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Exoticism and Imagination
in 18th-Century Portuguese Tiles:
Some Examples in the Lisbon Area

MARIA ALEXANDRA TRINDADE GAGO DA CAMARA
Universidade Aberta, Lisbon

ABSTRACT

The taste and fashion for chinoiserie achieved enormous success in 18th-century Eu-
rope, establishing itself as a true ‘state of spirit, an experience of and fascination with
the Orient that was most keenly felt in the decorative arts and everyday decoration.
This bright, lively decorative trend was also captured by many tile-painters, who both
imagined and sought to recreate the distant Orient on many of their panels. Some of
the finest examples, presented and studied here, are to be found in the Lisbon area.

O gosto ¢ a voga da thinoiserie’ conbecen na Europa do século XVII um enorme éxito,
afirmando-se como um ‘estaco de espivito! Foi especificamente no dominio das artes orna-
mentais ¢ no quotidiano da decoragio que esta vivéncia e fascinio pelo Oriente se aplicou
com mais intensidade. Um tendéncia decorativa, alegre e festiva nio escapow ds mados de
muitos pintores de azulejos deste periodo, que imaginaram e procuraram recriar em muitos
painéis azulejares este Oriente longinguno.

E especificamente na regido de Lisboa que se encontram alouns destes melhores exemplos
que iremos analisar e dar a conhecer ao longo deste texto,

INTRODUCTION

The West's fascination with Asian objects and the very concept of classical China was
expressed in an alternative aesthetic tendency in the second half of the 18th century,
establishing itself both as a model of good taste and as a decorative feature of Euro-
pean Rococo. The resulting imitation of the characteristics found in Oriental products
would provide an artistic mould for a broad range of Western perceptions of Asia dur-
ing this period.

The gradual emergence of new patterns of artistic sensibility and eclecticism in 18th-
century Portuguese culture can be clearly observed within the complex process of re-es-
tablishing contact with the Orient. Alongside somewhat circumstantial characteristics,
there can be no doubt that the fashion for ¢hineiserie was an enormous success in En-
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36 Maria Alexandra Trindade Gago Da Camara

lightenment Europe. It could be added that chinoiserie became a global phenomenon,
sweeping through Holland, England, Sweden, Spain and Greece, and extending to the
American continents as well. This phenomenon involved an interpretation of every-
thing considered Asian and included both an emotional attitude and a behavioural
disposition towards the exoric. Chinaiserie can thus be regarded as a European mental
construction.

The Orient also represented a space for exploration and for projecting aesthetic taste
and sensibilicy'. Furniture and pieces - jewellery, bronzes, textiles and porcelain - dec-
orated with chinoiserie® hold pride of place among the most commonly found Oriental-
style ornaments from that period.

The enormous demand for products of exotic character casily outstripped the supply,
and this was consequently followed by a rapid and more or less accurate reproduction
of pieces in which imagination played a central role. This increased flow of merchandise
meant more than simply using such objects. Rather, Western decorative terms acted
and imposed themselves on Asian objects, as Baroque frames and metal fictings were
adapted to lacquerware, and the derails of carved wood were applied to Chinese tex-
tiles.

Within Porcugal, this Oriental experience was most strongly felt in the ornamental arts
used for everyday decoration. During the second half of che 18th century, the exotic
became a fashionable code for interior decoration. This applied equally to walls (fres-
cocs, stucco, painted fabrics and paper, and printed cotton cloth), to pieces of furniture
for religious spaces and the home, and to derails in ephemeral structures (stage-sets and
props, decorations for court celebrations, etc.), though the primary focus of this article
will be on the use of decorative tiles.

The first books depicting Oriental-style decoration date back to the 17th century. They
appeared at the same time as increasing information arrived from prints and books on
travel to Asia’, in which habits and customs, and flora and fauna were filtered by the
vision and profile of the narrator/traveller. Such works acted as the justification for
adopting specific decorative options. The iconography employed in this exotic form
was so varied - offering a mix and combination of several formal elements — that it
formed a densc and absurd yet simultancously logical and coherent world.

SOME EXAMPLES IN TILES FROM LIsBON

During the second quarter of the 18th century, Porruguese tile-production was par-
ticularly open to these transcultural movements, and proved receptive to integrating
motifs from outside Europe into the conception and decoration of many pancls. The
lively, festive, courtly sense — even sometimes involving an intimate feeling — and the
extrinsic reproducibility of these images from 18th-century chinoiserie acted as models
for tile-painters throughout the century, and as signs of an Asia that they imagined and
recreated.
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Itis possible to catalogue surviving picces from significant sets that are identified with
Asia or Asian-style images. The following are the most relevant from among the various
buildings in the Lisbon region: the Pimenta Palace (rooms on the first floor), the Rebe-
lo de Andrade-Ceia Palace (one room on the main floor); the S. Vicente de Fora Mon-
astery (panels on the staircase); the Queluz Palace (the Mangas room), Sacramento &
Lapa Street (wall-covering by the steps); the Azulejos Estate (garden bench), the Alfar-
robeira estate (octagonal water-tank), the Nossa Senhora da Piedade Estate (rooms on
the main floor) and the Sobralinho Palace (garden terrace) in Vila Franca de Xira.

These sets of tile panels, decorated with Chinese scenes and located in noble houses,
act as a record of the taste and evident interest shown by a type of clientele that was
interested in the Chinese theme. A detailed examination of the various sets selected
reveals their encyclopaedic nature, where moments of leisure (hunting, fishing, having
tea, dancing, etc.) appear alongside the world of work® (silk-production, port activitics,
religious customs, etc.).

Fig. 1
Panels during restoration work, collection of Lisbon City Council.
Source: Photo by the author.

A chronological analysis of tiles berween the 1740s and the carly 1800s shows an evoca-
tion of an exotic Orient, the enchanted kingdom of Cathay, which was the perfect land
for testing an idea of unbridled fantasy.

The Orient and Africa as Seen by Western Europeans
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Clearly, the earliest decorations in this fashion for chinoiserie are very rough (i.e. the
Pimenta Palace, S. Vicente de Fora Monastery and Nossa Senhora da Piedade Estate),
with images of small pagodas, figures sitting cross-legged and wearing Chinese dress,
conical hats, riverside scenes with Chinese-style boats, tents and Chinese carpets for i
when tea is served, servants accompanying ladies and protecting them from the sun |
as they walk beside the river. These themes are intermingled with classical ornaments, !
such as borders filled with putti, pilasters and scrolls.

Fig. 2 and 2b

Detail of a panel at the Pimenta Palace, Lisbon.

Source: Photos by the author. ’
The surrounding nature also has Asian-style characteristics: palm-trees and curving !

trunks that recall the traditional floral motifs, huge owers supported by delicate trunks
and stems, exotic plants. Finally, several other forms of nature are simply invented and
decorative motifs are simplified. At a later stage, European Rococo style would assimi-
late these themes, developing, juxtaposing and adding formal elements with greater in-
terpretative freedom.

Nature became a consistent theme, even enveloping ephemeral architecture and coex-
isting alongside the same Rococo vocabulary. Exotic flowers also appear (i.c. at the Ceia
Palace, the panel on the steps in Sacramento & Lapa Street, now the Fundacao Luso-
Americana’, and panels in Alcantara Street and at the Azulejos Estate).

Meanwhile, the human figure is shown in a stereotypical ethnic portrayal with no per- i
sonal features, establishing a restricted typology ofgcsturcs and actions: the fisherman,
the dancer, the servant pouring tea. People sit down to talk or have a fami[y meal. These
higures of short stature wear a variety of floating clothes, have their hair in pigtails, long
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moustaches and wear various forms of conical hats. Most such pieces involve asymmet-
rical lines in different rhythms. In contrast to the greater movement of the plants, the
figures seem immobile. Yet the im agery reflects a gradual approach to what is unknown,
constructing a sort of osmosis between Western values and types of forms that are the
product of an imagined Asia.

Fig.3and 3 b

The Ceia Palace, Lisbon, head office of the Universidade Aberta. Details of the panel in the room
with Oriental-style tiles.

Source: Photos from the Universidade Aberta Archive.

The taste for a potentially more effective fantasy is recorded by the third phase in the
iconography of chinoiserie, exemplified by the water-tank at the Alfarrobeira Estate and
the neoclassical polychrome panels actributed to the pottery painter Francisco Jorge da
Costa (1784) on the bay window in the Mangas corridor at the Queluz Palace.

In the former case, while maintaining the Rococo spirit of fantasy in the yellow bor-
ders, the painter used manganese to highlight and outline images of pore activities and
leisure scenes, such as music and dance wich Oriental figures. He also used an accurate
image of a port with its countless ships. There is a suggested narrative where the figures
pause for a moment. The principle of contrast is defined in this composition by the sur-
rounding paler background and the figures with clearer outlines in the foreground. It
thus becomes a sort of veduta, a pretext for an image set very close to the water, the very
funcrion that was embodicd by the building housing the panels.

Fig. 4

Detail of the panel on the water-tank at the
Alfarrobeira Estate, Lisbon.

Source: Photo by the author.

The Orient and Africa as Seen by Western Europeans
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The final example is part of the decoration of the colourful Mangas Room. The high
quality images have a great decorative effect and were applied individually, acting
as decorative models (a sort of picture-postcard) that are unique works of decora-
tion®. The painter developed a complex aristic language in these panels through his
handling of the landscape (the background), his drawing of the flora and fauna, and
the treatment of the clearly Oriental character depicted. As a result, we stand before
a window onto the world that had long been exposed to contact with Qriental art-
work.

Fig. 5 and 5b
Details of the panels in the Mangas Room, Queluz National Palace.
Source: Photos by the author.

To conclude, within this experience of the exotic, such works can be classified as a ty-
pological group, characterising an artistic discourse of ideal images of private social life
in the 18th century’. In sum, orientalized Western art, materialized in different artistic
media, revealed itself as a representative element of all European culture in chis period
(including Portuguese culture), testifying to Europe’s capacity for dialogue with the
other, with difference, and its propensity for wonder in its representation of the singu-
larity of a civilizational order. The recreation of the exotic and the different constituted
a domestication of the unknown. It was not a case of merely making a copy of a culure
but rather of appropriating its difference, of adapting it to different atticudes and con-
ceptions of space.

NoTES

! For a discussion of this point in Portuguese historiography sec E. Bethencoure, K. Chaudhuri (eds.),
Histiria da Expansio Portuguesa, S vols., Lisbon 1998 (Sce especially R. Moreira, vol. 1, pp. 455-482,
and R. Moreira, A. Curvelo, vol. 2, pp. 532-570) and also P. Dias, Histéria da drte Portuguesa no M-
do, 1415-1822, 2 vols., Lisbon 1998.
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See M. Jarry, Chinoiserie, le Rayonnement du gout Chinois sur les Avts décoratifs des XVIle e XVIHe sié-
cles, Fribourg 1980; H. Honour, Chinviserie o Visson of Cathay, London 1973; O. Impey, Chinoiserie
- The fmp,a/ of Oriental Styles on Western Avt and Decoration, London 1976; D. Jacobson, Chineiserie,
Paris 1993.

‘I, Duarte Barbosa, native of the very noble city of Lisbon, having navigated throughout the Indies,
discovered in the name of the King Our Lord and having travelled through many and various countries
along the coast, seen and heard various things I l(_"udui as wonderful and stupendous, as they had
never been seen before, nor heard of by our nuhchus have resolved to write down what I have seen
for the benefit of all, labouring to record in this my Book the places and boundaries of all those king-
doms where have personally been and of which [ bear faithful and dignified information..” Cf. Duarte
[ Barbosa, Livra em que se dit velagio do que vin ¢ ouvin no Oriente Duarte Barbosa, wich introduction and
notes by A. Machado, Lisbon 1946; J. de Mendonca, Historia de las cosas mas notables, ritos ¥ costumies
del gran Reyno de la China... Cé un itinerdrio del nitove Mundo, Madrid 1587; 1. Nieuhof, L “Anibassade
de la Compagnie Qrientale des Provinees Unies vers | Emperenr de fa Chine, on Grand Cam de Trtarie,
Jfaite par Srs. Pierve de Goyer et Jacob de Keyser, 2 vols.; French translation and commentary by Jean Le
Carpentier, Leiden 1665; L. Le Comre, Des cérémontes de la Chine, Licge 1700; Cérémonies et Contrmes
Religienses de Tous les Persples du Monde, Representées par des figures de la main de Bernard Picart, avec
des explications historiques et des dissertations curieuses, Paris 1807-1808, 11 vols., Ist edition: 1723-
1743; I have used the 1789 edition at the Biblioteca Nacional de Lisboa, cu rrently in very poor condi-
ton and J. Du Halde, Description Geographique, Historique, Chyonologique, Politigue, et Physique de
LEmpire de la Chine et de la Tartarie Chinoise... The Hague 1736, 4 vols. The prints in the last two
works have already been studied. Cf. C. Magueci, Inagens it Chivis Fontes grifi
Palicio do Sobralinbo, in “Revista Almadan’ 1998, I1 series, 7, pp. 141-147.

28 para os {z:yf(_‘j{).\' do

The significant collection acquired berween 1955 and 1962 for the final reconstruction of the Sobral-
inho Estate in Vila Franca de Xira is paradigmatic of the second halfof the 18¢h century, when Oriental
themes dominated tile production, See also J. Rlbum. 0 Palicio do Sobralinho on a Reinvengio de wm
H Pago do sécuelo XV, in “Boletim Cultural Cira”, 1998-99, 8, pp. 81-93.

J- Sarmenro de Matos, Uma Casa na Lapa, Lisbon 1994, pp. 128-129.

The interest in this decorative theme led to the production of two orders (also from a later stage) that
were exported to Brazil and are now no longer in their original locations. The first is in the new Rector’s
Office at the University of Bahia; the second at a private house in Rua Osvaldo Cruz, 782, Sao Luis do
Maranhio. CF. ]. M. dos Santos Simées, Azulejaria Portuguesa no Brasil (1500-1822), Lisbon 1965, M.
Barata, Azulejos no Brasil, Rio de Janeiro 1955; J. Valadares, Azsdefos da Reitoria, Salvador 1953.

The aim of this approach and research, part of my docroral thesis, was to extend the field of analysis
for Baroque tiles and i integrate it into the mental and social framework of che age. See MLALR. Gago

daCamara, “A Arte de Bem Viver” - A Encenagin do Quatidiano na azulejaria Portugnesa de \c[umi‘m,
Lisbon 2005.
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