Ewer Made for the Indian Market
Guangzhou, China, 18th century

Copper enamel

31cm high, 23cm wide

The vessel is formed from beaten copper to give a shape that is clearly non-Chinese and was designed
for a client in the Middle East or India, with a flattened pear-shaped body and long slender spout and

handle. Its surface is painted with a rainbow of painted enamels. The crafting of ewers was an industry

that flourished in Iran and spread from there to Iraq and Egypt. The shape is also seen in Mughal Indian
miniatures of the mid-seventeenth century.! Different forms of ewers and the roles they played were
manifold. They were employed to pour water for bathing, for hand-washing, or for wudu (obligatory
ablutions before prayer). Ornamental ewers were also used to decorate the palaces and houses of

amirs and sultans.? A highly ornamental vessel of this style with non-figural decoration would be suited to

either domestic or ritual use.

This ewer was produced in Guangzhou, where, from the second half of the eighteenth century, artisans
in small workshops manufactured enamel goods of the highest quality, some destined for court and
some for export.2 The artisans were used to producing foreign shapes and decorations. In this case, the
form of the ewer clearly derives from Indian metalwork. lts decoration, on the other hand, is entirely
Chinese. Shaped, repoussé panels on each side contain peony flowers and ripe peaches, symbolising
beauty, nobility and long life. Peony scrolls wind round the foot and beneath the mouth, while the main
ground is covered with a dense, brocade-like pattern and repeating scrolls in red and black. The
decoration recalls that seen on painted enamels made for the Qing dynasty court. However, this vessel
was clearly made for export. The skilled enamel decorators in Guangzhou had a common repertory for

goods, reproducing patterns and styles they were familiar with, even on shapes that were not.
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