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CHINESE EXPORT SILVER

LEGACY OF LUXURY 

       
    Chinese Export Silver was made in China mainly in the 19th century

                specifically for the export market.  It did not suddenly emerge but

                grew from centuries-old, indigenous traditions and cultures.  While

                forms were dictated by Western needs and tastes, the craftsmanship

                techniques and vocabulary of design were unmistakably Chinese.

Although some silver was mined in China (Yunnan Province), the bulk of the silver for export pieces came from bullion which was brought into China by Westerners who were paying for the teas, spices and silks from which the West had insatiable demand. The silver was smelted down into sycee, or ingots, from which the items were then made.

The demand for Chinese Export Silver developed with the trading patterns.  Originally all trade with China had to be conducted through the ‘Canton’ system.  Each country had a representative in Canton who would trade for the tea, spices and silks with his own appointed Hong merchant – “an attempt to feed the hungry lion through a small crack in the wall”.  The foreigners would come on the old Clipper ships with the wind from May to July and stay in Canton until November or January when the winds would take them away again.  During this trading period, the merchants’ personal needs were catered for by a series of outside shopmen who would provide shoes, clothes and also silver.

Thus the demand for silver grew.  Initially this was due to its availability and low cost (only a minimal amount was paid to the craftsmen over and above the cost of the silver), but after the Opium Wars from 1840 – 1843, trade with China opened up and merchants settled throughout China – in Shanghai and Hong Kong as well as in Canton – and the attraction of things ‘Chinese’ became more pronounced.

Unlike porcelain, silver was never traded in large quantities.  It was always a bespoke trade.  Items were made upon a merchant’s request or possibly that of a sea captain who would buy a few extra pieces on the side.  Thus only a limited number of pieces exist.

The bulk of the export pieces were made between 1785 and 1910.  The early pieces were exact copies of English-style cutlery and tea sets of the period.  The Chinese craftsmen would copy the items in the finest detail down to the little marks at the back of the piece.  These pseudo hall marked pieces are collector’s items.  When trade expanded through China, beginning in the 1840’s, the silver pieces became much more Chinese in design though they continued to keep the Western shapes.

The silver came to the West in various forms and, inevitably, some of these were more in demand than others.  Flatware (spoons and forks) were popular mainly for economical reasons (fine craftsmanship and no tax status kept the cost of the items way below that of the West).  The many tea services, made in various designs, are good illustrations of how the fashions in silver can change.  Standing or presentation cups – cups presented at races and regattas – greatly helped in the research of these items because inscriptions would show when and where certain silversmiths were working.  Salvers, table boxes, dressing table sets, buckles and belts are pieces from the later part of the period, though bearing the same common link – the Chinese motifs.

By far the most favourite motif to the Westerner was the dragon.  This symbol of strength and virility was found in many shapes and forms on candlesticks, photo frames and trays.  Dragons formed handles and finials on tea sets and even stems on presentation cups.  

Bamboo; chrysanthemum; prunus or plum blossom and lotus were also popular with the symbolism of the plants (plum blossom for new beginnings, bamboo for resilience, chrysanthemums symbolising blooming through the frost, lotus for fertility) appealing greatly to the western tastes.

Although the motifs greatly helped to identify Chinese Export Silver, the marks are also important.  As the China trade flourished, so did the silver market.  Craftsmen developed their own marks which were often a combination of Western letters and Chinese chops.  Pieces made by some of the better-known craftsmen, such as Wang Hing who worked in Hong Kong between 1880 and 1910, command quite a premium.

With the First World War, the days for the Chinese Export Silver were over.  Traditional trading patterns ended.  China was in an uproar and the craftsmanship of silver disappeared.

Chinese Export Silver has a variety seldom found in regional silver.  It is the product of a unique period in history – a blending of East and West which may never be seen again.
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