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1
INTRODUCTION

Teaching the Global Renaissance

Stephen |. Campbell and Stephanie Porras

It is rare that college teaching in art history makes national news, yet Yale University’s
2020 decision to move away from teaching the traditional introductory survey of Western
art in favor of thematic, global introductions to topics like “Global Sacred Art” and “The
Politics of Representation” unleashed a media backlash, spawning news and opinion pieces
both in the art world press, like Artforum and ArtNews, and in high-profile venues like the
Wall Street Journal.' The furor was such that the then department chair Tim Barringer felt
compelled to write a defense of this decision in a letter to the members of the College Art
Association, the discipline’s US professional organization, explaining that: “Art history is
a global discipline.... The diversity of the department’s faculty and our intellectual interests
finds an analogue in the diversity of today’s student body.”? Certainly, more and more pro-
grams in the history of art are replacing traditional Renaissance and Early Modern courses
centered on Italy and Western Europe (or at least complementing them) with courses on the
art of the early modern world.

The drive to embrace the “global turn” has been driven by structural shifts and intellec-
tual motives. Declining state and federal funding for universities in the United States, and
related budgetary pressures across the global higher-education sector, has led to a reduc-
tion in full-time art history teaching positions, and an increase in teaching loads.® Many
art history departments struggle with maintaining healthy undergraduate enrollments as
the costs of higher education push students to degrees perceived as “marketable.” As Ed-
die Chambers has recently pointed out, “art history frequently has an image problem that
prevents many students, including students of color, from regarding it as a viable, worth-
while, and rewarding area of study.”* Chambers locates this problem in the hierarchical
structure of most Anglo-American art history departments, which position European art
and its classical antecedents as central—composing the bulk of required and foundational
coursework—with non-European topics as supplemental. While both editors of this volume
have seen significant changes in their own programs, with the majority of course offerings
now focusing on the world beyond Europe and North America, questions remain as to
whether this can create a changed perception of a degree in art history, or whether it might
lead to a more diverse body of enrolled students and degree concentrators.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003294986-1 1
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Contrary to the media spin, most institutions that teach art history are not like Yale.
More frequently, art historians in the academy are being asked to teach a broader array of
courses on material well outside their linguistic and scholarly training, and with far fewer
resources (including adequate library holdings, image collections, office and IT support
staff, and time to workshop new courses). But Yale was not the first and will not be the
last art history department to rethink the survey, challenging the principal of a canonical
progression of Old Masters. The push to embrace a “global Renaissance” and to diversify
course offerings, outside of a few privileged and well-endowed institutions, has not been
met with an increase in faculty lines in most places that teach art history. As one art histo-
rian has put it “the crucial issue around global art history (even of the Early Modern) is the
crucial issue around globalization itself: the issue of work.”’

‘Global Renaissance’ is a frame that is already being employed in university classrooms;
the essays here each engage with and challenge this frame in various ways. We envision this
volume as a resource for those charged with teaching courses in the expanded Renaissance
or in Early Modern art history more broadly: a casebook of objects arranged according to
themes that allow instructors to integrate case studies from less familiar geographies, or to
introduce a broader array of materials or techniques, beyond painting and sculpture. But
as our alternative table of contents suggest, there are other ways the essays contained in
this volume may be grouped — perhaps by region (Africa, Americas, Asia, Europe) or by
material (ivory/bone, ceramics, print). As a corpus then, it is a starting point, intended to
offer models of critical inquiry for students and instructors alike. The volume represents the
current state of a field that is rapidly expanding, and the editors have sought out the voices
of emerging scholars as the book’s primary contributors.

This book addresses a demonstrable pedagogical need but also contributes to ongoing
debates about what it means to write about the Early Modern globe. When embarking
on this project, therefore, the editors sought to avoid “global washing,” that is, market-
ing toward a perceived demand for “the global” without a sustained political engagement
with what it means to work in this expanded sphere.® We endeavored to solicit contribu-
tions from scholars (including curators) based not just in North America but in places and
institutions across the world—among them, the Philippines, Japan, Argentina, Mexico,
Kashmir, Hong Kong, Denmark, Scotland, Germany, the United Kingdom, the United Arab
Emirates, Italy, and Portugal. There were clear logistical and linguistic challenges to this
project; and the editors acknowledge that they themselves are tenured professors at well-
resourced universities in the United States, which afforded them the considerable resources
necessary to undertake this work. There are inevitable lacunae in any “global” history.
While the editors sought contributions beyond the most familiar object types and from a
representative range of geographies, we were also limited by publisher’s word counts, and
by the time and availability of scholars still recovering from the impacts of the COVID
pandemic. The contributions to this volume also attest to the fact that art history, as prac-
ticed in the Americas and in Western Europe, is not a uniform discipline, neither within nor
beyond these borders.” There are different historiographic and linguistic traditions concern-
ing the study of art, and visual and material culture, that alternatively privilege criticism,
archival sources, oral histories, or the continued use of artworks.

When the foundational Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe and Latin
America was published in 19935, the idea of focusing on cultural exchange between Europe
and the world was a radical concept for many teaching Renaissance art.® Thirty years later,
it is not uncommon for today’s students to learn about Latin American colonial art as part of
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their introduction to the art of the so-called Spanish Golden Age: however, they may still re-
ceive little by way of introduction to non-European notions of empire, antiquarianism, taste,
collecting, or medial techniques beyond painting and sculpture. The challenge, as identified
by Alessandra Russo, is to negotiate the impossibility of exhaustive global coverage while
focusing on specific conceptual questions generated by the possibilities of a global frame.’

The essays contained in this volume not only engage with objects and archival and tex-
tual sources from outside Europe but also employ methodological strategies derived from
Indigenous studies, anthropology, and postcolonial theory (to name a few)—as well as dif-
ferent and sometimes irreconcilable historiographic traditions (one obvious example is how
“Modern” and “before the Modern” are periodized in different historiographies). The ambi-
tion was to assemble a group of essays that consider the global Early Modern world beyond
Europeans’ acquisition, collection, and wonder at that wider world, and to consider the
generative possibilities in the term “Renaissance art” seen from non-European perspectives.
Beyond the European emulation of Greek and Roman antiquity, “Renaissance” in this vol-
ume signifies different kinds of paradigm shift and forms of world-making, imaginations
of place in relation to a temporal and geographical elsewhere, whether through imitation
or citation, or through media transfer. What happens to this paradigm of “Renaissance” in
an epoch when materials, technologies, images, and artifacts travelled between elsewheres
as never before, and when large transregional states and their satellites sought to legitimate
themselves through inventions of an idealized past and emulations of each other?

The range of objects considered here includes forms, iconographies, and materials
marked not only by their divergence from canonical European artworks but also by their
correspondences with and transformations of these more familiar “Renaissance” objects.
Religious artworks, particularly those associated with Catholicism, predominate. Attend-
ing to both difference from and similarity to Europe, these essays consider both the visible
and the invisible ways in which artists across the Early Modern world responded to ex-
posure to foreign forms and ideas, via the adoption of (and sometimes resistance to) new
techniques, iconographies, and materials.!

Our cover image was produced by an unknown painter in India under Mughal rule,
around 1620."" It testifies to the popularity in Mughal court circles of the image of the Vir-
gin and Christ, especially following the first Jesuit mission to the emperor Akbar the Great
in 1580, which brought gifts of Christian images and illustrated books. Such an image
could be conventionally and correctly explained as an instance of the impact of European
prints in Indian art markets and studios under Akbar and his successors. In the case of this
Holy Family, no specific printed prototype is known to survive. The artist probably knew
an engraving by Domenico Tibaldi from ca. 1560 after Parmigianino’s Madonna of the
Rose, but if that is the case the painter freely adapted the composition and iconography—
introducing the figure of St. Joseph, half hidden by the flowers in an elaborately decorated
vase, and depicting the Virgin with a bindi and with henna-stained fingertips. While the art-
ist takes pains to evoke Italian prototypes, the final result refuses to conform to European
conventions for the depiction of the Holy Family, and this would have had an entirely dif-
ferent resonance in the religiously pluralistic Mughal sphere (note how St. Francis, on the
vase, is depicted venerating the sun). The painting is one possible instance of what Global
Renaissance art might look like, of cultural adaptation in a highly visible and programmatic
sense; several contributions to the volume examine this process of adaptation and appro-
priation (for example, the essays by Zoltan Biedermann, Maya Stanfield-Mazzi, Agustina
Rodriguez Romero) It is important to remember, however, that many artworks imbricated
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in global circuits of exchange do not make such processes of exchange and dialogue so vis-
ible: the history of global Renaissance art is not pre-eminently about style or form (see the
critique by Verena Krebs of the scholarly projection of “Italianate” style onto Ethiopian
icon painting, or Bart Pushaw’s tracing of Indigenous anticolonial agency in a Sugpiaq
wooden sculpture of an otter)."?

The choice to center chapters on single objects, or object types, instead of artists or sites
is a deliberate strategy. Not only is this a turn away from the paradigms of Renaissance art
history established by Giorgio Vasari’s foundational Lives of the Most Excellent Painters,
Sculptors, and Architects (1550 and 1568), but centering objects is also a way of addressing
the unevenness of the historical archive. Artists, as Barbara Mundy and Aaron Hyman have
reminded us, are not autonomous and self-evident figures but are “one section of a mutually
constituting field composed of an artist, an audience and a Vasari (or another chronicler like
him).”"> Archives can still yield the names of artists whose names were not preserved with
their works (see Giuseppina Raggi’s essay on the recovery of the enslaved painter Antonio
Telles and his team). Still, one must acknowledge that the availability or unavailability of
artist names and archival records across geographies is in many cases the direct result of
historic biopolitical power imbalances—the names of the Mexica amanteca or feather work
specialists (see the essay by Allison Caplan),or the Manila ivory carver responsible for La
Naval (discussed within by Regalado Trota José) are unrecorded precisely because the identity
of non-European artists was unimportant to those who first documented and described these
objects in archival sources maintained and preserved by colonial powers.

The object studies in this volume also attest to how the unevenness of the historical
record continues to be shaped by economics of the global art market. So, in the case of the
painting of St. George and abba Gibra Marawi discussed in the essay by Verena Krebs,
identifying information regarding the patron and the artwork’s original context have been
deliberately effaced by a later owner/dealer in order to extract and convert objects of art
historical importance into commercial goods. The ongoing extraction and traffic in objects
of cultural heritage, or their deliberate destruction by regimes who wish to reshape history
to suit current geopolitical ambitions, continue to exert pressure on how the “Renaissance”
is constituted as a field of study.

The examples gathered here also demonstrate that there is an urgency to the task at
hand: the discipline of art history is too often seen as synonymous with Whiteness, the
acquisition of a kind of cultural capital with its attendant social and economic power. Ex-
panding an understanding of the “Renaissance” has the potential to reposition art history
as a field with contemporary relevance. As a contribution to the pedagogical infrastructures
of art history, this volume cannot fill the pressing need for more full-time faculty and fund-
ing, but it does hope to address the urgent need to diversify the field, starting in our under-
graduate classrooms, to continue to reframe and reposition the study of Renaissance art as
valuable for future generations.

On “Renaissance,” “Global,” and “Art”

Thus far, we’ve been putting the word “Renaissance” in quotes. Users of this book might
well ask, “Why then use the word at all?” In a book devoted to artistic production across
the world between 1400 and 1700, it is at the very least a contestable (some would say
an objectionable) term, a perennial irritant in debates about period terminology. Yet the
number of courses already being taught, exhibitions mounted and publications released
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with “Renaissance” in the title suggests the word retains an active and important role for
a variety of publics. Rather than simply dispensing with the word, we might seek to re-
appropriate and redefine it, unmooring it from the colonialist and triumphalist meanings
it accumulated from the 1700s onwards. Several centuries of ideological baggage in the
literature on Renaissance art has resulted in a simplistic and filtering perspective on the
pre-modern world and its art.

Globalism defines the (art) historical goal of shifting scholarly approaches “away from
a focus on origins and localities as the defining factors of history and toward the considera-
tion of movement across boundaries traditionally defined by language, religion, ethnicity
and geography.”'* It is thus no simple matter to graft the global onto the legacy of the Re-
naissance—if Renaissance is conceived only in terms of Italian origins, and solely according
to aesthetic and intellectual criteria, the terms might even be at odds.

As with “Baroque” (which also shows no signs of going away), “Renaissance” holds a
popular cachet that enables museum curators, college teachers, and public scholars to en-
gage and provoke. Especially with modifiers: Otro Renacimiento, The Renaissance in China,
Endless Renaissance, The Renaissance: Revised Expanded Unexpurgated, Re-Orienting the
Renaissance, Bosch e un altro rinascimento. The latter, the title of an exhibition devoted to
Hieronymus Bosch held at Palazzo Reale in Milan in 2023, took the reception of the radi-
cal painter in Spain and Italy as a phenomenon “far from the Renaissance governed by the
myth of classicism, and...proof of the existence of a plurality of Renaissances, with artistic
centers spread throughout Europe.”" These plural, heterogenous Renaissances challenge
traditional definitions of the Renaissance and the primacy of an Italian (which usually
means Florentine/Roman) conception of antiquity.

We believe, in addition, that in art history “Renaissance” organizes time more ef-
fectively than the alternative of “Early Modern.” Even as a placeholder word it marks
an interval between a modernity we live in and—in the West and in Eurasia—an era
defined by the dissolution of first millennium CE empires (Roman, Byzantine, Sasanian,
Song). Our chronological parameters, from the fifteenth to the long seventeenth centu-
ries, seek to resist the compressive effect of “Early Modern,” which is often extended to
include the later 1700s and 1800s. With “modernity” comes the risks and blind spots
of the Eurocentric “grand narrative,” which seeks to simplify (if not falsify) the rela-
tion between premodern globalism and the modern condition of globalization (i.e., the
constitution of a connected world through rapid communications and the circulation of
capital and labor). The force of invoking a global Renaissance has been to complicate,
if not dismantle, such narratives. Global Renaissance suggests a much slower movement
and interaction of artistic models, artisanal technologies, and representational practices.
First of all, and crucially, these are not necessarily unprecedented developments but
occurring on a wider scale and with a greater frequency than in any period before the
1400s,' and, secondly, not necessarily to be positioned in a uniform line of develop-
ment to post-1800s modernity. As such, Global Renaissance is a perspectival construct,
an epochal envelope that allows us to reflect on art in space and time, which we avail
of while being conscious of its constructed nature. The essays in this volume propose
alternative and occasionally conflicting definitions of the period, contesting diachronic,
Eurocentric, and progressivist constructions of “Renaissance,” themselves the product
of 1800s ideologies of modernity.

The last point is particularly important, because the “traditional” notion of Renaissance
is itself a recent perspectival construction, and one that both simplified and exaggerated
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notions of cultural renewal from the period 1300-1600. For instance, Renaissance
“classicism”—the idealist and Platonizing notion of a rebirth of Greek and Latin civiliza-
tion in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—is an invention of the modern era. Regard-
ing Europe, it is more appropriate to speak of Renaissance classicisms, characterized by
multiple practices of imitation and pastiche, frequently heterodox forms of Latinity, and
contestation in vernacular literatures. The term renovatio or rinascita was indeed used in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to designate a general revival of arts and letters from
a state of decline. Around 1430, the Latin scholar Lorenzo Valla paralleled achievement in
the arts with the revival of classical learning, and so did Vasari more than a century later.
While emulating or outdoing the ancients was often the professed aspiration of Renaissance
artists, it was not necessarily the case that conformity with ancient models was a desired re-
sult, even when a work was characterized as all’antica, “in the ancient manner.” All’antica
was more often a term of evaluation, signaling excellence, than description.!”

While Vasari, the author of the Lives of the Artists, conceived rinascita as a historiography,
a canon, and a geopolitical ideology centered in Florence and Rome, artists throughout the
Italian peninsula, and then in France and in Spain, created their own criteria for art in the man-
ner of the ancients. In 1523, the German Albrecht Diirer wrote of the “jtzige widererwaxsung
(present renaissance)” of his age, referring to the achievements of contemporary artists.'® Did
Diirer and Vasari share the same notions of “rebirth” or even “antiquity”? In 1538, a little
over a decade before Vasari formulated his Florence-centric history of art, the Portuguese min-
iaturist Francisco de Holanda (who claimed to have associated with Michelangelo in Rome)
wrote his own book on “ancient painting,” which called into question the Italo-centric bear-
ings of the “good ancient style.” “Everything emanates antiquity,” he wrote, citing the archi-
tecture of India and China, which “claims to follow the ancient discipline.” And,

what is more amazing is that even in the New World of the barbarous people of
Brazil and Peru, who had been hitherto unknown to us, even they maintained the
same principle and discipline of the ancients in many golden vases that I saw, and in
their figures; which is no mean argument for the notion that in another time those
people were endowed and conversant [with ancient painting] and that the precepts of
ancient painting were already disseminated throughout the entire world, even to the
antipodes."

The pluralist “world-making” perspective of a de Holanda would prove to be an
outlier, eclipsed by post-Vasarian art historiography, an eventual drift to canonical for-
mulations of a normative classical style in European artistic pedagogy and practice. How-
ever disparagingly the next generation of artists and historians (e.g., El Greco, Annibale
Carracci, Giovan Paolo Lomazzo, Karel Van Mander) might have responded to Vasari, his
historiography—with its models of decline, resuscitation, and ascent to an ideal of beauty
worthy of the ancients—became normative for the writing of art history, and that norma-
tivity gave little place to non-Italian and non Greco-Roman models, or to the diversity of
regional styles and workshops.?’

One of the engines of conformity in the arts was the formation of state-sponsored acad-
emies, an apparatus for reproducing imperial metropolitan culture through the patronage
and teaching of art. Vasari himself, in 1563, was one of the founders of the first academic in-
stitution for the teaching of these arts, paradigmatic for numerous institutions subsequently
founded across the globe, and which, at least at their inception, excluded the so-called minor
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arts or “decorative arts.” The state academies founded in Florence (1563) and Rome (1577)
provided a Renaissance-centered model for similar institutions in the Catholic and Haps-
burg worlds, especially in the era of dogmatic classicism: Paris (1648), Vienna (1692), Brus-
sels (1711), Madrid (1752), St. Petersburg (1757), Dresden and Leipzig (1764), and Prague
(1799). Well before the foundation of academies in Mexico City (1785) and Rio de Janeiro
(1812), the mass export of prints after Italian artists, especially Raphael, and Italianate
Netherlandish artists like Peter Paul Rubens and Maerten de Vos, facilitated the reproduc-
tion of a trans-global canon founded on an ever-narrowing set of models: if those constituted
a “classical” tradition, for altarpieces and history painting, less prestigious Spanish and
Netherlandish genre painters were conceded a place as a kind of vernacular.?!

By the 1800s, under the influence of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s philosophy of art
as the historical unfolding of human spirit, “Renaissance” became the keystone of a grand
narrative of the rise of the West, of European cultural (as well as political and economic)
domination, the harbinger of Enlightenment and of democracy. The rational, geometric
order of architecture according to the ancient rules was European culture made tangible
and visible. The US Capitol is a hyperbolic escalation of iconic Renaissance prototypes like
Bramante’s Tempietto and its colossal derivatives like St. Peter’s in Rome: it announces
itself as the grand climax of a half-millennium of Western cultural efflorescence. And in the
twentieth century, the historiography of Italian Renaissance art was notoriously framed as
a timeline of modernization, in a genealogy that made Masaccio the artistic progenitor of
Bellini, Caravaggio, Vermeer, Velazquez, and Cézanne.*?

It is small wonder that this teleological, classical, “Early Modern” Renaissance—so
much narrower than what scholarship of the period now concerns itself with —became
everything that ideological Modernisms tried to resist: twentieth-century vanguards united
in their resistance to the “Renaissance perspective picture,” which came to epitomize no
less than Western subjectivity itself and its overbearing will to power and domination. Re-
naissance perspective was taken as the more-than-metaphor of the gaze of power turned
on the rest of the world, toward the ends of representation, mapping, objectification, and
control.? Such totalizing accounts of “Renaissance representation”—which drastically
overstate the typicality and currency of the Albertian perspective picture—have proved
remarkably tenacious, although usually not among Renaissance specialists—and little has
been more effective in reducing vastly heterogenous artistic enterprises into a phantom that
must constantly be resurrected to repeatedly be exorcised.

As recently as 2008, a preeminent medievalist could characterize perspective in
fifteenth-century Italian painting as follows: “An observer standing in front of a picture
painted in linear perspective could feel—and wanted to feel—the same dominance toward
it that people attributed to God’s relationship with the world.”?* More than a pictorial
technology based on medieval optics, perspective is taken as the emergence of “modern”
Western consciousness: “here the subject is making his [sic] first appearance, the conscious
subject who recognizes his own gaze in the new perspective painting.”* More than just
a male subject, this was a male liberal citizen subject: “by incorporating a personal gaze,
pictures confirmed the right of individuals to free themselves from the powerful official
viewpoint of church and state. By depicting the gaze, perspective taught everybody to
understand the world as an image or to make the world into a picture of one’s own.”?¢

It bears pointing out that the idealism that gave rise to such a view of Renaissance
perspective was formed in the face of a European culture in the throes of self-destruction.
The conversion of “perspective” into a rational European “world picture” is a result of the



Stephen ]. Campbell and Stephanie Porras

world-making dimensions of the Renaissance as conceived by the generation of immigrant
scholars fleeing genocidal violence and intellectual erasure in the mid-twentieth century, the
best known of whom is Erwin Panofsky. For all its humanist optimism, the Renaissance
of those immigrant scholars who instituted Renaissance studies in the United States was
a deeply elegiac one centered on loss and fragmentation, a form of mourning for a herit-
age either reduced to ruins or perverted by genocidal ultranationalist ideologies of white
supremacism.”” The mindset points to something distinctly non-triumphal and precarious
about the humanist project and its artistic correlatives in the 1400s and 1500s—its relent-
less contemplation of what might or should endure given the ravages of time, of ecological
catastrophe, of escalating political violence: the Wars of Italy, the Wars of Religion, plague
and other epidemic diseases, coerced religious conformity, confessional and ethnic persecu-
tion, with exponentially catastrophic effects for other regions of the world brought into
contact with Europeans.

We should no longer accept it as inevitable that the “Renaissance”—which, as noted ear-
lier, we understand as a mindset of openness to a complex past and a widening sense of the
world—should be understood only as equivalent to a narrow Eurocentrism rising with the
ascendency of global empires that produced the fictions of European civilization through
the violent erasure of the cultures it encountered. In other words, the atrophied concept
of Renaissance that opponents of the field still point to is another result of imperialist and
colonial violence, not the cause of it.. 2® The various movements of religious reformation in
Europe after 1520, and especially after the reactionary Council of Trent (1545-65), led to a
progressive narrowing of horizons, a resistance to the ubiquity of the foreign, correspond-
ing to a retrenchment into localisms across the globe.?”” The ecumenical, pluralist, critical,
and dialectical possibilities of humanism—of Lorenzo Valla, of Francisco de Hollanda, of
Montaigne, of the early Erasmus, Laura Cereta, Guillaume Postel, Johannes Reuchlin, Jo-
seph ha-Kohen, or Damido de Gdis—gave way to a normativity, a rule-bound orthodoxy
entwined with classicism, destined to serve as a filter for dealing with the rest of the world, a
perspectival grid to measure distance, a psychological crutch against the shock of difference
presented by multiple empires, antiquities, theologies, and anthropologies.

It might seem problematic or self-contradictory to speak of a non-Eurocentric Renais-
sance, but that need not be the case, just as it is possible to study Europe through a non-
Eurocentric lens.*° Several scholars of the premodern world have done so, tracing the seismic
effects through Europe of Eurasian and Central Asian migrations, and the emergence of
transregional empires (Ming, Hapsburg, Mughal, Safavid), mutually self-aware, driven by
political theologies of universal empire, by historiographical legitimation, by antiquarian-
ism and the formation of artistic and literary canons. Traditional models of world history
grounded in comparativist approaches, or in a “world system” theory based on trade, are
now complemented with “connected histories” focusing on cultural memes: practices of
literary translation and imitation (often conjoined with a pictorial poetics), imperial prehis-
tories centered on Alexander/Iskander, even an epidemic millenarianism across Europe and
South and Central Asia from the 1490s onward.*!

A non-Eurocentric history of premodern art might, for instance, dismantle the categories
of “center” and “periphery,” of “originals” and “derivations,” of “artists” and “artisans,” of
“native” and “foreign,” of “influence” and “appropriation.”?? It may re-center the role of
makers rather than markets, even with artists whose names are not known, or where we
only have their signature (see, for instance, the Persian ceramic painters discussed by Yui
Kanda). Such a history opens itself to the changing temporal and geographical frames in
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which artifacts are appreciated as objects of prestige, knowledge, aesthetic value, or
cultural contestation (see among others the essays by Tomasz Gruciecki, Mahnaz Yousefze-
dah, Allison Steilau, Kathy Curnow). It would call into question the priority of traditional
categories of art—painting, sculpture, architecture—that have dominated the historiogra-
phy of art in Europe since the sixteenth century, when Vasari, following the curriculum of
the Florentine Accademia del Disegno, organized his history of art around the three areas
of practice that his idol Michelangelo excelled in.

But the expansion of the canon of Renaissance art beyond Europe is only one part of
the story. We have chosen to group the volume’s essays not by geography or media, but by
key thematics often embedded into how Renaissance is defined, or which elicit alternative
conceptions of what Renaissance art might be. This is just one potential grouping—we
include some variants to our organization in the book’s end pages to indicate the ways in
which different essays in this volume could be brought together by teachers and students
in order to consider a single medium (e.g., ivory in France, Benin, Ceylon, and the Spanish
Philippines) or particular geography (e.g., New Spain via essays on ceramics, enconchados,
feather-work). For the past few decades, the circulation and the collection of foreign goods
and artworks have been key points of focus for art historians of the Early Modern period:
investigations into how Europeans consumed and made sense of exotica and rarities.’
Given that this is well-mined territory, we have not gathered essays specifically under the
rubric of collecting, although essays by Samuel Luterbacher, Tomasz Grusiecki, Anton Sch-
weizer, and others consider how specific objects functioned and were understood as part of
various types of collections.

We begin by considering how art objects were made, and the various ways artists across
the globe responded to perceived market demands, both directly communicated by buyers
and indirectly via merchant middlemen. The volume’s first section Workshops: Translations
of Media and Techniques, introduced by Nancy Um, considers the spaces where a range
of objects were made—from the imperial kilns at Jingdezhen to the commercially minded
ateliers responsible for retable altarpieces in the Low Countries and the shops of Ottoman
craftsmen responsible for elaborate ornamental motifs deployed on a variety of surfaces.
The essays in the following section, Terminology: Alternative Geographies and Temporali-
ties, introduced by Kris Kersey, investigate how particular objects and materials put forth
competing notions of time and space, alternatively collapsing and reifying physical and
temporal distances. Essays in this section contest established narratives, positing different
definitions and considerations of the operations of style, material, technical innovations,
and object ontologies.

Aaron Hyman introduces the book’s third section, Transregional Emulations/Rethinking
Empire, which considers how empires were conceived via images and objects that often
positioned themselves in relation to past or foreign powers, imagining empire as something
simultaneously ancient and modern. Essays consider mobile objects from manuscripts to
carpets, ivory sculptures worn on the body and as repurposed theatrical props, artworks
intended to reflect imperial sovereignty and that occasionally offer commentary on the po-
rous, shifting nature of imperial empires. Via case studies drawn from the courts of Benin
and Safavid Iran, as well as China, Northern Europe, and Mughal South Asia, Literary and
Material Poetics, the fourth section, introduced by David Roxburgh, examines the relation-
ship between text, image, and/or object. Textual inscription and literary allusion are central
to how all these artworks constitute meaning for their viewers, often reflecting on their own
material facture.
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Devotional and liturgical art appears throughout this volume, but, the fifth section, Trans-
lating the Sacred, introduced by Kelli Wood, focuses specifically on the varied lives of different
devotional objects and iconographies from an Ethiopian icon to the Torah scrolls of Sephardic
Jews and the Thai emerald Buddha, as well as considering sacred artworks created for the
purposes of conversion, at the behest of the worldwide Catholic mission. Turning from the
imagined community of empire and the immaterialities of text and faith, to that which appears
to be fixed in time and space, Barbara Mundy introduces the final section, Constructed Spaces
and Perspectives. Here essays consider how place and space were reconceived in dialogic re-
sponse to the movement of people, plans, and materials: from Qing gardens and a mosque
made of coral on the Swahili coast, to a multitude of flying Santa Casas that descended and
replicated themselves from Bethlehem to Loreto, Prague, and the Americas. The global ap-
proach of this volume offers a shift of perspectives: to outline a premodern history that might
certainly decenter Europe, but also to offer the possibility of understanding how works of the
European Renaissance can resonate with much wider historical phenomena across the globe,
and not just markets and political systems, where Hapsburg, Portuguese, and Dutch networks
interface with Ottoman, Mughal, Timurid, Tokugawa, and others. And to allow scholars and
students to focus not just on canonical artists and transregional empires but also on more lo-
cal spheres: not just on courts and elite patrons but local communities of artisans and their
publics—the ceramic artists of Puebla and Iran, the makers of textiles in Peru and in South
Asia, of Mamluk or Ming chased and inlaid metalwork. Such an art history centers the makers
and users of objects not solely in an overarching narrative of the proto-capitalist triumph of the
commodity, nor the acquisitive gaze of an elite collector, but allows for the recovery of multi-
vocal micro-histories, mobile objects, and makers across the Early Modern globe.
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2

THE MECHANICS OF
CULTIVATING DESIRE

Connecting Early Modern Objects, Artisans,
and Workshops

Nancy Um

The object types and visual programs invoked in the chapters that follow, variously crafted
in ceramic, wood, lacquer, shell, metal, and pigment, were in high demand, inspiring a
desire for ownership and consumption that not only propelled their movement and trans-
mission across regions but also toward more distant spheres. The blue and white porcelain
produced at the kilns of Jingdezhen inspired a far-flung and multi-sited global industry of
ceramics that strived to replicate the visual appeal and technological uniqueness of Chinese
wares. The impact of Jingdezhen extended in all directions, including New Spain in the sev-
enteenth century, as exemplified by Puebla glazed earthenware, which drew on a blue-and-
white decorative language and classic Asian forms, along with precolonial clay-working
techniques and indigenous motifs. In the sixteenth century, Japanese artisans produced
attractive objects sheathed in lacquer, such as cabinets, altars, and lecterns, which deployed
Christian iconography and foreign shapes, aimed at both local and distant audiences. The
allure of inlaid Asian lacquerware also had an impact on colonial Mexico, where it in-
spired the genre of enconchado paintings, which were undergirded by support materials
that echoed lacquer’s gleaming surface effects, through mother-of-pearl, shell, and gold. In
fifteenth-century Ottoman Anatolia, aesthetic motifs and designs were culled from multiple
sources and then channeled, indeed systemized, across the empire, where they were ap-
plied upon varied surfaces, including metalware, textiles, woodwork, and tiles. In the late
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, churches stretching from the Iberian Peninsula to Scandi-
navia sought to acquire complex, multi-paneled, carved, and gilded altarpieces produced
in the Low Countries. The one that was commissioned for a village church in Botkyrka,
Sweden, was so favored that two separate attempts were made to acquire it for other sites,
after it was installed in the sixteenth century.

All of these objects were evocative in their relationships to place—not only the places
where they came to rest but also the sites where they were originally crafted. In this vi-
brant early modern era, diverse factors, including tactile appeal, visual vitality, technologi-
cal and material innovation, and, in many cases, the distance that an object or its parts had
traveled, tended to compound the value of the materials and the labor that went into its
execution. This attraction also hinged upon objects’ relative conformity to medium- and
technique-based types; recognizability and a certain amount of familiarity appear to have
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taken precedence over singularity and absolute uniqueness. For instance, forms with known
functions and common shapes could be sheathed in novel materials or ornamented with
unexpected designs, thereby balancing exotic appeal with cognitive anticipation.

Yet, when it comes to understanding such early modern objects and their wider types,
which are conventionally cast as minor, frequently relegated to the realm of the decora-
tive, and thus positioned as marginal to the discipline, art historians have struggled to
understand the functional mechanics of how this demand was produced, sustained, and
proliferated by artisans. These difficulties stem, at least in part, from the fact that these ob-
jects often have ambiguous histories—we can only rarely ascertain their authorship, dates,
or sites of manufacture beyond generic proposals. Additionally, we lack records about how
early modern workshops were organized and run, particularly outside of the European
sphere. More specifically, we are still trying to understand how artisans were able to sustain
the delicate balance between expected coherence to accepted visual models and the impulse
toward creative innovation, while also deploying forms, motifs, and techniques that could
be legible and attractive to diverse, even global, audiences. The essays that follow explore
how this overwhelming desire for sumptuous goods, many of which were procured from
afar, was cultivated. They do so by delving into the details of artistic manufacture, ex-
ploring the means by which visual knowledge circulated, and asking questions about how
such goods were received, interpreted, and appreciated across cultural spheres. The objects
invoked therein are sketched as vibrant things that actively commanded procurement and
held a potent capacity to evoke an intangible, yet widespread, sense of wanting.

In considering the early modern workshop’s global orientation, we have now left be-
hind previous arguments framed through the lenses of derivation, imitation, and influence,
favoring more nuanced understandings of visual negotiation, cultural appropriation, and
multi-sited meaning-making. Additionally, economic models of supply and demand fall
woefully short in explaining how such goods could garner and sustain widespread allure in
a crowded field of competition. More specifically, certain global workshops were remark-
ably adept at cultivating visual programs that held far-reaching appeal, even while their
artisans had little or no contact with the proposed and possibly distant consumers of their
products. On this note, it is necessary to understand the complexities of the market for such
goods. Some of the objects in question were produced for unidentified buyers and destined
for sale on the open marketplace. In this regard, artisans and their agents would be charged
with crafting goods that adhered to a visual agenda that could sell successfully, thereby an-
ticipating a given object’s appeal and ensuring an adequate financial return. In a contrasting
example, some of the carved altarpieces described by Hannah De Moor could be ordered
on commission, fully or partially designed to demand. Accordingly, a rich body of records
and drawings were used to transmit the articulated desires of the patron.

Indeed, De Moor’s essay brings up the salient role of actors, with remarkable sensitivity
to the mechanics of artistic production and the functional requirements of long-distance
transit and communication. In the world of Netherlandish altarpieces, many individuals
collaborated to bring about the successful execution of a commission: artisans of varied
specializations; contractors who would oversee the work; guild officials who would certify
its quality; and then a whole host of packers, carriers, and other intermediaries who would
help in transporting and installing the altarpiece at its destination. In the other essays, ob-
jects tend to be more palpably present than people, although a few notable figures are men-
tioned; some are even identified by name. Specifically, the Gonzalez family of Mexico City
was famed for their enconchado paintings during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
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centuries. Sonia Ocafia Ruiz provides enticing, yet spotty, biographical information about
the careers of these related artisans, a father and his two sons, and their commanding role in
this industry. The timeline that she proposes provides a sense that the visual effects of Japa-
nese lacquer art were resilient in colonial Mexico long after those art objects had ceased to
be produced in Asia. Actors other than artists also make appearances, such as patrons, like
the Ottoman Sultan Bayezid, or conveyors, as with the diplomatic gift bearers from Japan
described in Anton Schweizer’s essay. Yet, in general, the authors that follow are compelled
to resort to the passive voice, imagining objects in the process of being made, rather than
foregrounding artisans in the act of making. This leads to a certain amount of speculation.
Meha Priyadarshini asks, while cautiously holding back from unwarranted conclusions,
about the extent of artist agency in inserting Indigenous motifs, such as the quetzal, a dis-
tinctive local bird, or the cactus, on Puebla ceramics, alongside a lexicon derived largely
from Chinese objects. Indeed, as she provocatively proposes, such an inclusion may have
been a meaningful act in the wake of the colonial destruction of comparable local crafts
that had once thrived in the region.

In the absence of such guiding actors and agents, we tend to work backwards from
the objects themselves, using their visual and formal details and the marks and clues that
appear on their surfaces to conceive of the structure within which they were produced.
By extension, we rely on certain skills of deduction to understand how these object types
were consolidated and proliferated. This entails looking at pieces closely, sometimes even
through the lens of a microscope, and within larger groupings of similar works. Much of
this thinking hinges upon a strong confidence in the coherence of object types, even if art
historians lack a consistent guiding logic to connect various works under any given rubric.
As Schweizer shows, we should not hold too tightly to definitive categorizations of nanban
objects, which starkly divide those that were intended for export and those that were meant
to be consumed domestically, in addition to those that were deemed secular and those cast
as religious. He sees more fluidity in the impact and reception of these lacquer objects,
acknowledging that formal features and iconographic programs serve us today as conveni-
ent modes of sorting, but may not fully illuminate historic conceptions of value, aesthetic
worth, or meaning.

In some cases, secondary objects provide meaningful clues about manufacture. As de-
scribed by Patricia Blessing, the Ottoman Baba Nakkag album includes a range of synthe-
sizing ornamental designs, culled from sources that extended from the Mediterranean and
across the Silk Road. Notably, some of these designs were pin-pricked, thereby providing
evidence for stenciling as a key practice and for paper as the material mode of transmission
for this imperially sanctioned visual vocabulary. For Blessing, an understanding of artistic
process emerges in the interface between a paper template and the surface of a metal ves-
sel. Only by joining together these two-dimensional and three-dimensional forms may we
envision the movement of artisanal hands and the choreography of their bodies in the act
of transfer and transmission.

Any study of such goods must take into account the fact that their physical movement
also entailed crossings between discontinuous early modern regimes of value. Along these
lines, Ellen Huang asks us to conceive of porcelain’s innovations within a local sphere
of knowledge and achievement, rather than adhering to the European obsession with its
seemingly pure white fabric and the Western thirst for technological parity with China. In
this way, she situates porcelain’s triumphs of development in a manner that may have been
more consistent with the perceptions of its Jingdezhen producers than those of its distant
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recipients. By doing so, she fundamentally reorients how we have gauged Chinese porce-
lain’s contributions to global visual culture, while also asking how patterns of European
consumption and perception have come to define our current art historical understanding
of Asian products and their global appeal.

Inevitably, in these essays, we encounter the prevailing notion of exoticism and its role
in sustaining material enthrallment and fascination across space and time. Each one of the
object types and visual programs mentioned in the essays that follow presents motifs, tech-
niques, or materials that were perceived as foreign or external, which were balanced with
others that were perceived as more familiar, even local. Schweizer has described these kinds
of assemblages of the distant and the near using the term “visual bilingualism,” which
posits that any single object may speak in different ways to varied audiences, thereby invit-
ing a multiplicity of responses and interpretations. Yet, visual bilingualism hinges, again,
on the capacity of makers to anticipate these varied audiences and their divergent lexicons
of visual knowledge. Clearly, successful early modern industries based across the globe
were skilled in calibrating these dimensions of the foreign and the local and balancing the
recognizable and the unfamiliar. As such, early modern artisans and agents occupied roles
that had an impact far beyond their own geographic realms and spheres of interaction.
They served as intermediaries that engaged with discontinuous systems of cognition and
memory, even if their own mobility as artists and artisans was fairly limited and certainly
much more circumscribed than the itinerant objects that they brought into being.

The essays that follow take up these questions with a firm grounding in concrete material
examples, which train our attention on localities and allow for a focus on the particularities
of historical production and reception. As a group, they inspire deeper thinking about the
dimensions of desire, appeal, and demand, as major issues that must animate any study of
the proliferation and circulation of art, materials, motifs, forms, and visual technologies in
the early modern world. The workshops where such objects were produced, however, come
in and out of focus, leaving only hazy traces of their activities and hinting at the motivations
and methods of the key actors involved. By extension, major questions remain unanswered
regarding the intertwined mechanics of the workshop and the marketplace, and those in-
dividuals who tied together the artisanal and commercial spheres. What is left is a corpus
of objects that had the capacity to stoke widespread desires in a world that was becoming
more intertwined and interconnected by the decade.
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BETWEEN CAIRO AND CHINA
Design, Paper, and Ottoman Metalwork ¢. 1500

Patricia Blessing

This chapter examines questions of design and shared motifs across media in late fif-
teenth- and early sixteenth-century Ottoman art, focusing on brass candlesticks (Turkish:
samdan, from Persian sham‘dan') made under the patronage of Ottoman sultan Bayezid
II (r. 1480-1512). These candlesticks tie into a specifically Ottoman artistic repertoire that
was in the process of being established across media in the period around 1500. While a
unified vocabulary and centralized modes of production in court workshops (some located in
Topkapi Palace in Istanbul, others in cities such as Bursa and Iznik) progressively emerged,
this process allowed for a degree of experimentation with a range of designs and an open-
ness to other influences such as that of Mamluk metalwork. Trade and exchange of the
resulting objects reached across the Mediterranean. These candlesticks, and other objects
produced under Ottoman court patronage, were placed in monuments across the empire,
spreading imperial aesthetics to buildings created under imperial patronage and presenting
them to the broader public in easily accessible buildings such as mosques, hammams, and
markets, and not just within the closed premises of rulers’ residences.

Historically, this period was marked by conflict and exchange. During a war between
the Ottomans and the Mamluks, lasting from 1485-91, the relationship between these two
major actors of the Islamic world at the time became once more tense, after centuries in
which they both competed and traded with each other.? At the same time, the Shi‘i Safavids
rose to power in Iran, led by Shah Isma‘il (r. 1501-24). Kizilbag Turkmen tribes living un-
der Ottoman rule, but loyal to the Safavids, rebelled, causing further unrest.> Under sultan
Selim I (r. 1512-20) both conflicts would turn in the Ottomans’ favor: a crucial victory
against the Safavids in 1514 was closely followed by the Ottomans’ defeat of the Mamluks,
with the conquest of Syria in 1516 and Egypt in 1517. With this latter conquest, the Otto-
man sultan took on the highly prestigious role of guardian of the two holiest sanctuaries
of Islam (Arabic: kbadim al-haramayn): the Ka’ba in Mecca and the tomb of the Prophet
Muhammad in Medina; he eventually would come to claim the title of caliph.*

At the artistic level, the earlier, nearly universal prestige of the Timurid arts across the
eastern Islamic world substantially decreased, a development compounded by the fall of a
major Timurid artistic center, namely, the city of Herat under the rule of sultan Husayn
Baygara (r. 1470-1506), to the Safavids in 1506.° The victorious Safavids took many artists

DOI: 10.4324/9781003294986-4 21
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003294986-4

Patricia Blessing

to their own capital, Tabriz in northwestern Iran, where they became the creators of a
new Safavid visual mode.® In the Mamluk sultanate before its fall to the Ottomans, stone-
work was pushed to technical extremes in that patterns appear to be draped like textiles
over domes, and multicolored patterns of marble adorn interior and exterior walls.” By the
1520s, as Giilru Necipoglu argues, floral ornament was created within an artistic dialogue
that spanned the rival Ottoman and Safavid Empires, when what is considered as early
modern art within the Islamic world emerged.®

During the same period, the Ottomans had also been closely watching artistic develop-
ments around the Mediterranean. Like other actors in the Mediterranean involved in trade
and diplomatic relationships, the Ottomans engaged with the antiquarian practices and
attention to symmetry in architecture and urban planning drawn from European Renais-
sance art.” Particularly under sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444-46 and 1451-80), direct contact
with artistic centers of the European Renaissance, especially those located in Italy, led to
innovations in Ottoman artistic production.!” Ottoman patrons and artists were highly
skilled and involved in a pan-Mediterranean artistic dialogue that included architecture
and portable objects alike.!' Venice played a central role in these exchanges, as a crucial
trade partner and political rival.'> Mehmed II’s efforts to invite artists such as Gentile Bellini
(1429-1507), his interest in classical Greek and Latin culture and history, and translations
from Greek and Latin into Arabic and Ottoman Turkish created at his court were part of
the sultan’s project of shaping Ottoman imperial identity as universal.'* Such invitations
continued under Bayezid II, culminating in invitations to Leonardo da Vinci in 1502 and
Michelangelo in 1506 to design a bridge across the Golden Horn.' In addition to these
direct attempts at artistic exchange, trade between Europe and the Mamluk and Ottoman
realms played a central role, more so after a papal ban on trade with non-Christian lands
that had been in effect from 1320 to 1344 was lifted.” Glass, soap, textiles, metalwork,
and paper were coveted goods imported from the Islamic world to southern Europe.'® The
trade in textiles, which went in both directions between Ottoman centers of textile produc-
tion (Bursa, Istanbul) and Italian centers (Venice, Lucca), led to an aesthetic convergence
in the production of velvet and brocaded velvet, which at times are indistinguishable at the
stylistic level even though technical differences remain.'” Metalwork produced in Egypt and
Syria in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was exported in high numbers, although it
was at times designated as “Veneto-Saracen” because it was believed to have been produced
in Venice by Muslim artists.!® These connections are one manifestation of a mutual interest
in similar types of objects, decorated in related fashion, extending to metalwork, ceramics,
and glass, influencing production and consumption in multiple locations."

Lighting a Sultan’s Mosques

A metal candlestick from Bayezid II’s mosque-zaviye in Amasya (completed in 1486) is
likely what remains of a matching pair (Figure 2.1.1).2° A pair of similar candlesticks, made
of gilded bronze, originally commissioned for Bayezid II’s mosque complex in Edirne (1484-88)
has survived (Figure 2.1.2). The Arabic inscription on the base states that these candlesticks
were made for Bayezid II, and the text on the socket includes praise in Persian poetry for
the objects’ light.?! All three objects (and the now-lost twin of the piece in Amasya) were
created for architectural contexts, to be placed to the left and right of the mihrab, that is
the niche indicating the direction of prayer within a mosque. This practice was current in
Ottoman architecture at least from the late fifteenth century onwards, and many examples
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Figure 2.1.1 Candlestick made for Ottoman sultan Bayezid II, c¢. 1485-90. Gilded bronze, h. about
50 cm. Amasya, Turkey, Amasya Archaeological Museum. Artwork in the public do-
main, photograph by the author.
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Figure 2.1.2  Candlestick made for Ottoman sultan Bayezid II, c. 1485-90. Gilded bronze, h. 89 cm,
diameter at base 73 cm. Istanbul, Turkey, TIEM. inv. no. 139 A. Artwork in the public
domain, photograph by the author.

of such candlesticks survive, even though most of them are much less elaborately decorated
than those examined here.?? Representations of similar candlesticks exist, for instance, on
the tiled mihrab of Ottoman sultan Mehmed I’s (r. 1413-21) mausoleum in Bursa, which
was built after the ruler’s death in 1421.2 (More on the details of ornamentation later on.)

The candlesticks served to highlight—literally and metaphorically—the area around the
mihrab: on the one hand, the candles, when lit (which they were not always), could illumi-
nate the area that was the focus of prayer, from where the imam would lead worshippers.
On a more practical level, lighting this particular zone of the building could be useful dur-
ing times when the entire mosque was not yet lit, for instance for early morning prayers.?*
The presence of lighting devices within mosques also relates to the so-called Light Verse
(Qur’an XXIV: 35) in which God’s presence is compared to a burning glass lamp within a
niche.” As Melikian-Chirvani notes, the practice of endowing lighting devices, and espe-
cially candlesticks, to religious monuments was widespread in the Islamic world by the thir-
teenth century, and many examples of candlesticks survive.?® Pious donations financed not
only candlesticks and lamps but also fuel to light them: in 1503-04, Bayezid II established
a rich endowment to care for the tombs of his brothers Mustafa (d. 1474), Abdullah
(d. 1485), and Alemsah (d. 1503) in the Muradiye complex in Bursa, which included spe-
cific stipulations to provide oil for lamps.?”
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The basic shape (see Figures 2.1.1 and 2.1.2) of the candlesticks studied here, with a
large conical base, a long neck, and a socket that repeats the shape of the base, first ap-
pears in Iran in the thirteenth century.?® How it spread from there further across the Islamic
world, and how it transformed in the early modern period, must be the subject of another
study. It is noteworthy, however, that the same shape was very common in Mamluk Egypt
and Syria by the fourteenth century, and continued to be used until the end of Mamluk rule
at the hands of the Ottomans in 1517. Many of the Mamluk examples, especially in the
fourteenth century, are smaller than the Ottoman examples, and not all of them are dated
and inscribed with patrons’ names. Several examples in the collection of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, for instance, tentatively dated to the fourteenth century and attributed to
Syria or Egypt, measure between 20 and 35 c¢m in height, and between 16 and 28 c¢m in
diameter at the base.’® A slightly larger example at the Benaki Museum, inscribed with the
name of Mamluk sultan al-Ashraf Qaytbay (r. 1468-96) as a donation for the Mosque of
the Prophet in Medina and dated 1480, measures 46 cm in height.3! The two candlesticks
from Edirne, truly monumental by comparison, measure 89 c¢m in height and 73 cm in
diameter at the base.*

The objects’ scale may also have to do with the placement of the Ottoman examples, and
the fact that these candlesticks were used in pairs, whereas larger numbers are documented
for Mamluk endowments. We can further reflect on this question since the buildings in
Edirne (see Figure 2.1.3) and Amasya, for which the objects of this study were made, sur-
vive today. In 1485, Bayezid II commissioned the construction of a complex in Amasya,
a city in northern Anatolia that was central to the traditions of Ottoman rule, as princes

Figure 2.1.3 View toward mihrab, mosque-zdviye of Bayezid II, Edirne, Turkey, 1484-88. Artwork
in the public domain, photograph by the author.
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designated as heirs were appointed there as governors during their youth. Today, the set of
buildings consists of a mosque-zaviye, madrasa, and hospice; a bridge and school for chil-
dren have not survived.’* The mausoleum located behind the mosque was built for Prince
Osman (d. 1513), one of Bayezid II’s grandsons, who was killed after Selim I’s accession
along with his father Prince Ahmed.** The foundation inscription of the mosque-zaviye
is dated 891 AH/1486 CE.* In the foundation inscription, the building is referred to as
“imaratan li-qulubi |-fuqara wa-l-abali”3¢ (building for the hearts of the poor and the
people), designating it for Sufi use.

The mosque complex of Bayezid Il in Edirne (1484-88) consisted of a mosque (Figure 2.1.3)
with two integrated tabhanes (rooms for Sufi practice), a madrasa, a kitchen complex, a
hospital, a caravanserai, and a hammam that does not survive.*” In its foundation inscrip-
tion, the mosque is designated as a masjid, moving away from the mosque-zaviye model,
although it does have side rooms that could have served purposes other than prayer.’

On the aesthetic level, Bayezid II’s mosque complex in Edirne proposes a unified design:
stone masonry is used for all buildings, which are marked by a monumentality that in part
springs from clean lines and stripped-down decoration. This kind of architecture, which
demonstrates a synthesis of forms developed over the course of the fifteenth century, would
be further developed in the sixteenth century. The same aesthetic convergence would ex-
tend across furnishings, although that is harder to trace in the absence of multiple objects
that would have furnished buildings in the complex. Today, the stone minbar and modern
copies of the wooden doors and window shutters are in place, but objects such as the can-
dlesticks and other lighting devices that would have existed are no longer preserved on site.

Ottoman Ornament c. 1500

Three types of ornament will be crucial in the following descriptions of objects: rami,
khitayi, and Baba Nakkas. The first two categories are part of the fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century Ottoman vocabulary. The third is based on the mythologization of an artist, nick-
named Baba Nakkas, probably a workshop leader active at the court of Mehmed 1II.

Rami motifs (known as islimi or islami in the Timurid world) are composed of vegetal
scrolls, often stylized into spirals, with pointed palmette leaves attached to them (see Figure 2.1.1
and Figure 2.1.2, on the base of each candlestick).>® The term refers to the scroll-and-leaf
patterns that frequently appeared in the Islamic architecture of medieval Anatolia, under
Saljuq and Ilkhanid rule since the twelfth century, both in stone carving and as part of tile
mosaic. These forms of ornament were integrated into a larger repertoire of Islamic orna-
ment through the channels of the Mongol Empire, which, from the 1240s to the 1330s,
spanned from the Lands of Rim (Anatolia) to China, where trade routes and movements
of artists and objects went both east to west and west to east.

The term khitayi (roughly, chinoiserie; see Figure 2.1.1 on the socket) refers to elements
such as cloud bands, chrysanthemums, and peonies introduced into the repertoire of Is-
lamic art in that same period, moving from China into Iran and beyond.* In the Ottoman
context, both terms appear for instance in an ekphrastic poem by Tacizide Cafer Celebi
(d. 1515) that was composed in 1493-94 in praise of the mosque of Mehmed II in Istan-
bul.*' These types of ornament were used in a wide range of materials, from tiles to stone
to wood to metalwork. Crucially, they were combined flexibly and with great artistic skill
in the fifteenth-century Ottoman Empire. By the late fifteenth century, what is sometimes
described as Ottomanized kbitayi had a firm hold in Ottoman art.*
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The term “Baba Nakkas,” which has become a stylistic one at least since the mid-twen-
tieth century, combines rami and khitayi motifs (see Figure 2.1.1 on the neck). The term
refers to an artist known as Baba Nakkag (which translates as “Father Designer”), whose
name was Mehmed b. Shaykh Bayezid.** He is documented first in 1466, and is believed to
have been active at the court of Mehmed II, although it is unclear when he passed away.*
Designs associated with Baba Nakkag are preserved in an album titled Mecma'ii’l- acd’ib,
better known as the Baba Nakkag Album.* None of the designs, which appear on 11 of
134 pages and are thus part of a much larger, scrapbook-like collection that ranges from
calligraphic exercises to poems and Qur’an pages, are signed by Baba Nakkag and his as-
sociates.* Thus, the term is a construct based on the fact that, first, we have an artist’s name
in hand and, second, similar designs appear widely in late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-
century Ottoman art, on paper, leather, textiles, ceramics, stone, and metalwork.*” Such
designs were produced in the nakkashane, the Ottoman court workshop responsible for
creating such templates, and also for the copying and illustrating of manuscripts.

A well-known anecdote tells how an unemployed artist from the Iranian city of Shiraz,
then under Timurid rule, tried and failed to find work in Ottoman Edirne in the 1420s,
where a nakkaghane was located until production moved to its equivalent in Istanbul in the
late fifteenth century.*® The central nakkashane in Istanbul was located in the outermost
court of Topkap1 Palace along with other imperial workshops, although little has survived
of these structures.” It is likely that by the late fifteenth century, much of the Ottoman pro-
duction of works on paper took place in the nakkashane in Istanbul, and that the designs
contained in the Baba Nakkas Album were made and used there, before being assembled
into an album.*® The diverse nature of the Baba Nakkag designs suggests that they were
made in a workshop environment, perhaps over a span of several years (none of them are
dated), and were destined to be used as templates for works in a range of media. A small
design of rami ornament on folio 13a has tiny prick marks, evidence that this small piece
of paper was indeed a template meant to be copied in a workshop setting by pouncing, that
is, sprinkling coal dust that would fall through the perforations to create a fine outline on
a piece of paper or other object placed beneath the perforated sheet.’! Here we have tangi-
ble proof that pieces of paper with designs such as those in the Baba Nakkag Album were
scraps from an active nakkashane. An early sixteenth-century horse shaffron made of steel
and copper alloy is proof that such designs spanned multiple media, as the metal object
contains a nearly identical design running along its centerline. Although the piece is attrib-
uted to Turkey or Iran, the design in question makes the Ottoman attribution more likely,
also because it bears the mark of the Ottoman arsenal.’?> With this connection, the link to
metalwork emerges and it is time to return to the candlesticks for more detailed attention
to their decoration.

A Candlestick for Amasya

Little is known about the Amasya candlestick (see Figure 2.1.1), which to my knowledge
has not previous been published except for a brief mention.® The decoration on it was
incised into the hammered and spun sheet metal that forms the object, which consists of
three pieces (base, neck, socket) that were soldered together.’* Around the base of the can-
dlestick, a cursive inscription is placed on a background of circular vegetal scrolls that
hold small flowers and leaves—motifs that could also easily appear on paper or ceramics.
This background design connects to earlier examples of Ottoman calligraphy transferred
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to a range of media, such as the tile panels of the Ug Serefeli Mosque (1438-47) in Edirne,
which must have been made with the use of paper templates prepared by a calligrapher.®
Connecting to the previously described metaphor of God as light and these candlesticks’
vicinity to the mihrab, the inscription around the body alludes to the Light Verse, as I will
further discuss below. The inscription also notes the fact that the candlestick was made for
the mosque Bayezid II commissioned in Amasya.*® The same type of flower motifs, but with
rimi leaves mixed in, also appears on two narrow bands at the bottom and top of the base.
At the base’s very top, another, narrower band of flower motifs appears. The neck is deco-
rated with Baba Nakkag motifs of khitayi flowers and with riami leaves, arranged in axially
symmetrical compositions. The socket’s decoration proceeds in stages: its underside is deco-
rated with cloud bands that intersect with flowers akin to those on the neck. The socket’s
main field is also decorated with cloud bands, flanked by narrow bands with flower motifs.

Two Candlesticks for Edirne

Although only one of the Amasya candlesticks is extant, a matching pair originally commis-
sioned for Bayezid II’s mosque complex in Edirne (1484-88) has also survived (see Figures 2.1.2
and 2.1.4).>” The Arabic inscription on the two candlesticks’ bodies is identical to the in-
scription on the Amasya piece with one exception: Edirne, instead of Amasya, is named as
the city for which they were made.’® The full text translates as: “This is the lamp which
sultan Bayezid Han, son of Mehmed Han lit for the most beautiful of mosques in Edirne
as a spearhead against the menace—God’s light is a lamp that illuminates his [the sultan’s]
justice.”*” The same inscription is repeated on both objects. Although the inscription fore-
grounds the sultan’s patronage and his endowment of the mosque he sponsored, the text
also contains religious references. Notably, the use of the words nar allabh (God’s light)
and the insistence on the word misbah (lamp), by using it not once but twice in a short in-
scription, evokes the Light Verse, as already mentioned. Although the Qur’an verse is not
inscribed in full, the text, as it stands, clearly points the reader to this well-known passage
with its reference to divine light and presence.®

Around the top of the candlestick, circling the center of the candleholder, a Persian
poem appears on four cartouches (Figure 2.1.4). Although the object’s state of preservation
does not allow for a full reading, the text praises the light emanating from the candlestick
(sham‘dan) and its candle (sham), comparing them to divine light and moonlight.®' Such
praise poems for objects also appear on other Ottoman examples, such as a section of a late
fifteenth-century tent in the Topkap1 Palace collection.®?

The decoration carries the mark of the multivalent, if progressively centralized, artistic
language of the Ottoman Empire ¢. 1500. Thus, the calligraphy of the inscriptions is remi-
niscent of contemporary Mamluk metalwork produced in Egypt and Syria. The field behind
the inscriptions is decorated with motifs that connect the objects to the Baba Nakkas style.
Such motifs appear on paper in the Baba Nakkas Album, on ceramics produced in Iznik,
on textiles produced in Bursa and Istanbul, on woodwork, and on metalwork—as the three
candlesticks examined in this chapter show.

The Baba Nakkas motifs (see Figures 2.1.1,2.1.2, and 2.1.4) are much more pronounced
on the candlesticks from Edirne than on the Amasya example, but they appear on all three
objects, as one of the hallmarks of the Ottoman ornamental vocabulary of this period.®?
The motifs on the neck connect to contemporaneous book bindings.®* Some of the orna-
mental bands made of interlocking strips (Flechtbdnder) can be closely related to Mamluk
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Figure 2.1.4  Detail of neck and socket, candlestick made for Bayezid II, c. 1485-90. Gilded bronze,
h. 89 c¢m, diameter at base 73 cm. Istanbul, Turkey, TIEM. inv. no. 139 A. Artwork in
the public domain, photograph by the author.

ornamental repertoires, even though on architecture more so than on contemporary met-
alwork (see Figure 2.1.4 at the top). The flower motifs on the candlestick’s neck hark back
to Baba Nakkas motifs, but they are also clearly at the cusp of what Necipoglu refers to as
“the early modern floral.”® Hence, the Ottoman repertoire of the late fifteenth century is
both maintained and expanded, from rami-khitayi to new horizons.

From Paper to Metal, and Beyond

The various types of ornament present on these candlesticks, and especially their closely
related inscriptions, pose the larger question of paper templates. It is clear that motifs such
as these moved both through the transfer of paper templates such as the ones in the Baba
Nakkas Album and through the movement of makers, and of objects, across and beyond
the Ottoman Empire. Thus, workers who had moved from other parts of the Islamic world
and were active in architecture—stone carving, tile making, and the making of metal win-
dow grills, specifically—were certainly present in the Ottoman lands by the early fifteenth
century, as examples in Bursa and Amasya show.® In the making of objects, serial produc-
tion (not at industrial scale, of course, but certainly as a means to add speed and increase
output) was facilitated by the use of paper templates for ornament and inscriptions that
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could be used and reused for different objects, and did not have to be designed from scratch
for each new commission. Nor were such designs medium-specific; thus, they could be used
on ceramics, metal, wood, stone, or textiles alike. Such approaches to design and execu-
tion could save time, and free up designers to work on new projects, in turn increasing the
number of designs that could be created.

The candlesticks for Edirne and Amasya are a case in point: their inscriptions are iden-
tical except for the names of the cities—Edrene and Amasiyat in Arabic and Ottoman
Turkish—for which they were produced. Crucially, not just the content is identical, but the
calligraphic design is as well. Using the same template, a calligrapher changed the name
of the city and only modified adjacent words slightly to accommodate the different letters
needed to write Edrene or Amasiyat. The rest of the template remained the same. Thus,
one base template was used for objects made for these two mosques, and slightly modi-
fied. Potentially, the same template could also have been used for candlesticks Bayezid II
endowed elsewhere, including his mosque complex in Istanbul (1501-05) for which no
surviving candlesticks from the period of construction are known.® Thus, paper templates
served to propagate a unified style clearly associated with the Ottoman dynasty, and cre-
ated in workshops that worked exclusively (or nearly so) for the court. With the use of these
templates, it became possible to consistently display the same style across objects and ar-
chitectural decoration in a wide range of media (metalwork, ceramic, textiles, woodwork,
stone). Ultimately, this practice led to visual unity in the regions under Ottoman rule, from
the Balkans to the Hijaz.
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47 Bagci and Tanindi, “Art of the Ottoman Court,” 265-66; Nurhan Atasoy, Julian Raby, and Yanni
Petsopoulos, Iznik: The Pottery of Ottoman Turkey (London: Alexandria Press in association with
Laurence King, 1994), 79-81; Roxburgh, ed. Turks, cat. nos. 236, 277, 278.

48 Blessing, Architecture and Material Politics, 179. Filiz Cagman and Zeren Tanindi, The Topkap:
Saray Museum: The Albums (Boston, MA: Little Brown, 1986), 87; Julian Raby, “Mehmed II’s
Greek Scriptorium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 37 (1983): 15-34.

49 Necipoglu, Architecture, Ceremonial, and Power, 46.

50 Unver, Fatih Devri Saray Nakishanesi, 5; Lale Ulug, “The Perusal of the Topkap: Albums: A Story
of Connoisseurship,” in The Diez Albums, eds. Julia Gonnella, Friederike Weis and Christoph
Rauch (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 125.

51 On the use of stencils in ceramic production: Atasoy, Raby, and Petsopoulos, Iznik, 59-60.

52 Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, inv. no. 36.25.510, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/
collection/search/24257, and David G. Alexander, with Stuart W. Phyrr and Will Kwiatkowski,
Islamic Arms and Armor in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press for The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2015), cat. no. 47, pp. 128-29.

53 Roxburgh, ed., Turks, 442.

54 Rachel M. Ward, Islamic Metalwork (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1993), 33-35.

55 Blessing, Architecture and Material Politics, 132-34.

56 Author’s reading. To the best of my knowledge, the inscription has not been published.

57 TIEM, Istanbul, inv. no. 139 A-B, published in Roxburgh, ed., Turks, cat. no. 256, pp. 441-42.

58 While the inscriptions clearly state for which buildings the candlesticks were made, place of pro-
duction is not mentioned, and remains unknown.

59 Author’s reading and translation, December 2022. The full inscription has not to my knowledge
been published.

60 On the use of the Light Verse on Ayyubid and Mamluk mosque lamps, see Fatih Tarhan, “Enacting
the Divine through Nur (Light)—The Islamic Concept of Nazar in Medieval Mosque Lamps,” pa-
per presented at the Middle East Studies Association of North America Annual Meeting, Denver,
CO, 3 December 2022.

61 Author’s partial reading and translation, December 2022. The poem has not to my knowledge
been published, but is mentioned in Roxburgh, ed., Turks, 442.

62 Roxburgh, ed., Turks, cat. no. 292, 321-23 and 451.

63 Roxburgh, ed., Turks, 442.

64 Roxburgh, ed., Turks, 442. Further examples in Zeren Tanindi, “15th-century Otto-
man Manuscripts and Bindings from Bursa Libraries,” Islamic Art IV (1990-91): 143-73.
For a candlestick with a type of medallion that could easily appear on a leather book bind-
ing, see Denver Museum of Art, Denver, CO, inv. no. 22.200, https://dia.org/collection/
one-pair-mosque-candlesticks-446.

65 Blessing, Architecture and Material Politics, 95-144; Zeynep Yurekli, “Architectural Patronage
and the Rise of the Ottomans,” in A Companion to Islamic Art and Architecture, eds. Finbarr
Barry Flood and Giilru Necipoglu (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons Inc., 2017), vol. 1:
733-54, 746.

66 Blessing, Architecture and Material Politics, 200-201. Candlesticks currently in place in the build-
ing date to the nineteenth century.
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2.2

YOUR PARCEL IS ON THE WAY

Netherlandish Carved Altarpieces as Exported
Products in the Early Sixteenth Century

Hannah De Moor

About 25 km south-west of Stockholm, in the province of Sodermanland, one can find the
remote village church of Botkyrka (Figure 2.2.1). Upon entering this church as a visitor,
the eyes are immediately drawn to the magnificent monumental sixteenth-century artwork
on the high altar of the church (Figure 2.2.2).! First, one is struck by the combination of
sculpture and painting in the artwork’s moveable wings. Upon moving closer to the high
altar, we note the powerful narrative presentation of the Biblical scenes (Figure 2.2.3) that
contain a huge number of details, such as the tiny dogs that are depicted in the foreground.
The viewer is drawn between the central scene of The Crucifixion of Christ and the nu-
merous tiny architectural details of each individual sculpted scene, each of which has the
appearance of a church- or chapel-like environment. The viewer thus instinctively identifies
the distinctive features of a Netherlandish carved altarpiece: its monumentality, the mov-
able wings, the combination of painting and sculpture, the narrative display containing a
plethora of ornamental tracery.

In the late fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century, these kinds of artworks—
Netherlandish carved altarpieces—enjoyed great popularity in the Low Countries and
abroad. Today more than 350 examples are preserved worldwide.? Documentary evidence
suggests that this number must have been much higher, as lots of altarpieces disappeared or
were destroyed during the intervening centuries. In addition, an unknown number of reta-
bles reside with private collectors, and the number of preserved altarpiece fragments, both
in public and private collections, though hard to estimate, must be more than a thousand.

Even though Netherlandish carved retables are now generally exhibited in their open
state, in the late Middle Ages the shutters of the artwork were mostly closed. The painted
outer wings of the retable in Botkyrka (also called shutters or doors, deuren, Figure 2.2.4)
show Abrabam and Melchizedek, The Mass of St Gregory, The Manna from Heaven, and
Angels with the Arma Christi. In general, the doors only opened on Sundays or feast days.
On such occasions, the central case (also called caisse, huche, corpus, shrine, bak, or kast),
which was divided into several compartments (parcken) that contained individually carved
figures and scenes, became visible in all its glory. In the example of Botkyrka, scenes from
The Passion of Christ appear in both painted and sculpted scenes. The most prestigious
altarpieces even had an intermediate state between the closed and open one, as they had a
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Figure 2.2.2  Attributed to Jan Genoots (sculptor), Passion altarpiece (open), Antwerp marks (castle
and double hands), c. 1525. Painted and carved wood, 318 x 288 x 25 cm. S6derman-
land, Sweden, Botkyrka church. Photograph by Ethan Matt Kavaler.
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Figure 2.2.3 Detail of the Passion altarpiece (open), Antwerp marks (castle and double hands),
c. 1525. Sédermanland, Sweden, Botkyrka church. Photograph by Ethan Matt Kavaler.

Figure 2.2.4 Passion altarpiece (closed), Antwerp marks (castle and double hands), c. 1525. Soderman-
land, Sweden, Botkyrka church. Photograph by Botkyrka forsamling, Svenska Kyrkan.
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double pair of wings.? The altarpiece was often presented on a predella (voet) that stood be-
tween the case and the altar. Most Netherlandish carved altarpieces were dedicated to either
the Life of Christ (like the Passion retable in Botkyrka) or the Life of the Virgin Mary. A
select group was devoted to other saints. Typically, the shape of a Netherlandish carved re-
table, formed by the central case and the painted wings, resembles an inverted “T°. Although
most altarpieces follow that structure, simpler designs sometimes occurred, as well as more
flamboyant styles distinguished by their curved edges. Important to notice when studying
retables is that pictures never really capture their monumentality. The retable in Botkyrka,
for instance, measures 318 cm (height) x 288 cm (width) X 25 cm (depth) in its closed state.

The Production Procedure

The retables were mainly produced in the Duchy of Brabant—especially in Antwerp and
Brussels, but also in Mechelen. Documentary evidence, however, confirms they were also
produced in other regions in the Low Countries such as in the County of Flanders (e.g., in
cities like Ghent and Bruges) and in Utrecht.* Evidently every city had its own rules and
guild regulations regarding the manufacture and sale of these altarpieces. Producing Neth-
erlandish carved altarpieces was a remarkably complicated process. The artworks were
the result of intense collaborations between painters, sculptors, joiners (schrijnwerkers),
tracery carvers (metselarijsnijders), and polychromers, and thus produced by multiple art-
ists and artist ‘workshops’—sometimes even across cities.” Considering the high number
of persons involved in creating these objects, often one person, the contractor, was held
responsible for the assignment. The contractor then coordinated the work by subcontract-
ing other craftsmen.®

As the altarpieces were the result of an intense cooperation between several artists, it
is no surprise that a quality mark system was invented in the main centres of produc-
tion, for the artworks could be purchased at various open public outlets and furthermore
were expensive and thus implied a financial risk to buyers.” Under the watchful eye of the
guild, keurders (also called waardeerders or brandmeesters) labelled the artworks with a
mark that guaranteed the quality of the polychromy, joinery, or carving as a warranty for
both the subcontractors among themselves, as well as the clients. This practice was first
introduced in Brussels in 1454 and in 1470 in Antwerp. The wood was guaranteed by the
inclusion of ‘a mallet’ in Brussels, ‘a hand” in Antwerp, and the city shield in Mechelen.
The mark ‘BRVESEL, the Antwerp castle, and ‘MECH LEN’ or ‘M’ on their turn stood
warranty for the polychrome layer. Additionally, ‘the compass’ was used as a quality mark
for the Brussels joiners. Several marks (Antwerp hands and the Antwerp castle) can also be
found on the Antwerp Passion altarpiece in Botkyrka church.

The Sources of Supply and Demand

Netherlandish carved altarpieces were bought by a wide range of patrons, generally varying
from municipal bodies, hospitals, cathedrals, parish churches, convents, mendicant orders,
monasteries, abbeys, and affiliated church representatives or religious leaders (like pastors,
abbots, or bishops) to confraternities or guilds based within churches to private individuals
such as royal families, members of the high nobility, prominent figures at the court, and—
especially in the ‘export boom’ between 1500 and 1520—wealthy burghers and the emerg-
ing class of merchants. It is not entirely clear who ordered the Antwerp retable in Botkyrka,
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although it is understood that the altarpiece still resides in its original sixteenth-century
location, as it is mentioned as being present in the church already around 1550.

Customers were able to acquire the altarpieces in different ways for a wide variety of
prices.® Several Netherlandish carved altarpieces were made without active involvement
of patrons and bought directly by the client, or someone acting on his behalf, on the open
market—presented in a ready-made state for sale. Artists could sell their retables at several
public outlets for art-sale, such as at their workshops, public exhibitions, annual fairs, auc-
tions, lotteries, or at several galleries or Panden (in Antwerp for instance at the Predikher-
enpand, the Our Lady’s Pand, or the Nieuwe Beurs).” Artists rented stalls in these Panden
to sell their artworks. Widows are also to be found among the list of renters of the Panden,
mostly selling the remaining works of their late spouses. Jan de Molder is one of the sculp-
tors known to have paid rent in the Our Lady’s Pand.!® Jan Genoots, to whom the attribu-
tion of the carved parts of multiple altarpieces in Sweden are widely accepted (Botkyrka,
Skarkind, Visterlovsta''), is also known to have rented a stall at the Our Lady’s Pand to
sell his retables. A guild document dated 1528 reveals that Genoots “placed a retable to sell
and for sale” there. The retable in question, however, was not hallmarked with a mark of
Antwerp, in contrast to what the guild regulations required. As a result, the guild adminis-
tration convicted Genoots for disregarding the guild guidelines.'?

Multiple altarpieces were in fact variations of these standard formulae and partially
custom-made, in a sense that there was an overlap between on spec and commissioned
retables. These mixed-mode altarpieces combined ready-made sections with customized
parts, chosen by the client to individualize the retable and thus still meet his requirements.
One of these mixed-mode altarpieces is well documented. In 1524, the abbot of the abbey
in Averbode bought a retable at the stand of Laureys Keldermans in the Our Lady’s Pand
for 14% Flemish pounds but requested a set of conditions to complete and personalize the
artwork. The abbot, for example, demanded that the architectural decoration be gilded and
that a statue be added on top of the altarpiece.! Taking it one step further, several retables
were fully made on commission and entirely designed according to the specifications of
their patrons.

Netherlandish carved altarpieces were sold for a wide range of prices. Several variables
could influence this price, such as the supply and demand of the market, the reputation
of the artist, the requested dimensions, design, or iconography. The price of an altarpiece
was mostly transferred in different payment stages before, during, and after the production
process. This compensation in parts was not only applied to ensure the progress of the
artwork but also because the production of a retable was a costly business.'* The producer
sometimes had to partly pre-finance the work, but more commonly the commissioners
made an advance payment, and a working capital was handed over. Further payments
could be delivered during the process or at the end, when the altarpiece was finished. Of-
ten, it was stated in the contract that the patron had the right to adjust the price depending
on the result. Many times, an appraisal was organized, in which representatives of the St
Luke’s guild valued the artwork, the quality of the materials, and the workmanship. If the
altarpiece was less worthy than the price agreed upon, the commissioner would pay less.
If it was judged to be worth more, the artist however would still receive no more than the
agreed price. Only seldom did the artist collect more, and if he did, the extra payment was
often a payment in kind, such as wine."

Exactly because the altarpieces were available at a wide variety of price points, could be
produced in different ways, with numerous possibilities for personalization, Netherlandish
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carved retables were much sought after and, as a result, transported abroad—over land and
sea—to Germany (especially to Rhineland and Westphalia), France, the Iberian Peninsula,
the Baltic region, Poland, and Scandinavia. Examples can also still be found in Italy, Eng-
land, and Scotland. Especially Sweden preserves a great number of Netherlandish carved
altarpieces: when taking into account the medieval ‘borders’, 39 Netherlandish carved re-
tables are preserved, of which 17 are attributed to Brussels, 21 to Antwerp, and one to
Mechelen. About ten retable fragments and two poupées de Malines (wooden statuettes
from Mechelen) reside in Sweden as well. The altarpieces are mostly located in Soderman-
land and Uppland, around Stockholm. In the preceding centuries Stockholm—a Hanseatic
city enclosed by the two provinces—had asserted its position as part of the international
trading commercial routes network. The Milarlake was the most important route through
which altarpieces found their way to the inner land. In this international trading network,
Sweden especially traded copper and iron—iron mostly came from mine districts situated
in Sodermanland and Uppland—and Visterds was an important centre of trade in copper.
This trade in copper and iron resulted in economic prosperity of these regions and formed
the ideal background for prosperous commanders of artworks to place their orders.'®

The Transport Operation

The export operation in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries was complex, involv-
ing numerous steps and individuals. An extensive network of artists, contractors, packers,
intermediaries, merchants, professional carriers, transport firms, skippers, clergy, and pa-
trons formed the solid basis of the procedure. The considerable distance between the work-
shops and distant clients and the fact that a substantial number of exported altarpieces hold
signs of special requests makes one wonder how exactly these patrons placed their orders.

When the patron wanted a partially or fully adjusted altarpiece, the contractor (not nec-
essarily one of the executors) and the patron (or someone acting on his behalf) often drew
up a contract on paper. This happened in the company of beholders who would be able
to certify if the contract was violated later. A standard contract included the required date
of completion, the agreements on the iconographic content, the quality of the materials,
the required artistic qualities, the cost, the dimensions, and design of the altarpiece. The
latter agreements were often communicated either through design drawings (usually called
patroon or bewerp) or written contracts describing the planned retable (usually called chy-
rograph, celle, or cedule)."”

Sometimes the artist-contractor physically travelled to his patron to be able to draw up
the contract face-to-face.

As actually meeting one another in person to agree on the terms and conditions of the
commission was not always possible, the procedure frequently required other individuals
acting as mediators. It is obvious that lines of communication concerning artistic exchange
resided both in the strongly connected clergy and in the circle of internationally linked mer-
chants; these two networks did not necessarily operate separately, but were intertwined.
Merchants, who could sell and resell altarpieces, were not specifically specialized in the
handling of retables: the altarpieces were just part of the cluster of goods in which they
operated. They exported a range of luxury goods and mass-produced items, both locally
and globally.'® Concerning the trade of retables to the Iberian Peninsula, for instance, one
of the earliest examples is the register of Alfonsse de Castille, a Spanish merchant, on 20
June 1456 that the painters Jan Thomaes and Aerd van der Cleyen correctly made and
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delivered his requested altarpiece.'” The merchants acted as intermediaries between artists
and customers and communicated the demands and expectations from one side to the other,
mostly through letters and contracts.?’ They played a crucial role as intermediaries between
the artists on one side and the clients on the other: they operated both in the art world and
the commercial world at the same time. In a contract dated 2 December 1535, an English
merchant named Thomas Leigh, for example, acted on behalf of an unidentified commis-
sioner and ordered an altarpiece from an Antwerp carver called Jan van der Heere.*!

Nowadays, when packages from overseas destinations are only one click away, and the de-
livery of these packages only takes up a few business days, it is hard to imagine how retables
reached their destinations in the late fifteenth century. Before the altarpiece was transported
to its final destination, the first step was to pack it accordingly, to prepare it for its journey.?
Correspondingly, agreements between the contractors and the patrons on the transportation
costs were made. Contractors, patrons, or merchants could outsource the transport to profes-
sional carriers and transport firms for transport over land or to skippers for marine transpor-
tation. The professional carriers and transport firms transported the goods on their behalf.?3
For marine transport, the altarpiece first had to be brought to the docks, either with the help
of a horse and a wagon or with pure manpower. Once the safely packed altarpieces reached
the docks, a crane or a pulley lifted the artworks onto the ship. During the retable’s journey to
its new location, a lot of dangers lurked, particularly theft.?* Of course, the ship could also be
wrecked or felled by bad weather, fire, design failures, or navigation errors. As the transport
of retables included a possible encounter with one or multiple of these dangers, merchants
and shipmasters could take out an insurance policy for their ship-bound merchandise.?

Once the altarpiece arrived at the port of destination, a crane could lift the different
pieces of the retable from the ship. As the surviving archival documents testify, contrac-
tors, retable makers, and their assistants sometimes travelled along to install the artwork
and possibly also to repair transport damages on the spot. The contract and the accounts
on the transport of the Antwerp St Anna altarpiece to Kempen indeed confirm how the
painter-contractor Adriaen van Overbeke travelled along and supervised the installation of
the artwork in situ. Van Overbeke even came back a few times to restore small damages.?¢ It
seems unlikely, however, that artists always offered this service, especially when the delivery
address was further away, for example, all the way up to the Nordic countries. Most likely,
intermediate persons made sure the artwork was rightly installed at its new altar; or the
installation must have been taken care of locally. Perhaps a design drawing was delivered
with the artwork to help with the assembling. Several altarpiece fragments, moreover, bear
marks that refer to their specific position in the altarpiece, facilitating the installation of the
artwork.”” Finishing touches could indeed also be the responsibility of local artists, such as
adding inscriptions, coats of arms, donor portraits, or a local predella. The assembling of
the altarpieces was probably even more collaborative than we assume today. When return-
ing to the retable in Botkyrka (Figure 2.2.2), for instance, the predella seems to be of local
or German production: in such cases, the predella might have been added later by local
artists who were unknown to the retable’s original designer.

The Afterlife

It should be kept in mind that over the last centuries, Netherlandish carved retables were
continuously relocated, ‘restored’, dismantled, or adjusted, and that each piece has its own
stories and ‘afterlife’ attached to it. The Antwerp retable in Botkyrka, for example, moved
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from Botkyrka to Stockholm and back again as early as the sixteenth century—as the splen-
dour of the artwork clearly awakened the interest of the Royal family. A letter from the
parishioners in Botkyrka, which is preserved in transcript, not only tells us much about
the early reception of Netherlandish carved retables in Sweden but also confirms that the
Antwerp altarpiece is probably still located in its original sixteenth-century environment.
Around 1550, King Gustav Vasa (1496-1560) tried to purchase the Antwerp altarpiece from
Botkyrka church for the St Nicholas church (now Stockholm Cathedral), which confirms its
authentic sixteenth-century location is Botkyrka church. He wanted to swap the then-pre-
sent Northern German altarpiece in the St Nicholas church (the altarpiece now known as the
Osteraker altarpiece, now preserved in the Swedish History Museum) with the Antwerp Pas-
sion piece and insisted on paying 300 daler for it. This transaction, however, never occurred.

In the context of the furnishing of Drottningholm Slottskyrkan, Queen Katarina Jagel-
lonica (1526-1583) also wanted to acquire the Antwerp Passion altarpiece of Botkyrka—
just like King Gustav Vasa a few decades earlier. This time, however, the altarpiece did
leave the church of Botkyrka, as the transcript of the letter from the parishioners to her
husband King John IIT reports. In exchange for the Antwerp retable, the queen promised
several liturgical objects and artworks; however, the parishioners only received parts of the
promised payment, such as ‘a painted altarpiece’. A painted Christ Carrying the Cross has
been attributed to the Southern Netherlands (c. 1560-1570) and is still preserved in Bot-
kyrka: maybe this was the ‘altarpiece’ to which they referred? It particularly resembles the
paintings representing Christ Carrying the Cross attributed to (the environment of) Michiel
Coxcie (c. 1497/1501-15835), of which several examples are preserved, such as the one on
loan in PARCUM (Leuven), and the examples in Musea Lazaro Galdiano (Madrid) and
Catharijneconvent (Utrecht), amongst others.?® Whether the sculpted Antwerp altarpiece
stood in Drottningholm for a while is not clear. The transcript tells that by the time Queen
Katarina died in 1583, the artwork was in Gramunkeholmen (now Riddarholms church) in
Stockholm.?” As the parishioners never received the full promised payment, they demanded
the return of their original Antwerp altarpiece. After their request, the Antwerp retable
returned to Botkyrka, where it still stands today.

Conclusion

As a case study, the Antwerp altarpiece in Botkyrka shows the complexities of the produc-
tion and transport for the export market of Netherlandish carved altarpieces during the
late fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century. It is thanks to the efforts of all
the persons—not only the numerous artists and their ‘workshops’ but also the contrac-
tors, art dealers and merchants, intermediaries and facilitators, clergy, patrons, packers,
professional carriers and skippers, insurers, workshop assistants, and local responsible per-
sons—that we can still admire the exceptionally well-preserved cluster of 350 marvellous
Netherlandish carved altarpieces, all over the world.

Notes

1 Images, bibliographies, and technical-material information on the altarpiece in Botkyrka can be
found in the online databases The Digital Corpus of Flemish Retables (www.rkd.nl, nr. 287124),
BALAT-KIKRIPA (www.balat.kikirpa.be, nr. 40001396), and MEDELTIDBILD (www.medeltidbild.
historiska.se, nr. 940914A1).

2 The Digital Corpus of Flemish Retables encloses all of these examples; see www.rkd.nl.
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in the Low Countries. Brussels 25-26 October 2002. Eds. Carl Van de Velde, Hans Joris Van
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Yao-Fen You, “The ‘Infinite Variety’ of Netherlandish Carved Altarpieces,” in Netherlands Year-
book for History of Art / Nederlands Kunsthistorisch Jaarboek 67: Netherlandish Sculpture of the
16th Century. Eds. Ethan Matt Kavaler, Frits Scholten, and Joanna Woodall (Leiden/Boston: Brill,
2017), 35-76.

5 On the organization of the artists’ workshop, see Jan Van der Stock, “De organisatie van het beeld-
snijders- en schildersatelier te Antwerpen. Documenten 1580-1530,” in Antwerpse retabels: 15de-
16de eeuw, ed. Hans Nieuwdorp, 2:47-52 (Antwerp: Museum voor Religieuze Kunst, 1993),
47-52.

6 On the practice of subcontracting, see Kim Woods, Netherlandish Carved Wooden Altarpieces of
the Fifteenth and Early Sixteenth Centuries in Britain, PhD diss., (London: University of London,
1989), 59-67; Jan van der Stock, “De organisatie,” 47-52; Lynn Frances Jacobs, “The Marketing
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Context: Recent Research, eds. Elizabeth Morrison and Thomas Kren (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty
Museum, 2006), 117-121.

7 On marks on Netherlandish carved altarpieces, see Christine Van Vlierden, “Het waarmerken van
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8 See especially Jacobs, “Marketing and Standardization”; Lynn Frances Jacobs, “The Commission-
ing of Early Netherlandish Carved Altarpieces: Some Documentary Evidence,” in A Tribute to
Robert A. Koch: Studies in the Northern Renaissance, ed. Gregory T. Clark (Princeton: Princeton
University, 1994), 83-113; Lynn Frances Jacobs, Early Netherlandish Carved Altarpieces, 1380-
1550: Medieval Tastes and Mass Marketing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

9 On the Our Lady’s Pand, see Dan Ewing, “Marketing Art in Antwerp, 1460-1560: Our Lady’s
Pand,” The Art Bulletin 72, no. 4 (1990): 558-584.

10 Floris Prims, “De kunstenaars in O.L.V. Pand te Antwerpen in 1543,” Bijdragen tot de Ge-
schiedenis 29 (1938): 296-300, 298; Ryszard Szmydki, “Jan de Molder, peintre et sculpteur
d’Anvers au XVle siécle,” Jaarboek van Het Koninklijk Museum Voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen
(1986): 31-58, 42; Ewing, “Marketing Art,” 558-584.
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contrarie den ordinantien ende verleninghen den ambachte vanden voers(chreven) // schilder ende
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eert (...)”; Conviction of Jan Genoots for having sold an altarpiece that was not hallmarked, 19
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13 “(...) Anno XXIII], octobris die V], heeft heere Gerart, abdt van Everbode, tegen Laureys Kel-
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und flamische Fliigelaltire im Licht neuer Forschung, Beitrage zu den Bau- und Kunstdenkmalern im
Rheinland 35 (Cologne: Bachem, 1998), 117-295, 281.
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la Vierge. Eglise de I’Assomption d’Errenteria, Het retabel van de Kroning van Maria. Kerk van
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Catheline Périer-D’leteren (Brussels: Le livre Timperman, 2013), 75-93, 91-92.
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29 For this case study, see Gunmar Lindqvist, Senmedeltida altarskdp frin Bryssel och Antwer-
pen i Sverige: mdlningarna (Stockholm: Licentiatavhandling framlagd Konsthistoriska Insti-
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Sverige under rendssans och barock : studier i deras ikonografi och stil 1527-1686. Acta Uni-
versitatis Stockholmiensis / Stockholm Studies in History of Art 36 (Stockholm: Almqvist &
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pa tronen - Maria i 1600-talets kyrkorum,” in Maria i Sverige under tusen dr: foredrag vid symposiet i
Vadstena 6-10 oktober 1994, eds. Sven-Erik Brodd and Alf Hirdelin (Skellefted: Artos, 1996)
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2.3

EARLY MODERN ARTISTIC
GLOBALIZATION FROM
COLONIAL MEXICO

The Case of Enconchados

Sonia I. Ocana Ruiz

The Marks of Early Encounters

In the early modern period the circulation of objects between Europe, Asia, and the Americas
led to the expansion of artistic horizons in all three continents and the appearance of new
art objects. Asian porcelain, lacquer, and folding screens became globally desired luxury
goods between the 16th and the 18th centuries. Both Europe and the Spanish Americas
were crucial markets for Asian objects, but New Spain, or colonial Mexico,' played a lead-
ing role in the first stages of artistic globalization. Although this is well described in Span-
ish and Latin American scholarship of the last 20 years,? outside of the Spanish-speaking
world, little is known about the particularly close relationship that existed between Japan
and colonial Mexico in the 16th and 17th centuries.

Enconchados (paintings incorporating mother-of-pearl inlay; ca. 1650-1750) made in
colonial Mexico, relate to the circulation of Japanese nanban lacquer? in the early 17th cen-
tury. Enconchados are Novohispanic paintings whose most remarkable features are inlaid
mother-of-pearl, as well as painted frames with black backgrounds filled with golden flow-
ers, birds, leaves, and, sometimes, grape clusters; the figures are outlined in black, painted
in gold, and shell incrusted (Figure 2.3.1).

These objects are this chapter’s case study, illustrating the transformations of artistic
taste that occurred in the Spanish Americas as a result of early cross-cultural encounters
across the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. This chapter addresses enconchados’ effects and
authors, as well as their circulation across the Atlantic to Spain. The aim here is to demon-
strate that colonial Mexico was not a mere stopping point of the Spanish route to Asia. On
the contrary, the wide circulation of Asian goods in Latin America encouraged the develop-
ment of artistic objects different to those derived from the encounters between Europe and
Asia.

Enconchados, as an art form, were developed in Mexico City. From the 1520s, numer-
ous Spanish, Flemish, Italian, and German artworks circulated there, and from the early
1570s, Chinese and Japanese objects, too, arrived regularly via the Manila Galleon, the
annual cargo borne on a Spanish fleet travelling from Manila to Acapulco. In the second
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Figure 2.3.1 Novohispanic enconchado, Ecce Homo. Life of Christ series. 1690s. Painting and shell
inlaid on panel. 69 x 102 cm. Madrid, Museo de América.

half of the 16th century, Japanese lacquer had the highest reputation, and Europeans soon
started acquiring it. The Portuguese and the Jesuits were the leading force of trade, but
Spanish American merchants also played a role in the events of the period. For this reason,
the circulation of nanban lacquer in colonial Mexico comes as no surprise.

The Catholics consolidated their presence in Japan during the Momoyama period
(1573-1615), when Japanese lacquer was the most highly regarded in the world. Do-
mestic lacquer of that time usually showed black backgrounds filled with fall flowers,
such as chrysanthemums, pampas grass, cherry blossoms, maples, and Japanese bush
cloves, which were painted in gold. Nanban pieces for export displayed similar designs
but added inlaid mother-of-pearl and introduced the forms of objects and furniture de-
sired by European and Catholic buyers, such as lecterns, pyxes, boxes, triptychs, and
escritorios (Figure 2.3.2).

How might the case of enconchados help us understand the processes whereby artistic
production was “globalized”? While both the inlaid mother-of-pearl and the frames’ orna-
mentation respond to the style and form of Japanese nanban lacquerware (ca. 1580-1640), there
are also evident differences: in enconchados, figures tend to be simpler and non-naturalistic.
Moreover, enconchados are technically rooted in the European painting tradition. They
provide a clear example of the selection and adaptation of available artistic models. In
other words, they evidence the active role of the artists and their audiences in shaping local
responses to art forms from abroad.
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Figure 2.3.2  Nanban lacquer ark. Navarra, San Juan Bautista de Cortes, on loan at the Museo Cat-
edralicio y Diocesano, Pamplona. Early 17th century.

Nanban Lacquer and Enconchados in New Spain

The best pieces of Japanese lacquer involved the addition of 50 to 200 coats of varnish,
which could take up to two years to be finished. This treatment provided the works with
exceptional transparence and smoothness. The highest quality lacquer pieces were very
expensive, so nanban specimens would often use fewer coats of varnish; still, they were
highly admired and considered high-stand possessions in Europe, as well as in the Ameri-
cas. The Portuguese, the Jesuits, and, to a lesser degree, the Franciscans, Augustinians, and
Dominicans, also active in Japan, were all involved in trade activities primarily intended
for the Iberian market.

The appreciation of lacquer was by the 17th century a global phenomenon, with many
European nations developing their own lacquer techniques, often inspired by Japanese lac-
quer. Interestingly, there is no evidence that nanban lacquer was ever imitated either in
Portugal or in Spain, the two European nations where these objects circulated most widely.
However, by the time enconchados were being made in colonial Mexico, the Flemish artist
Gerard Dagly (ca. 1660-1715) and other European cabinetmakers were developing lacquer
techniques based on different types of varnish to imitate the effect of Japanese lacquer.
While European lacquer techniques and enconchados were both inspired by Japanese lac-
quer, they developed totally independently of each other. Enconchados are in fact paintings,
but since they partly imitate nanban lacquer effects, they are closely related to the global
early modern interest in lacquer technology.
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In 1521, Herndn Cortés, working for the Spanish Crown, achieved the conquest of
Tenochtitlan, the capital city founded by the Mexica in central Mexico. Shortly after that,
Mexico City was founded over the remains of Tenochtitlan, and mendicant orders arrived
in the now-so-called New Spain. Under the premise of eradicating idolatry, the priests
eliminated most of the artistic productions they found in the Americas and replaced them
with works that followed the European tradition, such as oil and tempera paintings and
wood sculpture. The course of the arts in the Americas was forever changed; a few Pre-
Columbian artistic techniques survived, yet notably transformed. The most remarkable
cases were feather-work (plumaria), corn stalk cane sculpturing (escultura de pasta de caia
de maiz), and calabashes coated with the fat extracted from the insect axe as well as chia
seed or chicalote oil. The latter were eventually designated with the name maque—a word
of Japanese origin that in colonial Mexico was eventually used to name different Asian and
European lacquers, some of which do not show close resemblance with nanban lacquer.
In 16th-century Spain then there was no lacquer, and no word to name it either. The first
lacquer technique to which Iberian populations were exposed was the Japanese makie. The
term maquie had previously been adopted by the Portuguese,* and found its way into colo-
nial Mexico in the 17th century.

By the early 1570s, the route of the Manila Galleon had been established and the regular
trade between Asia and Spain took place via New Spain. The Manila Galleon was a driv-
ing force of the economy of colonial Mexico between 1580 and 1640, coinciding with the
production of nanban lacquer. Despite initial export demand, the circulation of nanban
lacquer overseas significantly diminished after the expulsion of the Catholic orders from
Japan in 1614, and ultimately came to an end when Japan closed itself off to most foreign
nations in 1639.°

The circulation of nanban lacquer objects in colonial Mexico was also boosted by the
fact that in 1610, after being shipwrecked on Japanese shores, Rodrigo de Vivero, a former
governor of the Philippines, returned to New Spain with the help of the shogun Tokugawa
Ieyasu. Vivero’s entourage likely carried Japanese objects to be sold or given as gifts in the
Americas. Also, in 1613, the Keicho embassy was sent by Date Masamune, the daimy6 of
Sendai, to meet with King Philip IIT of Spain and Pope Paul V. Masamune wanted to trade
with Spain via New Spain. The mission failed because of Japan’s hostility toward Chris-
tians, but the ambassadors stayed in New Spain for a few months in 1614. The Nahua
chronicler Chimalpahin, who witnessed the visit of the Keiché embassy, wrote that the
entourage carried metal objects, escritoires, and tilmas (cloaks) to be sold in Mexico City.°
The arrival of the embassy in New Spain coincided with the prohibition of Christianity
in Japan (1614), which undoubtedly had a negative impact on the production of nanban
lacquer. But by the early 17th century, the inhabitants of Mexico City had already had an
opportunity to become familiar with nanban lacquer, which eventually became a source of
inspiration for enconchados.

The first Asian works to inspire artistic production in colonial Mexico were Japanese
folding screens and lacquerware, which spurred the production of biombos and encon-
chados, respectively, as well as Chinese porcelain, which influenced the production of
ceramics in Puebla (see Meha Priyadarshini’s chapter in this volume). Neither biombos
nor enconchados were intended to copy Japanese works. Instead, artists appropriated
their most distinctive features and reinscribed them to create innovative works of art.
Enconchados were thus one of several examples of Novohispanic art forms that adapted
Asian elements.
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Enconchados’ Main Features

Although the effect derived from the joint use of mother-of-pearl inlay and painting layers is
unique to enconchados, technically they are closest to the tradition of European panel paint-
ing (Figure 2.3.3). Because the weight of mother-of-pearl requires a strong support, encon-
chados are painted on panel. In enconchados, the nacre is painted and varnished, allowing
its shine under to be revealed or concealed via layers of pigment; in the most remarkable
works, oil, tempera, and varnish were adapted to enhance the sheen derived from the use
of mother-of-pearl. Since paint was applied in translucent layers, mother of pearl’s natural
sheen was easily noticeable, and top-quality enconchados were greatly appreciated for their
luminosity. That is, the paint and varnish applied over the mother of pearl was translucent
by design, so that the reflective properties of nacre were not completely obscured.
Interestingly, while enconchados are largely unique for their compound technique, there is
yet much to be known about the way these objects were made. Since 2020, the Seminario de
investigacion de los enconchados del Museo Nacional del Virreinato has been studying the
technique of one series of the Allegories of the Apostles Creed by Miguel Gonzalez, as well as
one series of the Conquest of Mexico and one folding screen depicting the Battle of Vienna
and a hunting scene exhibited at the Museo Nacional del Virreinato (Tepotzotldn, Mexico).”
The Seminario is currently delving into the way painting technique was adapted to create
effects like those of lacquer, to enhance the sheen derived from the use of mother-of-pearl.

Figure 2.3.3 Novohispanic enconchado. Virgin of Guadalupe. 1690s—1700s. Painting and mother-of-
pearl on panel, 82 x 112 cm. Huesca, Monasterio del Santo Nombre de Jests de Huesca.

56



Early Modern Artistic Globalization from Colonial Mexico

In a few cases, artists showed off their technical proficiency by giving the individual
pieces of shell inlay regular shapes, which are assembled in a mosaic-like surface. Such
is the case in every depiction of Jesus in an anonymous 24-panel Life of Christ series in
Madrid’s Museo de América. In all these panels, the mother-of-pearl work is especially ap-
pealing because of the brilliant blue of Jesus’ tunic. Blue tends to hide the shine of the shell
and is avoided in most enconchados. This is a very impressive work for the artist’s use of
blue, which exceptionally does not diminish the reflective properties of the inlay. In turn,
the inlay is particularly appealing for its geometric regularity.® Even outstanding works, like
the series of the Allegories of the Apostles Creed signed by Miguel Gonzalez, and an anony-
mous 11-panel series of the Life of the Virgin in the Museo de América (Figure 2.3.3), show
a low-contrast palette with a predominance of yellow; pieces of mother-of-pearl are small
and irregular, yet very shiny. It is the shine and the elaborate frames that make both series
so visually appealing. Frames show flowers, leaves, birds, and grape clusters, displayed in
intricate, asymmetrical designs that draw the spectator’s attention. Figures are sketched in
black and filled in mother-of-pearl and a golden hue.

Most surviving enconchados have stayed in Spanish collections since the colonial era,
but they were not primarily intended for the export market; from documentary informa-
tion, we know that they were mainly bought by individual collectors in Mexico City. In the
1690s, however, some series were made-to-order and sent to prominent Iberian collections,
where they were expected to be appreciated as Latin American works of art, different from
the Spanish objects in the same collections.

The Life of the Virgin series from the Museo de América is among the few enconchados
whose location during the early modern period is known. This series was mentioned in the
inventory of King Philip V in 1747: “twelve panels were appraised for 60 reales, eleven...with
frames of pearls inlaid in mother-of-pearl...[with] stories of the life of the Virgin, all were
made in the Indies.”” Like many other enconchados, the scenes of this series are based upon
European engravings. The carefully outlined figures of the scenes were clearly a pivotal part
of the works, but the frames are particularly appealing, with black backgrounds and golden
birds, flowers, grape clusters, and leaves offering an alluring contrast with the red gesso paste
used in the branches. The depicted flowers are not naturalistic, yet highly detailed. Since
Philip V’s inventory only refers to the mother-of-pearl inlaid in the frames, it can be affirmed
that enconchado frames were specially appreciated beyond colonial Mexico’s borders.

However important the circulation of enconchados in Spain might be, their largest mar-
ket was in Mexico City, but, unfortunately, little is known about local clients. A significant
exception is Teresa Francisca Maria de Guadalupe Retes Paz Vera, the marchioness of San
Jorge, one of the wealthiest patrons of her time. At the time of her death, in 1695, she
owned 26 enconchados, including “Ten shell paintings with shell and lacquer frames, one
vara and one cuarta high, of the life of Our Lady the Virgin Mary,” that were appraised for
500 pesos. This series has not been preserved, but the emphasis on the “shell and lacquer
frames” suggests that enconchados were largely appreciated for their frames on both sides
of the Atlantic Ocean.™

Documentary information suggests that most enconchados were made for the open mar-
ket and depicted Catholic iconographies; their prices and qualities were diverse, much like
paintings of the period. Moreover, in the 1690s, once the taste for enconchados had been
established, many works were made by painters who only occasionally dabbled in this tech-
nique. But the origin and popularity of enconchados is undoubtedly related to a Gonzélez
family, whose position should be discussed separately.
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The Role of the Gonzalez Family in the Development of Enconchados

The precise chronology of enconchados’ development remains unclear, but there is no doubt
that it was originally related to Tomdas Gonzalez and his sons Miguel and Juan Gonzilez,
a family of Mexico City-based painters who dedicated themselves exclusively to enconcha-
dos. As we shall see, Tomds Gonzilez was likely active between the 1660s and the early
1690s, whereas Miguel Gonzalez and Juan Gonzalez were active between the 1690s and the
early 1700s. Tomds, Juan, and Miguel Gonzélez belonged to Mexico City’s guild of paint-
ers, but hardly anything else is known about them. Almost 400 enconchados are currently
known to exist. Most of them are anonymous, but 62 are signed by Miguel Gonzalez, and
39 are signed by Juan Gonzalez. At least other 93 can be attributed to them.! In most cases,
the ornamentation of enconchado frames shows some resemblance with nanban lacquer,
such as in the series of the Allegories of the Apostles Creed, the Life of Christ, and the Life
of the Virgin, which we have discussed earlier.

Guillermo Tovar de Teresa found a contract from 1699 where Juan Gonzilez de Mier,
“master of lacquer painting,” was commissioned to make some enconchados.'? In 1704,
a “Donation of the Guild of Painters and Gilders for the War of Succession” recorded,
among other painters, “Miguel Gonzalez el conchero [the shellmaker].”!3 The fact that the
Gonzalezes were members of the Guild of Painters of Mexico City is very significant, since
the guild’s bylaws do not say a word about enconchados.

The information related to Miguel and Juan’s father, Tomds Gonzilez, is particularly
relevant, since his work was key for the development of enconchados. A 1689 document
reveals that Tomdas Gonzdlez de Villaverde was a maestro de pintor de maque, i.e., “master
of lacquer painting,” and his son Miguel Gonzilez was more than 25 years and “journey-
man of the aforesaid art.”'* From this information, it can be inferred that Tomds Gonzalez
had been making enconchados since at least the 1660s. Nonetheless, the earliest informa-
tion about enconchados dates from 1689," so the early stages of the development of this
production remain obscure.

Since Tovar de Teresa’s publication of 1986, this was one of only two documents related to
Tomas Gonzélez to be known, but other documentary information about the Gonzélez fam-
ily has recently been found.'® Although unrelated to their artistic practice, this information is
relevant because it confirms that the family was based in Mexico City, and that Miguel, born
in 1666, was the oldest son of Tomas Gonzalez, whereas Juan, born in 1675, was one of the
youngest.!” There is no evidence that other family members dedicated themselves to the mak-
ing of enconchados. Tomas Gonzilez married Maria de Yslas in 1663, which lets us suppose
that he was born by the late 1630s or early 1640s. If this assumption is correct, he would
likely have started his training as an artist by the mid or late 1650s. There is no evidence that
in the 1630s, 1640s, or 1650s there were artistic experimentations related to enconchados,
but it is possible that simply no works from this early experimental phase survives.

Because of the formal relationship between enconchados and nanban lacquer, the
Gonzélezes have sometimes been supposed to be of Asian descent, but there is no evidence
of this.'® The development of enconchados, biombos, and lacquer in colonial Mexico cor-
respond to a strong taste for local works inspired by Asian art. Although not all scholars
who have studied enconchados have assumed that the Gonzilezes were of Asian descent,
the idea that they were a Japanese family working in colonial Mexico has led to a misun-
derstanding of enconchados. So far, we do not know anything about the Gonzélezes’ ethnic
background, and, regardless of their ancestry, truly relevant answers about enconchados
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would lie within the Mexican colonial context, a fertile ground for Asian-inspired artistic
experimentations.

In this context, the figure of Tomds Gonzalez is as enigmatic as it is interesting. Why
would this Mexico City-based artist start to create paintings whose ornamentation re-
sponded to nanban lacquer designs a couple of decades after the production of such Japa-
nese lacquer came to an end, and some 40 years after their production had reached its
peak? Where did Tomds Gonzalez learn to paint and how did he develop the enconchado
technique? Answers for these questions are particularly hard to find since we do not know
what the earliest enconchados looked like.

Yayoi Kawamura has recently published an enconchado book stand that is kept in the
Carmelite Museum Alba de Tormes in Salamanca, Spain (Figure 2.3.4). Due to its striking
resemblance to namban lacquer book stands, the author has suggested that the making of
enconchados might have started in furniture pieces and eventually evolved into panel paint-
ings.” While further evidence is needed to support this hypothesis, this is an interesting
possibility that could shed light on the early development of enconchados.

The history of enconchados was totally different to that of other art forms unique to co-
lonial Mexico, such as plumaria and biombos. Enconchados had a relatively short life: the
earliest dated work is a Virgin of Guadalupe signed by Miguel Gonzilez from 1692, and
the latest, an anonymous Virgin of Guadalupe from 1734. Does this relate to the fact that
they were so closely linked to one single family, the Gonzalezes? As discussed in the chapter

Figure 2.3.4 Enconchado lectern. Second half of the 17th century. 45 x 35 X 25 cm. Museo Carmeli-
tano Alba de Tormes, Salamanca.

59



Sonia 1. Ocana Ruiz

by Alison Caplan in this volume, plumaria was first developed as early as the 1520s, but
it survived, albeit marginally, as a practice well into the 19th century. The earliest works
were made by Indigenous artists working for the preaching friars in different production
centers. We know little about the feather-workers of the 17th and 18th centuries, but most
of them worked in Michoacan. Painters affiliated with Mexico City’s guild of painters never
produced works in this technique.

For their part, biombos, like enconchados, were sometimes owned by viceroys and sent as
gifts to prominent Spaniards, but their main market was in colonial Mexico. That said, through-
out the viceregal period, there was a wide variety of biombos; not all of them were painted,
but those that were would usually be made to order in painting workshops in different cities.
Biombos are rarely signed, but they remained popular until the end of the 18th century. While
plumaria and biombos are totally unrelated to each other, both art forms endured for a very
long time in colonial Mexico. In contrast, both Miguel and Juan Gonzélez seem to have had
short careers. Would enconchados have lasted longer if Miguel and Juan Gonzélez had had time
to produce more high-end works, or had been able to spur a larger market for enconchados?

In the 1690s, when enconchados reached the peak of their success, the building of a
criollo identity, distinct from a Spanish one, was at its apogee. Criollos were individuals of
pure Spanish descent born in Spanish America; unlike individuals born in Spain, they could
not hold the most relevant political positions, so they felt disadvantaged. Also, the future of
the Spanish Habsburg dynasty was uncertain due to King Charles II’s lack of heirs. Both cir-
cumstances are believed to have fueled the order of numerous depictions of the Conquest of
Mexico, of which the Gonzalezes made at least five series, to be shipped to prominent Euro-
pean collections. These series were the first enconchados to be recorded in the 20th century;
four of them were held in Spain, and another one in Argentina, which led to the belief that
enconchados were closely linked to the depictions of narrative for the export market. All
these series show an elaborate enconchado ornamentation and were conceived as gifts to
proudly exhibit the wealth of colonial Mexico. Particularly remarkable is a 24-panel series
made in 1698 for King Charles II. The ninth panel is signed by Miguel Gonzélez, while
the last one is signed by his brother Juan. This is the only known case where they worked
together, which suggests that they did so at the client’s request, which in turn indicates that
by that time both had the highest reputations as makers of enconchados.

In addition to the Conquest of Mexico series, outstanding enconchados signed by or at-
tributed to the Gonzélezes include the depiction of historical armed conflicts that took place
in Europe, such as the Battles of Alexander Farnese, the Defense of Vienna, and the Siege of
Belgrade. The latter two scenes appear on the only enconchado known to have been origi-
nally made as a folding screen, ordered by José de Sarmiento y Valladares, viceroy of New
Spain (1696-1701) and count of Moctezuma for his first marriage to Isabel de Moctezuma.
This enconchado folding screen originally had 12 panels and is now divided between the
Museo Nacional del Virreinato and the Brooklyn Museum, which have six panels each.
The making of enconchado folding screens, as well as the depiction of historical subjects,
appear to have been exceptional, which suggests that the Gonzalezes only worked on them
for specific commissions. The subject matter for these commissioned pieces is exceptional.
In fact, most surviving works in this technique are paintings depicting Catholic subjects.

Another notable enconchado series is that of the Life of Saint Ignatius of Loyola, signed
by Juan Gonzilez in 1697.2° Unlike the Conquest of Mexico series that Juan made with
his brother Miguel for King Charles II the following year, in the Life of Saint Ignatius of
Loyola, the scenes depicted are extremely simple where the shell’s brightness is somewhat
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lost. This suggests that, even though the Gonzilezes received high-end commissions from
powerful patrons, enconchados were not always a luxury item; less elaborate works were
also available, undoubtedly at lower prices.?!

Archival documentation of the works of both Miguel and Juan Gonzalez diminishes in
the early 18th century, and the production of enconchados seems to decline shortly after
that. Miguel Gonzalez’s last signed work is the 1698 series of the Conquest of Mexico
painted with his brother Juan. In the aforementioned “Donation for the War of Secession”
of 1704, Miguel Gonzalez is referred to as a journeyman who heads a painting workshop.
This is the last record of the artist. We do not know the date of his death. Since enconcha-
dos signed by Miguel Gonziélez include 37 undated works, it is possible some of these were
made after 1705. However, if Miguel had a long career, there would likely be at least a few
signed works dated to those years. For this reason, I believe that he might have died at a
young age, but this hypothesis cannot be confirmed.

The fate of Juan Gonzélez is equally mysterious. In 1699, at 24 years old, Juan was
said to be a master of painting,?” so he apparently headed his own workshop from a very
young age. On December 8, 1697, Juan married Clara Hipélita;?® on September 29, 1698,
the couple baptized their son Antonio Lino Gonzalez de Aguilar;?* on January 21, 1702, it
was the turn of their daughter Manuela Getrudis Gonzédlez de Aguilar.?® Juan Gonzalez’s
last signed work is Saint Francis Xavier Embarking for Asia from 1703. Unlike his brother
Miguel, Juan does not appear on the 1704 “Donation for the War of Secession.” Since there
is no further news of him, we can speculate that he met an early death in 1703 or 1704.

If Miguel and Juan Gonzalez’s artistic production indeed ended around 1705 with their
untimely deaths, this might have been a major reason why the taste for enconchados did not
expand or extend longer. That said, a few other painters are known to have made encon-
chados from the 1690s through the 1730s. Little is known about them as individuals, but
their very existence, as well as documentary information from Mexico City asset inventories,
should be considered to get a fuller picture of the enconchados phenomenon in New Spain.

Other Solutions and Different Artists’ Work

While enconchados were the result of experimentations derived from firsthand knowledge
and familiarization with nanban lacquer, they were appreciated and refined beyond their
relationship with Japanese designs. As we shall see, there are numerous enconchados whose
formal details emerge not only in response to Japanese nanban objects but also potentially
Chinese lacquerware, as well as enconchados made by the Gonzalez brothers and others. This
speaks to the active and selective nature of the process whereby enconchados were made.

The market for enconchados was never very large, and, seemingly, the Gonzélezes were
the only artists who dedicated themselves exclusively to their making. However, there are a
handful of enconchados signed by Nicolas Correa, Agustin del Pino, Pedro Lopez Calderdn,
and a certain Rodulpho. In recent years, many enconchados have appeared on the market
and in museum collections; most of them are anonymous and show remarkable contrasts,
in terms of drawing, palette, use of mother-of-pearl inlay, paintwork over such inlay, and
varnish. This suggests that while some works were likely made by the Gonzalezes, others
were made by painters who only occasionally dabbled in enconchados.

The case of Nicolds Correa is particularly interesting, since, like Miguel and Juan
Gonzilez, he was active in the 1690s; but, unlike them, Correa made both enconchados and
paintings that were not inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Nicolds Correa Gomez was baptized
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on October 10, 1657.2° He was the son of Tomasa Gémez and Joseph Correa; the latter was
the brother of Juan Correa, who was one of the most famous painters of his time. Nicolds
Correa was Miguel and Juan Gonzilez’s senior by several years, but he was younger than
Tomds Gonzilez. Correa’s few signed works let us affirm he was a skilled painter whose
technique varied depending on the kind of paintings he was making.

We do not know how Nicolas Correa got involved in the making of enconchados, but
it was perhaps through Tomds Gonzilez, who was also an active member of the guild
of painters. In 1696, Correa signed one enconchado depiction of Christ at the Wedding,
here the painting technique is adapted to highlight the luster of mother-of-pearl, yet the
artist used solutions that are very different from those used by the Gonzalezes. The black
background usually found on enconchado frames appears in this case on the back wall and
the floor, offering an appealing contrast with the luminosity derived from the many tiny
fragments of shell used on the wall to simulate frames, and on the floor to imitate marble.
On the left, very small pieces of shell are inlaid in the tableware exhibited on the counter.

This is the only known enconchado scene that uses a black background to bring out
mother-of-pearl’s luminosity, and it demonstrates that by the 1690s, fondness for encon-
chados was sufficiently widespread that at least one artist based in Mexico City and unre-
lated to the Gonzdlezes was familiar with the technique, even as he continued to regularly
make paintings that did not use mother-of-pearl inlay.?” This suggests that the success of
Miguel and Juan Gonzélez did not result from the fact that they were the only artists able
to make fine enconchados in New Spain, although they seemed to be particularly renowned
for their work in this medium.

Another example of an artist who dabbled in enconchado is Agustin del Pino, whose
works might have been made by the 1690s and 1700s.?® Del Pino made at least three encon-
chados; he was a competent painter, able to depict beautiful and expressive faces. He was also
very familiar with mother-of-pearl inlay work. In Del Pino’s enconchados, mother-of-pearl
tends to have irregular forms, albeit edges are usually rounded; luminosity is achieved by
combining mother-of-pearl’s shine with painted light effects. The upper edge of the chasuble
of Del Pino’s Saint Francis Xavier from the Museo de América shows delicate touches of gold
paint, which highlight the underlying shine of the mother-of-pearl inlay in the saint’s clothes.

Both Del Pino and Rodulpho made enconchado frames like those by the Gonzélezes.
The identity of Rodulpho is a mystery; Rodulpho seems to be a first name; we do not know
his last name and cannot relate him to any of the artists of the period. He signed only one
work, a Virgin of Guadalupe, which shows very small pieces of mother-of-pearl, whose
shine is noticeable only when viewed up close. The depiction shows a thin, low-contrast
paint layer, while the frame exhibits schematized flowers, as well as branches, leaves, and
grape clusters. Mother-of-pearl inlay appears in the central part of both flowers and grapes.
The solution is quite simple, but both the palette and the figures suggest that Rodulpho was
familiar with enconchado frames made by his contemporaries.

Other extant enconchado frames show very different solutions. An anonymous Virgin of
Guadalupe in the Museum Franz Mayer in Mexico City exhibits a very limited palette, with
a predominance of yellow and light brown. Regular pieces of mother-of-pearl are assembled
in a mosaic-like arrangement. The underlying shine of shell is easily noticeable under the
paint layer, which suggests it was made by an experienced artist. For that reason, it is inter-
esting that the enconchado frame displays an unusual combination of red ground with a few
grape clusters and birds made of cutout pieces of mother-of-pearl. Unlike most enconchado
frames, this uses little painting in gold and the leaves are not sketched with black lines.
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Nanban lacquer was clearly not the model for this frame; instead, the red ground might
have been inspired by Chinese red lacquer, although the use of mother-of-pearl to depict grape
clusters and birds indicates a familiarity with enconchado frames made in colonial Mexico.
Also worth mentioning are an Immaculate Conception and a Joseph with Baby Jesus in the
Monastery of Descalzas Reales in Madrid. These anonymous works were made jointly; the
depictions show a delicate painting work and a skilled mother-of-pearl inlaid technique, with
very regular pieces of mother-of-pearl whose shine is easily noticeable even at a distance. The
frames are very appealing as well; they are made of assembled whole pieces of shell, whose
borders are sometimes slightly cut to make the form of flowers, leaves, birds, and even
butterflies. While the repertoire itself is not unique, the solution is exceptional and totally for-
eign to Japanese lacquer. Both the scenes and the frames suggest the work of a very skilled art-
ist, probably one of the Gonzilezes. In any case, these works confirm that the frames were so
important, that they could well be the most original and valuable part of such enconchados.

Conclusion

Enconchados shed light on the little-known artistic relationship between colonial Mexico
and Japan in the early modern era. This relationship was facilitated by the fact that, since
the 16th century, artists and audiences in colonial Mexico had incorporated artistic styles
and techniques from different origins, giving birth to new artistic forms. Enconchados’
design and technique relate, respectively, to both Japan and Europe. They are one among
many artistic productions inspired by Asian objects, but they are outstanding for their origi-
nality and for what they reveal about the implications of artistic globalization in Spanish
American art, taste, and everyday life.

While the historiography of enconchados is considerable, there are still many unanswered
questions about these objects. This includes how painting techniques were adapted to enhance
the shine of the shell. Since many of the most impressive enconchados are series depicting
historic subjects signed or attributed to the Gonzalezes, which have remained in Spain since
the colonial period, research on enconchados has tended to focus on them; so we know top-
quality works better than any other kind of enconchados. However, many people in Mexico
City owned simpler enconchados, which must have often been made by painters who were not
specialized like the Gonzalezes. For this reason, to better understand the true scope of encon-
chados, further research should examine the technique of works signed by other artists, as well
as those anonymous pieces whose features suggest that they were not made by the Gonzélezes.

Notes

1 The viceroyalty of New Spain was formally founded by the Spanish in 15335. In the English-speaking
world, “colonial Mexico” is the name that is often used to refer to it, and for this reason that is the
name that will be used in this essay, even though “New Spain” is more historically accurate.

2 In the last years, a few books published in English have addressed this subject. Particularly worth
mentioning are José Luis Gasch-Tomas, The Atlantic World and the Manila Galleons. Circulation,
Market, and Consumption of Asian Goods in the Spanish Empire, 1565-1650 (Leiden, Boston: Brill,
2019); Asia and Spanish America: Trans-Pacific Artistic and Cultural Exchange 1500-1850, eds.
Donna Pierce and Ronald Otsuka (Denver: Denver Art Museum, 2009), and the exhibition catalogue
Made in the Americas: The New World Discovers Asia (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2015).

3 In Japanese, nanban literally means “southern barbarians,” and it was the term used to refer to the
Catholic Europeans who settled in the Kyushu area after the Portuguese and the Jesuits arrived in
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Japan’s shores, in 1543 and 1549, respectively. In the 20th century, the term nanban was adapted
to refer to artworks—mainly lacquer and folding screens—derived from those foreigners’ presence
in Japan. See the essay in this volume by Anton Schweizer.

4 Joan Corominas, Diccionario critico etimolégico castellano e hispdnico, vol. Il (Madrid: Gredos,
1980), 836.

5 Yayoi Kawamura Kawamura, “La laca japonesa de exportacion en Espaiia. Del estilo Namban al
pictorico,” Archivo Espainol de Arte 82, no. 325 (2009): 87.

6 These comments are slightly adapted from Sonia Ocafa Ruiz and Rie Arimura, “Japanese Objects
in New Spain. Nanban Art and Beyond.” Colonial Latin American Review 31, no. 3 (2022): 329.

7 The members of this seminar are Alejandra Cortés Guzman, Verdnica Zaragoza, and Xochipilli
Rossell, from the Museo Nacional del Virreinato, as well as Armando Arciniega, Daniel Meléndez,
and Perla Téllez, from the Laboratorio CODICE at the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e His-
toria and Sonia Irene Ocafa Ruiz, from the Universidad Judrez Auténoma de Tabasco. The series
of the Allegories of the Apostles Creed by Miguel Gonzdlez has 12 panels; six of them are in the
Museo Nacional del Virreinato, and the other six belong to Patrimonio Artistico, Banco Nacional
de México; the series of the Conguest of Mexico is composed of six panels, four of which are in
the Museo Nacional del Virreinato, while the other two belong to the Franz Mayer Museum. The
original folding screen had 12 leaves; it was separated into two halves sometime before 1965. The
other half is now in the Brooklyn Museum; it depicts the Battle of Belgrade and a hunting scene.

8 Sonia I. Ocana Ruiz, “Nuevas reflexiones sobre las pinturas incrustadas de concha vy el trabajo
de Juan y Miguel Gonzalez,” Anales XXV, no. 102 (Primavera 2013): 157. This series, as well
as the Allegories of the Apostles Creed and the Life of the Virgin also mentioned here, have been
previously discussed in the same source, as well as in Sonia I. Ocafia Ruiz, “Enconchados, gustos,
estrategias y precios en Nueva Espaifia,” Anales XXXVII, no. 106 (2015): 75-112.

9 “Se tas6 en 60 rs doze tablas las once...con marcos de perlas embutidos en nacar...historias de la
vida de la Virgen todas echura de Yndias.” Angel Aterido Ferndndez, Juan Martinez Cuesta &
José Juan Pérez Preciado, Colecciones de pinturas de Felipe V e Isabel Farnesio: inventarios reales
(Madrid: Fundacién de Apoyo a la Historia del Arte Hispanico, 2004, V. II): 120.

10 The first reference to this collection is found on Gustavo Curiel, “El efimero caudal de una joven
noble. Inventario y aprecio de los bienes de la marquesa dofia Teresa Francisca Maria de Guadalupe
Retes Paz Vera (ciudad de México, 1695),” Anales del Museo de América, niim. 8 (2000): 65-101.

11 Ocana Ruiz, “Nuevas reflexiones,” 171-4.

12 Guillermo Tovar de Teresa, “Documentos sobre ‘enconchados’ y la familia mexicana de los
Gonzilez,” Cuadernos de Arte Colonial 1 (1986): 101.

13 Paula Mues Orts, La libertad del pincel. Los discursos sobre la nobleza de la pintura en la Nueva
Espania (Mexico City: Universidad Iberoamericana-Departamento de Arte, 2008): 395.

14 Tovar de Teresa, “Documentos,” 101.

15 The earliest dated work is a Virgin of Guadalupe signed by Miguel Gonzélez in 1692, which in
1985 was in a private collection in Mdlaga, Spain. Agustin Clavijo Garcia, “Pintura colonial en
Malaga y su provincia,” Andalucia y América en el siglo X VIII (Sevilla: Escuela de Estudios His-
paonamericanos, 1985): 112.

16 The following information about the Gonzélezes family is slightly adapted from Sonia Irene Oc-
afia Ruiz, "Enconchados: Japio, Nova Espanha, mestigagens artisticas e os Gonzélez. In As Amé-
ricas em perspectiva: das conquistas as independéncias, orgs. Hevelly Ferreira Acruche and Bruno
Silva (Juiz de Fora: Editora UFJF, 2023), 62-63.

17 On December 4th, 1663, Tomas Gonzilez de Villaverde married Maria de Islas in Mexico
City. México matrimonios, 1570-1950, FamilySearch database, https://familysearch.org/ark:/
61903/1:1:JHTW-5X, last modified 17 February 2020, Thomas Gonsales de Villaverde, 1663.
On February 16th, 16635, the couple baptized their son Miguel Gonzdlez. México bautismos,
1560-1950, FamilySearch database, https:/familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:N8B3-2PV, last mod-
ified 10 April 2020, Tomas Gonsales in entry for Miguel Gonsales, 1665. Oddly enough, their son
Miguel Gonzilez de Yslas was baptized on October 7th, 1666. México bautismos, 1560-1950,
FamilySearch database, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:N5SH2-QZ]J, last modified
10 April 2020, Miguel Gonzales de Yslas, 1666. In the absence of more information, we can only
assume that their son Miguel, born in 16635, died at an early age and the couple gave the same name
to the boy who was born the following year, who would eventually become an enconchado painter. For
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his part, Juan Gonzélez was baptized on 15 July 1675, México bautismos, 1560-1950, FamilySearch
database, https:/familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:NRB1-ZH4, last modified 10 April 2020,
Tomas Gonsales in the entry for Juan Gonsales Isla, 1675. That is, he was Miguel’s junior for al-
most nine years. Tomds Gonzélez and Maria de Islas had several other sons and daughters: Their
daughter Teresa Gonzélez was baptized on October 24, 1668. México bautismos, 1560-1950,
FamilySearch database, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:N8BQ-2HS, last modified
10 April 2020, Thomas Gonzales in entry for Teresa Gonzales, 1668; on March 16th 1670, it
was Maria Gonzilez de Villaverde’s turn, México bautismos, 1560-1950, FamilySearch data-
base, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:NKNB-TFD, last modified 10 April 2020, Thomas
Gonzales de Villaverde in entry for Maria Gonzales de Villaverde, 1670; on February 19th 1671,
Tomds Gonzéilez and Maria de Isla baptized their son Francisco Gonzélez de Isla, México bautis-
mos, 1560-1950, FamilySearch database, https:/familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:N8BW-22X,
last modified 10 April 2020, Thomas Gonsales in entry for Fransisco Gonsales de Ysla, 1671;
on July 10th, 1672, the couple baptized their son Antonio Gonzalez, and on March 7th, 1683, it
was Tomas Francisco Gonzalez de Islas’ turn México bautismos, 1560-1950, FamilySearch data-
base, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:N1MB-H]JS5, last modified 10 April 2020, Thomas
Francisco Gonzales de Islas, 1683. Out of all of them, the only we have some information about
is Antonio Gonzélez, who was born in July 1672, México bautismos, 1560-1950, FamilySearch
database, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:NSH2-LZQ, last modified 10 April 2020, To-
mos Gonsales in entry for Antonio Gonsales, 1672 and was admitted as an apprentice of barber
in 1688 (Tovar de Teresa, “Documentos,” 100).

18 Julieta Avila Hernandez, El influjo de la pintura china en los enconchados de Nueva Espaiia
(Mexico City, INAH, 1997, Coleccion Obra Diversa); Rodrigo Rivero Lake, El arte Namban en el
Meéxico virreinal (Madrid: Estilo México Editores, Turner, 2005); Virginia Armella de Aspe, “La
influencia asidtica,” La concha ndcar en México (Mexico City: Grupo Gutsa, 1990).

19 Yayoi Kawamura Kawamura, “Obras de laca Namban en Espaiia. Sintesis de la globalizacién bajo
la monarquia hispdnica,” in Arte y globalizacion en el mundo hispdnico de los siglos XV al XVII,
eds. Manuel Parada Lopez de Corselas and Laura Maria Palacios Méndez (Granada: Universidad
de Granada, 2020), 539.

20 Concepcion Garcia Saiz, “Precisiones al estudio de la obra de Miguel Gonzalez,” in Coloquio Internac-
ional Extraordinario. Manuel Toussaint. Su proyeccién en la historia del arte mexicano (Mexico City:
Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México-Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 1992), 105-16.

21 Ocaiia Ruiz, “Enconchados: gustos, estrategias y precios,” 92-94.

22 Tovar de Teresa, “Documentos,” 101.

23 México matrimonios, 1570-1950, Family Search database, https:/familysearch.org/ark:/61903/
1:1:JHTX-6QQ, last modified 17 February 2020, Juan Gonsales de Mier, 1697.

24 Meéxico, Distrito Federal, registros parroquiales y diocesanos, 1514-1970, FamilySearch database,
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:QJ8B-QBS5X, last modified 23 February 2021, Juan
Gonzales de Mier in entry for Antonio Lino Gonzales de Aguilar, 1698.

25 Meéxico, Distrito Federal, Registros Parroquiales y diocesanos, 1514-1970, FamilySearch data-
base, https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:939Z-RXVY-7?i=701&¢cc=1615259& person
aUrl=%2Fark %3A%2F61903 %2F1%3A1%3AQJ8B-7LWY, Juan Gonsales de Mier, 1702.

26 Meéxico, Distrito Federal, registros parroquiales y diocesanos, 1514-1970, FamilySearch database,
https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:QJ8B-3YMQ, last modified 23 February 2021,
Nicolas Correa Gomes, 1657.

27 These comments are slightly adapted from Ocafia Ruiz, “Gustos, estrategias y precios,” 89-90.

28 One document from 1687, another one from 1693 and two from 17035 related to a certain Agustin
del Pino are now known to exist. In 1687, he married Maria Xaviera de Robles México mat-
rimonios, 1570-1950, FamilySearch database, https:/familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:JHTV-
2LB, last modified 17 February 2020, Agustin del Pino, 1687. In 1693 the couple baptized their
daughter Ana Maria. México, Distrito Federal, registros parroquiales y diocesanos, 1514-1970,
FamilySearch database, https://familysearch.org/ark:/61903/3:1:939Z-RG7L-3..., last modified
20 May 2014, Asuncién Sagrario Metropolitano (Centro), Bautismos de espafioles 1685-16935,
image 737 of 929; parroquias Catélicas, Distrito Federal (Catholic Church parishes, Distrito
Federal). In 1705 Agustin del Pino married Maria Xaviera de Guadalupe. México matrimonios,
1570-1950, FamilySearch database, https:/familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:JHTH-9MS, last
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modified 17 February 2020, Agustin del Pino, 1705. Gabriela Sdnchez Reyes located a proceed-
ing before the marriage of Agustin del Pino, a Spanish widow, with Maria Xaviera de Guada-
lupe. The document does not mention Del Pino’s occupation, but it does say that his witness
Tomads de Sosa was a master of painting. Gabriela Sanchez Reyes, “Los mulatos en el gremio
de pintores novohispanos: el caso de Tomds de Sosa,” Boletin de Monumentos Historicos
13 (Mayo—Agosto 2008): 4-15. Further information will be needed to confirm that the Agustin
del Pino mentioned in these documents was the painter who authored enconchados, but the
fact that a painter was the witness to his wedding is suggestive, since artists were often related.
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2.4
NANBAN LACQUER

Global Styles and Materials in a Japanese
Cabinet

Anton Schweizer

The so-called “Ambras Cabinet” in the Kunsthistorisches Museum (KHM) in Vienna is a
small piece of furniture meant to be set up on top of a table for keeping writing materials
and valuables (Figures 2.4.1 and 2.4.2).! The cabinet was produced in Japan for European
customers during the decades around 1600, and belongs to a larger group of Japanese lac-
quers, ceramics, textiles, and metal work, as well as paintings and prints, that are commonly
termed “Nanban art.”? Nanban, literally “Southern Barbarians,” was one of the monikers
given by the Japanese to foreigners arriving from any southerly direction. The term refers, es-
pecially, to the Portuguese (who reached the Japanese islands in 1543) and the Spanish (who
landed there with increasing frequency following a dynastic union with Portugal in 1580).
Nanban art includes both objects that were made for export and others that were made for
the domestic Japanese market to satisfy a growing demand for foreign styles and materials.

The Vienna cabinet’s design is hybrid. It combines shapes, styles, and subject matter that
are neither entirely Japanese nor fully European.’ In fact, there are additionally numerous
elements borrowed from other cultures, making the cabinet a prime example of the pro-
cesses of global exchange in what has been called the early modern global age. The cabinet
can be compared with a vast number of objects made around the same time in Japan,
China, and other Asian countries. Comparison allows us to recognize typologies; identify
models that the makers used; and deduce which kinds of materials, techniques, and visual
styles were appreciated by their clients—European, Japanese, or otherwise. In particular,
the Vienna cabinet can provide insight to the reception of such artifacts in late Renaissance
collections. Travel accounts, inventory entries, and painted or drawn representations, as
well as architecture built for the purpose of housing such collections, can give us an idea
about what kind of non-European objects were collected, the reasons for their acquisition,
and the system of ordering principles governing their arrangement.

A Hybrid Object

The Vienna cabinet is block-shaped. Its front accommodates seven drawers organized in three
registers. The lower and middle registers each hold three drawers, the upper register a single
one that is, however, decorated in a way to suggest another three. All drawers can be locked.
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Figure 2.4.1 Japanese (Momoyama). Cabinet. Late sixteenth to early seventeenth century. Pigmented
lacquer on wood with decoration in gold and mother-of-pearl. 31 cm x 42.5 cm X 29 cm.
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, ©KHM-Museumsverband.
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Figure 2.4.2 Top view of Figure 2.4.1. ©KHM-Museumsverband.
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Metal fittings reinforcing the corners and carrying handles on both sides make the cabinet
sturdy and easily transportable.

What turns this simple shape into a sumptuous piece of furniture is the exuberant dec-
oration with gold and iridescent mother-of-pearl on a background of black lacquer. All
drawers, the sides, and top of the cabinet are framed with bands of geometric ornamenta-
tion. Each field inside of these frames contains a different motif. Most are composed from
plants, among them ivy (tsuta), maple (kaede), mandarin orange (tachibana), bell flower
(kikyo), and camellia (tsubaki). One drawer is decorated with maritime shells and seaweed.
Another one features a miniaturized coastal landscape with rocks and sailboats. The top of
the cabinet shows a garden scene with flowers and trees, cavorting birds, and a checkered
textile screen (see Figure 2.4.2).

East Asian lacquer (urushi) is made from the sap of a tree. It can be applied to a wide
range of core materials and creates a water, heat, and alcohol-resistant coating. Lacquer is
appreciated in East Asia for its decorative appeal, even more than because of these practical
benefits alone. Pigmented lacquer has an outstandingly deep color—jet black and bright
scarlet are most prevalent—and can be polished to mirror gloss. In order to create a per-
fectly smooth surface, great care is given to preparing and priming before the actual top
layers are applied. In the early modern period, lacquer was a quintessential material for
luxury goods. On pieces of the very best quality a buildup of dozens or sometimes even
hundreds of layers is not unheard of. Nanban lacquers are, however, typically made with
largely simplified techniques, since the European customers were not willing to pay the
exorbitant prices for top quality.*

A special domain of Japanese lacquerers was, and still is, the application of gold and sil-
ver powder to painted designs while they are still fresh and adhesive. Maki-e, or “sprinkled
picture,” is a technique that allows limiting the amount of precious metal to a minimum
while simultaneously achieving the striking effect of gold-on-black “painting.” A range of
color hues can be achieved by using different gold alloys, particle sizes, and methods of
sprinkling.

Inlays of mother-of-pearl (raden), in turn, are made from thin pieces of clamshell. These
are cut into shape and glued to the wooden core before the process of lacquering begins.
On the finished piece, the inlays are flush with the lacquered surface. Although known and
practiced in Japan for centuries, mother-of-pearl was at the time of the cabinet’s production
primarily associated with products from Korea, southern China, Taiwan, and the Ryukya
islands.

Scientific analysis of the materials and techniques employed has confirmed that the Vi-
enna cabinet was indeed made in Japan.’ However, its angular object shape and construc-
tion with lockable drawers depart considerably from local tradition. Most importantly,
there is no precedent for the extremely dense ornamentation. Japanese lacquers before the
late sixteenth century can be conceived typically as decoration systems that integrate all
sides of the object into one continuous design. Edges and corners are usually rounded.
Large expanses of undecorated lacquer create an airy and elegant atmosphere, while the
main motifs are often positioned asymmetrically in one half or even one corner of the sur-
face. Even in cases where geometrical ornamentation was used—for instance, ceremonial
objects such as sutra boxes or sword cases—*“allover” compositions that wrap seamlessly
around the edges are the rule. The cabinet with its extremely dense compositions that are
neatly separated by geometric frames would have certainly been experienced as foreign by
Japanese beholders at the time.
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Intriguingly, the inspirations for this kind of decoration came not from one single source
but from diverse origins. The object shape is European. The frames with checker, ladder,
or zigzag ornaments in mother-of-pearl inlay find striking parallels in northwest Indian
rosewood furniture.® Although the flowers and plants in the framed fields are conventional
in Japanese art, their style and dense arrangement here seem to have their sources of in-
spiration in Islamic painting and crafted objects—compelling similarities with illuminated
manuscripts from Safavid Persia have been noted.” Inspirations from such distant and di-
verse origins moved with relative ease in the padroado, the Portuguese seaborn sphere of
influence sanctioned by the pope, with bases in Hormuz, Goa, Malacca, and Macao. It has
been often hypothesized that the Portuguese customers provided the Japanese lacquerers
with model pieces that they had brought with them from India. Although this is indeed
convincing, it is often overlooked that Japan was tied into networks of cultural exchange
long before Europeans reached its shores, and therefore had ample experience in appreciat-
ing and imitating foreign styles.

Japan in the First Global Age

Since the Portuguese and Spanish dominated the European presence in the archipelago until
their eventual expulsion in 1639, the history of Nanban art has been conventionally told as
a bilateral encounter between Japan and Iberia. This narrative has at least in part been car-
ried by the Eurocentric idea of an “Age of Discoveries” that unilaterally credits the Euro-
peans for their exploratory impetus. It has furthermore been fueled by an influential fiction
constructed during the nineteenth century which pictures Japan as a forgotten paradise,
inhabited by people who dwell in harmony with nature, self-contained and idiosyncratic.
As a consequence, western discussions of Nanban art have often focused on issues of style,
as well as the anecdotal, and ostensibly naive, quality of pictorial representation. Japanese
research has, in turn, often concentrated on a small number of “masterworks” and the flat-
tering, yet stereotyping, notion that Japan was once international before the two-century-
long hiatus of isolationism under the Tokugawa shogunate (1603-1868). What such an
uncritical reading blanks out is how complex and varied the inter- and transcultural en-
counters were. It also obscures how all players in the game followed multilayered agendas
of appropriating and re-inscribing the products of other cultures for their own purposes.

When the Portuguese reached Japan’s southern island of Kyushu around the middle of
the sixteenth century they found themselves in a country that had been fighting an inter-
necine civil war for the past seventy years. The highest ceremonial authority in the coun-
try, the imperial court in Kyoto, was impoverished and politically marginalized. Also the
shogunate, the samurai government that had usurped political power three and a half cen-
turies ago, had in the meantime become powerless. Instead, dozens of warlords (daimyo)
competed for influence and wealth. Along with destruction and carnage, these fierce rival-
ries also brought a boom of local cultural centers and technical innovation. Especially in
Kyushu, a traditional hub for international exchange, many warlords invited the European
merchants in the hope of obtaining a share in the highly profitable trade. As the sixteenth
century went on, the European presence also increased in the central region around the
capital of Kyoto and even in the remote northern regions of the main island.

Nevertheless, when these Europeans arrived in Japan they met much older communi-
ties of Chinese, Korean, and Southeast Asian residents. The Japan of the Nanban age was
far from the isolationist archipelago under the Tokugawa regime—on the contrary. In the
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decades around 1600, one could find Japanese neighborhoods in what is today Danang (Vi-
etnam), in Phnom Penh (Cambodia), and in the vicinity of Manila (Philippines). Japanese
trade ships regularly visited Anping (Taiwan) and Macao (China) where they caused trou-
ble and were intermittently expelled. The royal court of Ayutthaya (Thailand) was guarded
by a corps of samurai mercenaries.®

Two famous missions brought Japanese people to Portugal, Spain, and Italy. The first
(Tensho mission, 1582-1590) was orchestrated by the Jesuits as a propagandistic coup.
The emissaries, four Japanese teenagers from samurai families who had been converted
and educated by the Jesuits, were received in audience by the Spanish King Philip IT and
Pope Gregory XIII.” The second (Keichd mission, 1613-1620) was sent by the warlord
Date Masamune with approval of the Tokugawa shogunate. The ambassador, the samurai
Hasekura Rokuemon, met with Philip IIl and Pope Paul V.*° In the wake of the second mis-
sion, dozens of Japanese traders stayed back for several years in Acapulco to conduct their
business. Separate groups of Japanese settled permanently in Guadalajara (Mexico), where
they can be traced in documents until the eighteenth century, and in Coria del Rio (near
Seville, Spain) where descendants still live today.

In the reverse direction, the movement of persons toward Japan included not only the
European protagonists of merchants and missionaries but also much larger numbers of
crew members, passengers, and enslaved people from Africa, South and East Asia, and
the Americas. Beyond this still relatively limited movement of humans, the exchange was
primarily performed by merchandise of all kinds. This unprecedented movement of ob-
jects introduced not only materials and styles but also ideas and concepts to the players
in the network. To single out just one example of cultural transfer, there is the folding
screen (byobu). Whereas folding screens with individually framed panels were developed in
China, the Japanese invented paper hinges, which enabled a continuous surface that could
be painted. Through the transpacific trade this object type was first adopted in New Spain
under the derived term biombo. Subsequently, it was introduced to Europe where it became
a standard piece of furniture under names such as the French paravent (“against the wind”)
or the German Spanische Wand (“Spanish wall”)."!

To sum up, until the gradual implementation of an isolationist policy, Japan was an
active participant in global exchange processes of objects, ideas, and people. Japan’s rapid
inclusion to these processes was possible because the country had already been party to
what some scholars have termed the “East Asian Mediterranean”—the Japan, South China,
and Philippine Seas—for a long time.!? In this context, it is not surprising that Japanese
styles were also imitated elsewhere. The Vienna cabinet was evidently manufactured in
Japan. However, recent scientific analysis has shown that a considerable number of Nan-
ban objects were produced with slightly different materials and techniques in other Asian
locations.!’ The Nanban style therefore appears to be a transnational and inherently hybrid
phenomenon that emerged first in Japan with decisive impulses taken from Portuguese,
Chinese, and South and Southeast Asian sources and subsequently spread over a larger
geographical area.

Foreign Styles in Japan

Nanban lacquers can be largely categorized into three subgroups. The Vienna cabinet be-
longs to the first group, secular objects made for foreign clients. A second group is made up
of Christian liturgical implements (miniature altars, lecterns, host pyxes), the vast majority
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Figure 2.4.3 Japanese (Momoyama-Edo). Pyxis. Early seventeenth century. Pigmented lacquer on
wood with decoration in gold, silver, and mother-of-pearl. 9 x 11.6 cm (J). Nagoya,
Tokugawa Art Museum. ©Tokugawa Museum Image Archive/DNPartcom.

of which were commissioned by members of the Jesuit order (Figure 2.4.3). Some of these
items were likely intended for immediate use by priests and converts in Japan, but they also
appear to have been given frequently as presents to the all-important sponsors of the mis-
sionary enterprise in Europe and along the trade routes. The objects of this second group
often carry the insignia of the Jesuit order, the acronym IHS for “Iesus Hominum Salvator”
(Jesus, savior of humanity. Also a contraction of IHEOYZE, Greek for Jesus) with the three
nails of the cross surrounded by an aureole. Due to the shogunate’s growing hostility to-
ward Christianity, which eventually turned into prohibition and persecution, only very few
such objects survived in Japan.

The third subgroup of Nanban lacquers was produced for the domestic Japanese
market. The object shapes are therefore traditional, the foreign style manifested in the
decoration. Figural subjects are usually adopted from contemporaneous Japanese screen
paintings depicting the Southern Barbarians. The illustrated inkstone container (suzurib-
ako; Figure 2.4.4) is designed to hold writing implements such as brush, paper knife, water
dripper, ink cake, and inkstone. The lid of the almost square container is decorated with the
representation of an Iberian man and his greyhound. Great care is given to the man’s cloth-
ing, a tight-fitting blouse with ruffle collar and voluminous breeches (Por. calcdo). A rapier
dangles from his hip—its strangely ornamental hilt betrays that the lacquerer was not famil-
iar with this weapon and may have mistaken it for something akin to a Buddhist pilgrim’s
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Figure 2.4.4 Japanese (Momoyama-Edo). Inkstone container. Late sixteenth to early seventeenth
century. Pigmented lacquer on wood with decoration in gold and silver. 4.3 x 22 x 20.8 cm.
Kobe, Kobe City Museum. ©Kobe City Museum/DNPartcom.

staff (shakujo). The man’s physiognomy is rendered in specific detail with an edgy skull,
a pronounced nose, and fleshy ears. It has been persuasively demonstrated that Japanese
painters customized long-established iconographies of “others” such as Indian disciples of
the Buddha (rakan) and Daoist immortals (sennin) for depictions of both Caucasian Nan-
ban and their dark-skinned slaves.'* A final element of confounding strangeness is provided
by the dog, a creature utterly unfamiliar to Japanese eyes and dramatically different from
the much smaller indigenous breeds.

Nanban lacquers for the domestic market do not, however, always feature straight-on
depictions of the foreigners. Rather, exoticism is often transported through materials
and patterns. Our example is a tiered food container (jubako; Figure 2.4.5). It consists
of five shallow compartments, staggered one on another and covered with a flat lid. The
walls of the individual compartments and a broad frame on the lid are decorated with a
rhythmic sequence of differently patterned bands. Some contain floral scrollwork—aptly
termed “Nanban vines”—but others are solid bands of gold, silver, lead, or mother-of-
pearl. The aesthetic of striped patterns was obviously inspired by textiles from India
and Southeast Asia brought to Japan by Portuguese ships. These textiles are commonly
subsumed under the Japanese term sarasa, a term derived from the Portuguese word
saraga.” Inside the frame on the lid is a scene of two Chinese literati and their boy at-
tendant standing under a pine tree. This subject, a generic vision of cultured leisure,
presents the popular Chinese subject as a “pastoral,” a geographically and historically
remote realm inhabited by sage scholars.
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Figure 2.4.5 Japanese (Edo). Tiered food container. Seventeenth century. Pigmented lacquer on
wood with decoration in gold, silver, lead, and mother-of-pearl. 27 x 19.5 x 21 cm.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. ©Metropolitan Museum of Art/Artwork in
the public domain.

The appreciation of foreign objects had a long tradition in Japan. For centuries before
the arrival of the Europeans, items not only from China and Korea but many other Asian
countries were collected by elite samurai and aristocrats. Famously, the shogunal court
built a massive collection of imported artifacts during the Muromachi period (1392-1568).
Next to scroll paintings and ceramics, lacquers—often decorated with mother-of-pearl in-
lay—were one of the major categories of this collection. The shogunate employed curators
(dobaoshit) who specialized in sophisticated practices of display, repair, authentication, and
record-keeping. Imported goods were generally labeled with the term karamono, or “Tang
dynasty things.” Literally, this term refers to the dynasty that ruled China in 618-907. In
reality, however, karamono meant, in a characteristically flexible manner, any kind of im-
ported wares from other Asian countries.!®

Evidence from texts and archaeological excavations shows that by the end of the six-
teenth century Kyoto was the site of a thriving market operated by specialized dealers of
imported wares (karamonoya).'” This indicates that the rich cachet that was transported by
such goods—of luxury, prestige, sophistication, and access to limited flows of international
trade—had become accessible for anyone with the necessary means, irrespective of their so-
cial standing. The newly emerging groups who took up collecting karamono were warlords
and wealthy merchants. In a sense, Nanban wares (both European and South and Southeast
Asian items) were conceived of as just another manifestation of karamono.
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How were domestic or imported Nanban artifacts used and perceived? The primary
purpose of the tiered food container would have been to bring prepared dishes to elegant
banquets or picnics. Often, however, such objects would be set up in conspicuous places
such as in the reception room’s decorative alcove (tokonoma) or, in case of an outdoor
picnic, as an eye-catcher in front of a folding screen or a textile curtain (manmaku). Lav-
ishly decorated objects like this would certainly have drawn comments and compliments
from the guests, an important ceremonial and social practice in Japan. Similarly, the ink-
stone container would have served not only as an object of utility and a luxury item that
manifests the wealth of its owner, but, rather, when deployed on a writing desk or on the
decorative shelves in a mansion’s formal room, it would oftentimes be closely inspected and
discussed by the visitors.

Finally, the Japanese appreciated all three Nanban lacquer styles. According to a tra-
ditional hypothesis, the Japanese domestic market categorically disregarded the Nanban
lacquers of the first and second styles—secular and liturgical items manufactured on foreign
commission. Japanese audiences, the assumption goes, found these objects defective both in
quality and style and exclusively patronized the third, domestic Nanban style. The univer-
sality of this claim, however, has to be questioned. One counterexample is a lidded trunk in
an Italian private collection that has been identified as the one that was given as a present
by Hasekura Rokuemon to Pope Paul V in 1615, during the so-called Keicho mission.'
The trunk belongs to the first Nanban style. It is highly unlikely that for a diplomatic gift
of this outstanding significance, a style would have been selected that was associated with
poor quality and taste.

Another counterexample concerns the adoption of stylistic elements from the first and
second Nanban style for domestic commissions of lacquer objects for projects of political
significance. Art historian Kobayashi Koji has recently discussed a miniature shrine (zushi)
that is kept at the temple Richi’in in Misaki city (Osaka Prefecture). It was custom-made to
house a small sculpture of the hegemon Toyotomi Hideyoshi in his deified persona of the
Toyokuni Luminous Deity (Toyokuni Daimyo6jin). Although the donor cannot be identified
with ultimate certainty, it is obvious that he or she must have belonged to the close retainers
and relatives who built up a posthumous cult for the late ruler. The quality of the miniature
shrine’s lacquered decoration is excellent, as would have been appropriate for a high-profile
donation. The style conforms largely with what is today termed Kodaiji #maki-e. However,
underneath the sprinkled gold decoration we find irregularly and coarsely shaped specks
of mother-of-pearl inlay that are otherwise characteristic of Jesuit and secular Nanban ob-
jects. Again, it is inconceivable that the donor of an icon for a prestigious, highly visible,
and politically relevant cult would have selected a style that could have been regarded by
anyone as unrefined or defective. Rather, it seems likely that foreign styles and materials
were swiftly adopted to preexisting iconographies and consciously deployed in contexts
where the transported signification—exclusive taste and access to rare import wares—was
considered appropriate. Similar strategies were used in Europe.

Reception in Europe

Before the Vienna cabinet came into the Kunsthistorisches Museum it was preserved at
Schloss Ambras near Innsbruck in Austria’s mountainous region of Tyrol. With some likeli-
hood, it is identical with an inventory entry from the collection of the Habsburg emperor
Rudolf IT (1552-1612) in Prague." It may have come to Ambras either soon after Rudolf’s
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death or toward the end of the Thirty Years’ War. Rudolf’s was widely regarded as one of
the most important collections of Renaissance Central Europe. Ambras, in turn, housed its
own, important collection that was created earlier, during the second half of the sixteenth
century by Rudolf’s uncle, Archduke Ferdinand II of Tyrol (1529-1595). After Ferdinand’s
death, his collection was incorporated into Rudolf’s in Prague, but it is unclear if the cabi-
net was part of this transaction or came from somewhere else.?” Such complicated—and
often difficult to ascertain—provenances are typical for this period.

The Austrian Habsburgs acquired large amounts of non-European items as gifts from
their cousins, who ruled Spain and, intermittently, Portugal. In addition, they maintained
an extensive network of agents and intermediaries who scouted for items directly in Lisbon
and Seville. Ferdinand’s and Rudolf’s collections belonged to a specific type of universal col-
lection termed in German “Kunst- und Wunderkammer” (chamber of art and wonders).?!
The fundamental idea of these “curiosity cabines” was that of a microcosm that mirrored
the macrocosm. The collection should allow its creator (the ruler) and its anticipated audi-
ence (the ruler’s court, fellow princes, and educated travelers) to learn about and under-
stand the entire universe in a combination of a scientific and a religious mindset—god was
understood as the ultimate inventor. Learning in such collections (often called “theater” in
contemporary writing) took place through direct observation and, notably, manipulation,
since the visitors were encouraged to touch and handle the collectibles.

The Flemish Samuel Quiccheberg (1529-1567), librarian for the Bavarian Duke Albert
V (1528-1579) and author of a groundbreaking treatise about how to systematize such col-
lections, stated “It is recommended that these things be brought together here in the theater
so that by their frequent viewing and handling one might quickly, easily, and confidently be
able to acquire a unique knowledge and admirable understanding of things.”??

If possible, custom-built architecture was to be used. The collections in Ambras and Mu-
nich, for instance, were each housed in the second floor of a specifically designed building.
The walls were covered with paintings. Taxidermic animals were hung from the ceilings.
Smaller objects were kept in collection cupboards. The main ordering categories were (1)
artificialia, man-made objects, especially skillfully made works of art; (2) naturalia, natural
objects such as minerals or animals; (3) scientifica, scientific and technical instruments, also
devices to illustrate natural phenomena; (4) exotica, unusual and rare objects from distant
world regions; and (5) mirabilia, wonders of nature. Human ingenuity in creating art and
science was understood to mirror divine ingenuity in creation of nature and the universe.?

Although Nanban cabinets were produced in considerable numbers in the early modern
period, they still were exceedingly rare and costly objects and therefore present in many
Kunst- und Wunderkammer. Like other non-European objects, East Asian lacquers were
predominantly categorized as exotica or mirabilia. The specific geographic and cultural
place of creation was often unknown and didn’t matter much. Well into the eighteenth
century, descriptions and inventories rarely identify Nanban lacquers as Japanese. Instead,
they were commonly labeled as “Indian” (de la India, d’Inde, Indianisch).** The principal
allure of such objects was not their design or workmanship but rather their distant origin
and strange materials, many of which were unknown and could at the time not be repli-
cated in Europe.

In stark contrast with the Jesuits residing in Japan, who often possessed a remarkable
knowledge about the material and manufacturing techniques, lacquer remained a mystery
to most beholders in Europe.” Many texts mistake lacquer for other substances—frequent
misidentifications are ebony, metal, pottery, polished leather, or semiprecious stone.
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These associations persisted even once the nature of the material was better understood. A
German account of the aforementioned Tensho mission traveling through Catholic south-
ern Europe remarks:

The [Japanese]| nobles wear [their swords in] costly, artful, and beautiful scabbards.

These are made from a beautiful, black, and glossy mixture that contains mother-of-

pearl and other beautiful colors. [This material] is made with such skill and perfection

as if it were a naturally grown, homogenous stone.?

Although lacquer is understood here to be a human-made “mixture,” it is still associated
with stone. Stone, in turn, is imagined to “grow” over time thereby enclosing particles such
as minerals or gold. The main point of interest was not the subject or style but the mysteri-
ous material and the inimitable workmanship. Visitors to these European collections must
have been surprised when encouraged to touch the cabinet: contrary to their expectations,
the lacquered surface would not have been cold as stone, but at room temperature. Smaller
lacquer objects that could be lifted must have weighed surprisingly little to those expecting
mineral density.

Another source of enthrallment would have been the inlays of mother-of-pearl. Brendan
McMahon has recently discussed examples of Mexican feather-work (objects made from
or covered with birds’ feathers) in Spanish collections of curiosities and pointed to the
“chromatic instability” of such materials.?” Birds’ feathers are often iridescent, their color
value changes depending on the angle of lighting and the beholder’s position. The feather
objects would have found counter pieces in a variety of contingent pictorial materials that
are known to have been in such collections—for instance, anamorphic pictures that show
a distorted subject if observed from the usual, frontal viewpoint but display the subject
correctly if the picture is regarded from an oblique angle; ambiguous imagery that can be
read as two different representations, most famously the paintings by Giuseppe Arcim-
boldo, which show either a still life or a portrait; or “turning pictures” painted on lamellae
that show a different subject according to the position of the beholder. McMahon makes
the point that feather objects would have worked together with such contingent images as
evidence for the subjectivity of human sight and as object lessons for arguments about the
unreliability of visual perception proffered by skeptical philosophy.?® It stands to reason
that the numerous kinds of mother-of-pearl objects documented for cabinets of curiosities,
including Nanban lacquers, fall likewise into this body of contingent materials. Not only
would the mother-of-pearl inlays change in color from white to green and pink when ap-
proached, but the haptics of the material lacquer would confound the visitor who likely
expected a feeling akin to glass or polished stone. The incorporation of Nanban lacquers
into cabinets of curiosity therefore constituted a dramatic act of re-inscribing, made pos-
sible due to the fundamental openness of all artifacts for interpretation in these spaces.
Intriguingly, this openness was to some extent pre-envisioned by the Japanese creators of
such objects.

Visual Bilingualism

Maybe more so than in other cultures, works of art were designed in early modern Japan in
such a way that they could “function” in a wide variety of contexts and with different audi-
ences in mind. Subject matter could generate distinct meanings for recipients from discrete
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social, educational, political, or sectarian affiliations. To give just one example, “bird and
flower painting” (kachoga) was one of the principal genres in Japanese art. It can be found
in small-format paintings on album sheets or fans but also in mid-sized hand scrolls and
hanging scrolls, as well as in the monumental formats of folding screens and sliding doors.
Derived bird-and-flower motifs were frequently used on textiles, metal work, ceramics, and
lacquers. In the most generic sense, this kind of subject matter can be understood as “fes-
tive” or “auspicious.” Blossoming plants and songbirds can evoke the season of spring and
thereby a renewal of the annual cycle. If other species of plants and fowl are deployed, the
reference changes to another season.”

To an educated audience the same subject unfailingly connoted a well-known trope or
even a specific line from a poem. One of the characteristics of Japanese poetry is its use
of established keywords (utamakura) that trigger a wide range of aesthetic, emotive, and
intellectual associations such as correlating season, mood, and literary precedent.’® The
keywords can be expressed equally in spoken word, writing, or picture. For the members
of an educated elite the same flowering branch could also point to a famous site where this
species of tree was growing, a historical anecdote from that location, or to a prominent
family that carried the blossoms on their crest. Bird-and-flower subjects were deployed in
order to claim lineages with Chinese painterly lineages or also for encrypting teachings of
the Buddhist Zen school. Of course, these mechanisms work only for an educated recipient
who is familiar with the convention. On uneducated Japanese and the Portuguese audiences
these subtle messages were lost. Nevertheless, they could understand the subject on a more
generic level.

The Jesuits skillfully adopted this potential of subjects to convey simultaneous meanings
to distinct audiences for their missionary pedagogy. They would, for instance, commission
folding screens with depictions of picnics and music-making in the open—conventional
Japanese subjects—that were executed in a hybrid European-Japanese style. Paintings of
this kind opened numerous avenues for discussing western culture, civilization, and ul-
timately the Christian religion with curious visitors. For the uninterested, however, they
would still be functional “genre paintings.” This strategy has been called “visual bilingual-
ism.”3! The potential to make sense for audiences from different cultural backgrounds is a
frequent characteristic of hybrid objects in general.

I find the concept of bilingualism helpful also for discussing Nanban lacquers. What
is remarkable about compositions such as the garden scene on the top of the Vienna
cabinet (see Figure 2.4.2) is that, despite the obvious strangeness in style, they could
resonate closely with Japan’s contemporary mainstream art such as a folding screen
showing Poppies at a Fence.’? For European audiences, in contrast, the main appeal lay
in the cabinet’s materiality—we noted the mysterious substance of lacquer, the confus-
ing visual appearance of mother-of-pearl, and the “naive” ornamentation that blended
Islamic and East Asian elements. This dramatic strangeness was, however, mediated and
domesticated through the familiar object shape and the obvious purpose as a container
for small items.

To conclude, Nanban lacquers are a typical product of the Global Renaissance. They
were developed in Japan on Portuguese commission, yet utilizing inspiration from South
Asian goods. Objects in the Nanban style were not only produced in Japan but also in and
around the major harbors that were frequented by the Europeans, Chinese, and Islamic
trading communities. They were custom-tailored for the eyes and hands of specific target
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audiences but simultaneously retained certain elements and qualities that were experienced
by these very target audiences as characteristic for what they assumed to be the region of
origin—an “Indian” object for the Europeans and a “karamono” for the Japanese. Both in
Japan and in Europe, the novel materials, object types, and decoration systems were quickly
adopted and integrated into preexisting social practices, iconographies, and negotiations of
self and other.?
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2.5

THE GLOBAL RENAISSANCE IN
COLONIAL MEXICO

The Case of Talavera Poblana Ceramics

Meha Priyadarshini

A kitchen in a well-to-do colonial Mexican home would have had a wide variety of spices
and dried goods, such as pepper, cloves, cinnamon and cacao beans, that were stored in
different kinds of vessels.! Some of these foodstuffs were considered valuable enough to be
kept under lock and key in jars like the one pictured in Figure 2.5.1. Today this jar is de-
scribed as belonging to the talavera poblana style, the name given to the ceramic tradition
that developed in the city of Puebla de los Angeles in New Spain (colonial Mexico) in the
early modern period. This name also harkens back to Mexico’s connection with Spain since
the term “talavera” refers to the Spanish city of Talavera de la Reina, which was also fa-
mous for its ceramics.? Artisans in colonial New Spain initially used techniques and designs
from the Spanish majolica tradition that they were familiar with to establish their industry.
However, with the influx of goods from Asia and the influence of local Indigenous tradi-
tions, a distinct style began to emerge that differed markedly from its Spanish counterpart.
The ceramics produced in Puebla were consumed widely in colonial Latin America from the
seventeenth century onwards, used in regions as far away as Peru.’ Their local significance
continued into the postcolonial period and today these ceramics are one of several local
products that are given the official denomination of the “Pride of Mexico” by the national
government.*

Talavera poblana ceramics, like the other objects of the Global Renaissance rep-
resented in this volume, reflect the meeting and melding of several artistic traditions.
The jar pictured in Figure 2.5.1 is made using techniques introduced from Spain, but
its form and much of the decoration is inspired by Chinese porcelain objects that were
readily available in colonial New Spain. In this essay, I will present a brief history of
talavera poblana ceramics to show that the rapid transformation and cross-fertilization
of cultural forms that defines the concept of Global Renaissance was happening be-
yond Europe.’ Through specific examples of talavera poblana objects, I will argue that
colonies, rather than European metropoles, could be places that generated new tastes,
styles and aesthetics that had a wide impact. Yet, while we might celebrate these new
craft traditions that were born out of the increasing global connections of the early
modern period, we need to stay attuned to what was replaced by these novel crafts.
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The Global Renaissance in Colonial Mexico

Figure 2.5.1 Chocolatero (chocolate jar), tin-glazed earthenware. Puebla, Mexico, c¢. 1725-75.
Chicago, Art Institute of Chicago.

In colonies, Indigenous crafts were often suppressed and erased, and Indigenous peo-
ples were not allowed to become master craftsmen, even in crafts that had relied on
Indigenous knowledge. The birth of new crafts in the Global Renaissance often came at
the cost of Indigenous traditions and ways of making.®
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The Destruction of an Indigenous Craft/The Birth of a New Colonial Craft

Prior to the Conquest, many Indigenous communities in Mesoamerica had sophisticated ce-
ramic traditions, a great majority of which were destroyed or transformed by the arrival of Eu-
ropeans. Bernal Diaz del Castillo, one of the chroniclers of the Conquest of Mexico, wrote that
there was a specific section dedicated just to pottery in the great market of Tlatelolco in the city
of Tenochtitlan.” He remarked that “every sort of pottery made in a thousand different forms”
was available in this market. After the Conquest, this marketplace ceased to exist and the people
who bought and sold things in it found much of their world reduced to ruin. Some craftsmen
managed to continue working despite the immense loss of life, but the availability of the diver-
sity of Indigenous goods was severely reduced in the destruction caused by the Conquest.

This disruption might have been one reason why potters from Europe began producing
ceramics in New Spain. Yet, another reason was to establish a local industry to reproduce
a lifestyle of affluent consumption typical of Europe. Evidence of this can be seen in the
architecture, urban planning and fashion of the colonial period, where much cost and ef-
fort were expended to make cities and people look like they would in Europe. Access to
decorative items and tableware that resembled what was available in Europe would have
been a welcome addition in the lives of the colonial elite. However, like the new cities and
buildings that were established in the colony, the ceramics made in New Spain were not just
imitations of European versions, but rather developed into distinct styles that eventually
distinguished the colony from the metropole.®

The earliest evidence of potters from Spain producing earthenware in colonial New Spain
is from the sixteenth century in Mexico City, the colonial city built on top of the preexisting
Aztec-Mexica city of Tenochtitlan.” This particular group of potters perhaps moved from
Mexico City to Puebla or another group became active there in the late sixteenth century, to
eventually form an industry that became one of the largest ceramic-producing centers in New
Spain. Puebla as a city was built anew. It was established in 1531 in a location that was not
settled by Indigenous communities, although there were Indigenous towns and villages close
by. With the establishment of Puebla, Crown officials were hoping to create a purely Spanish
city where they could limit contact between the Indigenous and Spanish populations, which
unsurprisingly proved to be impossible. Puebla became an important religious and economic
center of the colony, rivaling Mexico City in wealth and grandeur. For the purposes of this
essay, it is also important to note that Puebla was an ideal location for ceramic production
since it had access to clay deposits, raw sodium for glazes and a ready water supply.'°

In addition to having these important natural resources readily available, artisans in
Puebla could also rely on local Indigenous knowledge to establish their new ceramic indus-
try. In the precolonial period, Cholula, a town roughly ten kilometers from Puebla, was a
vibrant religious and economic hub for the central Mexican region.'! It was known to pro-
duce several crafts, such as polychrome pottery, textiles, feather works and jewelry.!? Diaz
del Castillo commented on the pottery of Cholula, writing: “They make very good pottery in
the city of red and black and white clay with various designs, and with it supply Mexico and
all the neighbouring provinces as, so to say, do Talavera or Placencia [sic] in Spain.”! Diaz
del Castillo was not only impressed with the quality of the ceramics produced in Cholula but
also recognized that they were sent to other regions, much in the same way as the ceramics of
Talavera and Valencia in Spain. The ceramics produced in Cholula are believed to have ritual
and spiritual significance in the Indigenous communities and were in demand by the highest
echelons of the society, including by the emperor Moctezuma (Figure 2.5.2).'
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Figure 2.5.2  Polychrome bowl, Mixteca-Puebla style. Cholula, Mexico, c. 1200-1521. Chicago, Art
Institute of Chicago.

After the Conquest, Cholula no longer retained its former privileged position, and the
crafts that were so prized in the region began to wane, especially the pottery. This is not to
say that the knowledge and craftmanship died out completely. Recent research has shown
that many Indigenous potters continued to work, incorporating new techniques and designs
into their work, but the elaborate polychrome wares that were produced in pre-Conquest
times were no longer produced after the mid-seventeenth century.!> Moreover, in the colonial
period, Indigenous ceramic production was mainly for quotidian objects, and Indigenous-
style ceramics were no longer adorned with pictographic motifs that had ritual significance
but rather with decoration that was for aesthetic value.!® The Indigenous ways of knowing
that were communicated through the Cholula polychrome wares were lost with the demise
of the craft. Those pre-Hispanic ceramics were replaced by the blue-and-white, and later
polychrome, glazed earthenware of Puebla that became a favorite with the colonial elite.

The talavera poblana industry could not have been established without the knowledge
and skills of local, Indigenous craftsmen. For example, their expertise would have been nec-
essary for the very foundational step of locating the clay deposits. In the production of zala-
vera poblana, two different types of clay were used, a black clay and a pink clay, which had
to be quarried in different sites. The two clays were mixed and then put into water tanks
to improve their quality and plasticity.!” We do not have sources that document the very
early years of the ceramic industry in Puebla, but the period of experimentation with local
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materials would have relied on local knowledge, which when combined with European
tools and techniques, such as the potter’s wheel, the updraft kiln and glazing technology,
led to the creation of a highly successful industry in Puebla. It was, however, an industry
established in the wake of the destruction of a previous one.

Meeting of the East and the West—The Global Renaissance
in Colonial Mexico

The concept of the Global Renaissance challenges assumptions about Europe’s exception-
ality. The idea that the Renaissance was “global” sprung from arguments that there was
not just one Renaissance, the one in Europe, but that parallel movements took place in
other regions as well.'® The term also refers to the fact that the rejuvenation of the arts, in
Europe and elsewhere, was partly due to contact with other parts of the world. In the case
of Europe, links with the Islamic World were important in the development of crafts such
as ceramics, glasswork and textiles."”” Contact with Muslim trade networks also made it
possible for Europeans to have access to commodities from further afield, such as India and
China. It has been argued that Chinese porcelain was a significant avenue through which
knowledge of Chinese art entered Europe. The objects showed up in European works of art
as early as the 1460s, and ceramic industries around Europe attempted to create their own
versions of the blue-and-white ware throughout the early modern period.?

As mentioned earlier, talavera poblana ceramics are also representative of the Global Re-
naissance since they were born out of a meeting of several artistic traditions. These objects
are also a reminder that intercultural exchanges were possible beyond Europe in the early
modern period. This latter point is particularly important because even when historians
admit that the Renaissance was dependent on cross-cultural exchanges, Europe remains
the center of the world in that narrative. When talavera poblana ceramics are included
in the corpus of Global Renaissance objects, Europe is no longer the fulcrum around which
the world revolves and it becomes possible to see colonial New Spain as a center rather
than a periphery.?' Such a reorientation, while seemingly deliberate on our part today, was
only natural for those who lived or traveled to New Spain in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, and saw it as an important hub of the early modern world.

Bernardo Balbuena, a Spanish cleric who traveled to New Spain at a young age, wrote
a poem, La Grandeza Mexicana (1604), in which he described the colony as a place where
the entire world met: “In you Spain meets with China/Italy with Japan, and finally/an en-
tire world of trade and order.” He also wrote that Mexico City was “the richest and most
opulent city/The one with the greatest trade and the largest treasury...”?> Thomas Gage,
the English friar who traveled to what he called the “West Indies” in the mid-seventeenth
century recounted repeatedly the opulence that he observed in the Spanish American colo-
nies. Of Mexico City he wrote:

It is a by-word that at Mexico there are foure things faire, that is to say, the women,
the apparell, the horses, and the streets. But to this I may adde the beauty of some of
the Coaches of the gentry, which doe exceed in cost the best of the Court of Madrid
and other parts of Christendome; for there they spare no Silver, nor Gold, nor pre-
tious stones, nor Cloath of Gold, nor the best Silkes from China to enrich them. ...
The streets of Christendome must not compare with those in breadth and cleannesse,
but especially in the riches of the shops which doe adorn them.?
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Like Balbuena, Gage argued that the beauty and opulence he saw in Mexico City surpassed
that of Madrid and other places in Europe.

Spanish America’s relative wealth at the time was due to the fact that it produced a sig-
nificant amount of silver. As a result, the colony had access to many of the worldly goods
of the period. The colonial populace, much like its European counterpart, especially de-
sired Asian commodities, such as Chinese silks and ceramics. The transpacific trade, often
known as the Manila Galleon Trade, brought in Asian goods to Mexico on ships that plied
the waters between Acapulco and Manila on a yearly basis, if not more frequently.?* The
Spanish Crown disapproved of this trade. The powers in Spain feared the loss of silver and
argued that the trade disadvantaged local industries in Spain, which could not compete
with the Asian goods that were so desired in the colony. The insistence on continuing the
transpacific trade despite the Crown’s objections was a way in which the colony asserted its
agency against the metropole, even if the intention was not to reject colonial rule but rather
to protect the interests of the merchant elite of the colony.?

The goods that were brought in via the transpacific trade had a wide-ranging impact on the
local culture by introducing new forms, techniques and tastes. As discussed earlier, Chinese
porcelain had an impact on European artistic sensibilities and ceramic production techniques.
A similar phenomenon occurred in colonial Latin America, but due to the long-standing focus
on European consumption of Asian goods, the impact of the same commodities in colonial
Latin America was not incorporated into global histories until fairly recently. These same
blue-and-white objects that captured the fancy of Europeans were also popular in colonial
Mexico, but were not always used in the same way they were used in Europe. Moreover, the
local ceramics that reflect inspiration taken from Chinese porcelain look markedly different
from European ceramics that were also borrowing from Chinese aesthetics.

Many of the shapes, the decorative schemes and motifs found in the talavera poblana
repertoire can be traced to Chinese porcelain. The artisans in Puebla borrowed from Chi-
nese models in their own manner, to suit local markets. They used techniques from the
European tradition to make shapes and designs that were by inspired Chinese porcelain.
The chocolate jar in Figure 2.5.1 is evidence of this trend. It is based on the Chinese guan
shape, a jar that in China would possibly have been used to store wine (Figure 2.5.3).2° In
colonial Mexico, such jars could be both decorative and utilitarian. A larger jar of a similar
shape is used as decoration in an eighteenth-century building in the center of Mexico City.?”

The use of such jars for the storage of cacao beans speaks to a very particular local use
of Chinese porcelain. In Europe, the popularity of Chinese porcelain surged with the popu-
larity of tea. In Mexico, on the other hand, there is no evidence of tea drinking, because
chocolate was so popular. In addition to the guan-shaped jar, people in colonial Mexico
also incorporated Chinese porcelain cups into their accoutrements for the consumption of
chocolate. These porcelain cups were referred to as jicaras, a word that comes from the Na-
huatl xicalli, a term for vessels used to drink chocolate, which were often made of gourds.?
The use of an Indigenous word to refer to a Chinese porcelain object is yet another example
in which the colonial society’s use of foreign commodities did not follow the same patterns
as in Europe. In fact, consumers of chocolate in Spain, taking a cue from the colony, started
referring to the ceramic cups they used to drink chocolate as jicaras.”’

The ways in which artisans in Puebla chose to adopt Chinese models into their craft also
did not follow European trends. Evidence of the concerted effort to borrow from different
artistic traditions can be seen in the guild ordinances of the potter’s guild of Puebla, which
was established in 1653. The 1682 amendments to the ordinances included specific items
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Figure 2.5.3 Guan jar, porcelain with underglaze blue. Jingdezhen, China, before 1600. Excavated
from San Diego shipwreck (1600) off the coast of the Philippines. Manila, National
Museum of the Philippines.

that stipulated exactly how potters were to imitate foreign ceramics. The first such item stated
that the finest ware had to be painted using a technique known as aborronado, which came
from the Moorish tradition of filling in blank spaces with dots. The second item stipulated
that in order to have a variety, some objects were to be painted like those of Talavera de la
Reina in Spain. A third item indicated that the fine ware should be “painted in the manner of
the ceramics of China.”’ Potters were probably already doing all of these things before the
ordinances were published, but through these stipulations we see that they were officially being
encouraged to borrow from different styles, including Chinese porcelain. In addition to having
an impact on the designs of talavera poblana ceramics, it has also been argued that Chinese
porcelains might have had an impact on improving production techniques in Puebla, since pot-
ters tried to build finer clay bodies for their wares in an effort to imitate Chinese porcelains.!

The Making of a Local Craft in a Colonial Context

The use of Chinese designs for local creations was not just a case of imitation. Chinese mo-
tifs and designs were rendered more familiar with important modifications that made the
objects locally legible. Returning again to the chocolate jar, the decorative scheme consists
of dividing the surface in different panels with a central motif in each pane, similar to the
Chinese porcelain jar seen in Figure 2.5.3. The lappets and scrolls and other motifs used to
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create the separate sections are also seen on Chinese porcelains, but the bird in the center is
not Chinese. It could be that the inspiration to paint a bird came from Chinese objects that
depicted the feng huang, often erroneously referred to as the Chinese phoenix, a mythical
creature in Chinese philosophy. However, the bird on the chocolate jar more closely resem-
bles the gueizal, a bird native to the Mesoamerican region, that can be distinguished by its
long, feathered tail. The quetzal was considered sacred by many Indigenous groups and its
feathers were used in art work in both precolonial and colonial periods. Motifs based on
the quetzal had appeared in sculptural form on religious buildings and it is similarly found
on ceramics.’? The bird would not have held the same importance in the colonial culture as
it did in pre-Hispanic times, but through motifs found on objects like talavera poblana jars,
its symbolic importance continued into the colonial period, even if the culture for which it
had been important had been greatly diminished.

In yet another earthenware jar made in Puebla, Chinese and Indigenous motifs are com-
bined in a way that shows how craftsmen in New Spain drew upon various artistic traditions
to give visibility to Indigenous motifs and ideas (Figure 2.5.4). In this jar, the surface is again
divided into distinct sections, each containing a central motif. The bands and scrolls are
inspired by Chinese, European and Hispano-Moresque designs, the latter being particularly
visible in the scrolls on the very top and bottom, which resemble the Kufic script.’* The cen-
tral motif on this jar combines different elements from Chinese and Indigenous traditions.

Figure 2.5.4 Jar, tin-glazed earthenware. Puebla, Mexico, c. 1700. New York, Hispanic Society of
America.
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It consists of a nopal cactus in a body of water with a crane perched on top. The crane, a
symbol of longevity in China, was often depicted on porcelains. This peculiar combination
of Chinese and Mesoamerican flora and fauna was only possible in colonial Mexico. It re-
sembles a powerful symbol in pre-Hispanic mythology of the legend of the founding of the
city of Tenochtitlan. According to the legend, when the Mexica people were looking for a
place to settle, their deity Huitzilopochtli told them to look for the sign of an eagle sitting
on a cactus in a body of water. It was believed that Huitzilopochtli himself had taken the
form of an eagle and perched himself on a cactus in an outcrop in the middle of the lake of
Tetzcoco.** The Mexica settled in the marshy area where they saw this apparition and went
on to establish the city that became the seat of the Aztec-Mexica Empire.

Those familiar with this legend would have thought of it when they saw something
similar depicted on a talavera poblana jar, even if the bird in question was a crane rather
than an eagle. The overall design of the jar is reminiscent of Swatow ware, a particular
style of ceramics that was exported in large quantities from China. The cactus is foreign
to the Chinese design, but its inclusion suggests assimilation rather than disruption. The
jar shows the skill of the craftsmen in colonial Mexico in blending a variety of motifs and
artistic traditions into a coherent style, a style that became characteristic of Puebla and
later of the Mexican nation. The modern national flag of Mexico is adorned by the em-
blem of an eagle perched on top of a cactus. The survival and perseverance of this image
throughout the colonial period was partly due to objects such as these talavera poblana
ceramics.

We cannot know the exact circumstances under which Indigenous motifs, such as the
quetzal or the cactus, were included in the talavera poblana style. Did an Indigenous crafts-
man have enough influence in a workshop to be able to make designs that included such
motifs? Or had they become a part of the wider visual culture of the colonial society for
the creole population to also accept them as part of their own heritage? We know that the
guild ordinances do not at any point recommend that Indigenous crafts be imitated in a way
that they encouraged the copying of Chinese or European ceramics. We also know that the
guild leaders tried to control who could practice the craft, and especially who could become
master craftsmen. The 1653 ordinances specifically stated that only men of Spanish descent
could take the exam to become master craftsmen. Black, mulatto or any other people of
“disturbing” color were not permitted.>* Such exclusion suggests that there was a desire to
keep the community “pure,” just like the founders of the city of Puebla had hoped it would
be a “Spanish” city. At the same time, evidence has shown that in the late seventeenth
century, the guild of potters active in Mexico City did allow mestizos to become master
craftsmen, and in Puebla mestizo and mulatto men were taking exams to become master
craftsmen by the eighteenth century.’

We might not have the evidence that could help us understand the conditions under
which these designs were created, but several objects depicting the quetzal and cactus mo-
tifs have survived.?” Such objects are proof that in the eighteenth century in Puebla not only
was it possible to create such motifs, but they were in demand, and the objects that bore
them were cherished and preserved. These ceramics were defining and becoming part of the
visual and material culture of a society that in the eighteenth century was starting to see
itself as having an identity that distinguished it from the metropole.

Such sentiments of a desire to show a distance, or some independence, from Spain can
be seen in the writings of Spanish and creole men living in Latin America in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries. Bernabé Cobo, a Jesuit priest who lived in Peru in the
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seventeenth century and wrote a history of the New World, was aware of the ceramics
produced in Puebla:

They make such select pottery that is so well glazed that the [pottery] from Talavera
[in Spain] is no longer needed because a few years ago they started imitating the [pot-
tery] of China in these parts and it is very much like it, especially that which is made
in Puebla de los Angeles in New Spain and in Lima...?

In the eighteenth century, another clergyman, Juan Villa Sanchez, also praised the ceramics
made in Puebla, and like Cobo remarked on their similarity with Chinese porcelain:

The pottery that is made in Puebla is so fine and exquisite that it equals or exceeds
that of Talavera and Cartagena, thus achieved by the determination of the potters of
Puebla, who emulate and try to make objects that resemble the ceramics of China;
there is much of this pottery, especially that of the most ordinary kind, which is con-
sumed the most in the kingdom.*

These comments express that the colonies were becoming self-sufficient and no longer
needed ceramics from Spain, especially because they had become adept at imitating Chi-
nese porcelains, which were more highly regarded. Since New Spain was colonized by the
Spanish, in trying to understand the crafts produced there, we might look to the metropole
to see how European traditions might have had an impact on colonial society. While this
is a valid approach, talavera poblana ceramics, and the comments made about them, are
a reminder that in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there were people in colonial
Latin America who were very consciously looking in the other direction, to Asia. In early
modern New Spain an artistic Renaissance was happening beyond, and in spite of, Europe.

Conclusion

Today talavera poblana ceramics are a national symbol in Mexico. Along with the chile ha-
banero and tequila, these earthenware objects are seen to represent Mexico on the interna-
tional stage. The celebration of these ceramics as national products obfuscates their history
as objects of the Global Renaissance, a phenomenon that colonial Mexico participated in.
Today the style is said to look unmistakably “Mexican” and is easily identifiable, but as I
have shown here, it developed out of the meeting of European, Hispano-Moresque, Chinese
and Indigenous artistic styles, all of which were present in colonial Mexico due its place as
a hub of global trade in the early modern period. The craftsmen of colonial Mexico, and
of Puebla in particular, were responsible for combining local materials and knowledge with
techniques and designs from Europe and China to create a style that eventually was known
in distant parts.

The contemporary celebration of talavera poblana ceramics also elides the history of the
way in which these objects replaced the equally rich tradition of ceramic production from
Cholula. Today there are strict rules in place to protect the tradition of talavera poblana
that stipulate how exactly the ceramics should be produced. In order to be able to say
that their ceramics are “genuine” Talavera poblana, craftsmen have to follow methods of
production from the early modern period, such as using unmechanized potter’s wheels and
employing traditional formulas and recipes. Great effort is expended to maintain a high
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standard and preserve the tradition as it was developed in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. We can admire such efforts, but at the same time lament the loss of Indigenous
ways of making ceramics because similar efforts were not made to preserve those traditions.

Finally, it also has to be recognized that the industry that developed this craft was very
exclusionist. In the early years of establishing their workshops in colonial New Spain, ar-
tisans from Spain probably willingly relied on the help of Indigenous craftsmen, but when
they formed their guild, they wanted to exclude those very same people. The jars, basins,
cups and tiles made in the talavera poblana style in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
represent the messy and contradictory realities in which they were produced. They serve as
symbols of the global connections that brought distant artistic traditions together, but also
represent the exclusionary practices that kept people apart and certain groups oppressed.
Both of these opposing currents have to be studied together in order to comprehend what
made the Global Renaissance possible.
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29 Priyadarshini, Chinese Porcelain, 119.
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30 Ordinances printed in Antonio Pefafiel, Cerdmica mexicana y loza de talavera de Puebla época
colonial y moderna (Mexico City: Imprimir y Fototipia de la Secretaria de Fomento, 1919), 35-6.

31 Florence Lister and Robert Lister, Andalusian Ceramics in Spain and New Spain: A Cultural Reg-
ister from the Third Century BC to 1700 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1988), 235.

32 Jorge Enciso, Design Motifs of Ancient Mexico (New York: Dover Publications, 1953), 94.

33 George Kuwayama, Chinese Ceramics in Colonial Mexico (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press,
1997), 81-3.

34 Barbara E. Mundy, The Death of Aztec Tenochtitlan, the Life of Mexico City (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 2021), 1.

35 “Que no se pueda admitir 4 examen de dicho oficio, 4 ningtin negro, mulato, ni otra persona
de color turbado, por lo que importa que lo sean de toda satisfaccion y confianza.” in Pefiafiel,
Cerdmica mexicana, 35.

36 Priyadarshini, Chinese Porcelain, 151-2.

37 For other examples of talavera poblana items that depict the quetzal see the chocolate jar in the
Metropolitan Museum of Art (Accession no. 11.87.7), a jar in the Victoria and Albert collection
(Accession no. C.33-1931), jar in the Yale University Art Gallery (Accession no. 2019.65.1), jar
in Moore Galley of Decorative Arts at University of Illinois Urbana-Champagne (Accession no.
2022.13.1), chocolate jar in the Museo Franz Mayer Collection, and fragment of jar in the Reeves
Collection of Ceramics at the Museums at Washington and Lee University.

38 Bernabé Cobo, Historia del Nuevo Mundo, Tomo 1 (Seville: Imp. De E. Rasco Taveras, 1890), 243.
Translation mine. Spanish original: “Labrase tan escogida loza y tan bien vedriada, que no hace falta
la de Talavera, porque de pocos a.os a esta parte han dado en contrahacer la de China y sale muy
parecida a ella, particularmente la que hace en Puebla de los Angeles en Nueva Espafia y en Lima...”

39 Juan Villa Sanchez, Puebla sagrada y profana: Informe dado a su muy ilustre ayuntamiento el aiio
de 1746 (Puebla: Impreso de la Casa del Ciudadano Jose Maria Campos, 1835), 38. Translation
mine. Spanish original: “... la Loza de que se labra mucha en la Puebla, tan fina y tan primorosa,
que 6 iguala, 6 esce de 4 la de Talavera y 4 la de Cartagena de las Indias llega 4 conseguir el empefio
de los poblanos Alfareros, emular y asemejar el primor de la Loza de la China; de esta hay mucha
saca, especialmente de la mas ordinaria, que tiene mas consumo en el Reyno.”
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