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DGR RIY R JEZE) o M Jan van Campen has been Curator of Asian Export Art
at the Rijksmuseum since 2001. He earned his Ph.D. in art history from Leiden University,
specializing in Chinese export porcelain and collection history of Asian objects in Europe. Dr.
van Campen is the author of Lawyer from the The Hague, Jean Theodore Royer (1737-1807),
and His Collection of Chinese Objects (in Dutch, 2000), the curator of “Royer’s Chinese Cabinet:
objects from China collected by Jean Theodore Royer (1737-1807)” (Amsterdam, 2000), and a co-
curator of “Asia in Amsterdam: The Culture of Luxury in the Golden Age” (Amsterdam, 2015;
Salem, MA, 2016).
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A Chinese Collection in 18" Century The Hague,
The Netherlands

In 1814 the first Dutch King, William |, received a bequest: a vast number of
Chinese obijects and paintings, collected in the third quarfer of the 18" Century by
the lawyer and amateurssinologist Jean Theodore Royer (1737-1807). The collection
contained among other things painted clay figures, carvings in soapstone and ivory,
sets of clothing, large series of album paintings, musical instruments, books, ink
cakes, brushes and paper samples, lacquer ware and ceramics. These varied and
numerous collectibles eventually filled up two of the rooms on the first floor of his
spacious house in The Hague, the seat of Dutch government.

This collection is of interest for several reasons, primarily because the majority
of the objects have been preserved in Dutch museum collections. This is rare since
of several other collections only the descriptions remain while the objects themselves
are dispersed. In this case King William | founded a museum to house this
Chinese collection, in combination with heirlooms from his own family. When this
museum was closed lafer in the 19" century, the collections were divided between
predecessors of the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam and the Museum Wereldculturen in
Leiden (the ethnological museum). This is where Royer's objects are preserved.

| should like to introduce the ‘Royer collection of Chinese objects’ and address
the following questions: Who was this Mr. Royer2 Which were the objects he
collected? Is there anything we can say about Royer’s objectives: why was he
amassing those Chinese objects2 How common or rare was it to build a collection

like this.

It will turn out that Royer was a rare example of a collector of Chinese materials
whose aim it was fo gain a better understanding of China through these collectibles.
Sources are scarce: a few lefters have been preserved (to Royer from high-placed
VOC (Dutch East Indian Company) officials in Canton and to Royer from a Chinese
petty merchant also in Canton) and Royer’s own notes, in a note book and some
inscriptions on the objects themselves. Together they provide valuable information on
Royer’s collecting strategies and his proto-sinological or etno-sinological ambitions.

After this general introduction, if time permits, | should like to further elaborate
on the cultural encounter that took place in The Hague the 1770-ies. What exactly
was available for Royer and how useful and suitable was it for his sino-etnological
studies? | will argue that Royer was looking at what we might call ‘a Canton
translation’ of Chinese culture. Part of Royer’s collectables were produced for export
to the West and designed to meet a European vision of China. Of other objects
we have good reason to believe that they were fashioned in an exotic European-
Chinese style to amuse Chinese clients. A last group contained rare examples of
ephemeral art objects, produced for and consumed by the lower middle classes in
South China showing resonances of the Chinese literati ideal. Certainly there was
conversion of connoisseurship in The Hague in the 1770-ies, but this conversion was
a complicated and intriguing process.

The Conversion of Connoisseurship on the Imperial Antiquilies Academic Symposium
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