European woman simultaneously
displaying ostensible European,
Javanese and Chinese traits, Batavia,
a place where elements from differ-
ent cultures intersected, emerges as
a highly tenable place of origin.

In the absence of any direct, docu-
mented proof, the identity of the
woman portrayed in the Rijksmuseum
sculpture remains speculative. How-
ever, the presence of a small child sug-
gests the work was made for a young
mother. One possibility is a daughter
of Governor-General Willem Arnold
Alting (1724 -1800): either Willemina
Hendrina (1763-1792) or Constantia
Cornelia (1770-1840), both of whom
married and gave birth to a child in
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the seventeen eighties, corresponding
to the period in question. A third can-
didate is Apollonia Magdalena van
Angelbeek (1768-1800), whose image
has been passed down in a depiction
by Jan Brandes, made during the
aforementioned elephant hunt in
Ceylon in 1785.%* Among the families
of governors-general of Batavia, sons
reaching adulthood are remarkably
few in number.®® Accordingly, public
events were typically attended by the
daughters, after whom houses and
forts were also often named. A por-
trait sculpture in wood of a prominent
daughter is therefore conceivable.
Despite the underrepresentation
of women and children in numerous
written sources and official functions
in the world of the Dutch East India
Company (voc) in the eighteenth
century, the present wooden statuette
tangibly attests to their presence.
Like the identity of the woman and
child portrayed, the maker of the

sculpture also remains elusive.
This anonymity reflects an even
greater void in such historical
sources: women’s life stories and

the contributions of non-European
craftsmen are rarely recorded or
preserved in detail. Works like Woman
and Child serve as a reminder that,
outside written history, there are still
many voices whose stories have yet
to be heard.

An eighteenth-century wooden statuette of a woman holding a child in the

Rijksmuseum has long been attributed to Tan-Che-Qua (Chitqua), a Chinese
portrait-maker active in Canton (present-day Guangzhou). This attribution proves
untenable in light of the observation that Chitqua is not known to have ever worked
in wood. The present article proposes an alternative attribution to an anonymous
Chinese artist working in the Dutch settlement of Batavia (now Jakarta). This
suggestion is corroborated by a technical analysis of the wood used to carve the
sculpture, identified as teak, a material readily available on Java and commonly used
by indigenous craftsmen to create detailed figures. Copper studs inserted into the
woman’s wood-carved ears are possibly akin to similar accessories adorning figures
carved in the Central Javanese Loro Blonyo tradition. A Chinese artist working in
the artisans’ district of Batavia could easily have been influenced by his Javanese
counterparts. A close comparison with contemporary fashion prints identifies the
woman’s attire as an exact rendering of European fashion from the period 1778-9o.
Moreover, the specificity of the woman’s facial features indicates that the statuette
is a portrait. This person is far more likely to have lived in Batavia, where European
women could live their lives in relative freedom, versus Canton, a city where
European women were forbidden entry. The identity of the sitter has not (yet) been
ascertained, but the daughters of the governors-generals of Batavia are tenable
candidates. By exploring this statuette, the article aims to expand on existing
scholarship, while addressing the visibility — or rather, invisibility — of European
women and non-European artists in the written history of the eighteenth-century
overseas trade in Asia.
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