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Princess Mary Stuart
(1662-1694)

Detail from Jan Verkolje Portrait of 
Queen Mary II of England (c. 1688), oil 
on canvas, 40 x 32 cm. National 
Portrait Gallery



Chinese 
lacquer cabinet

Limewood and Coromandel 
lacquer, 1695, h. 215 cm, 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.



Constantijn Huygens 
(1596-1687) 

Caspar Netscher Portrait of 
Constantijn Huygens in his seventies 
(1672), oil on panel, 27 x 23 cm. 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.





Huygens to Mary 21 September 1685
‘to no higher purpose then to see the walls of some 
miserable cabinet decked and adorned forsooth with 
our unhappy ruines […] dissolving, turning, severing and 
disjoining the noble collection of those manyfold
chosen and selected characters, containing in our 
excellent Asiatic language the wittiest speeches, 
proverbs, emblems, parables, paradoxes and other 
higher mysteries, could be found such incontestable 
testimonies of our nations high and transcendent 
wisdom above all other people of the world, in the very 
center of which we know - in despight of your foolish 
cosmographers - our Empire situated from all eternity.’



“The same sort of scandal [would be] if a peece of 
your best – though in comparison of ours but 
poore and miserable European – pictures did fall 
in our hands, and we came to have the boldness to 
cut it up in peeces and abuse and dispose of it in 
the like shamefull a manner as is said above”



“do not understand how to make 
shadows, and don’t know  how to 
temper their colors with oil. This is 
the reason why their paintings 
appear very dead and pallid, and 
look more like dead corpses than 
like living figures.”

Joan Nieuhof, Het gezantschap der 
Neêrlandtsche Oost-Indische Compagnie, aan 
den grooten Tartarischen Cham, Amsterdam, 
1665.

Qian Gu, Portrait of Laozi, 1539.



“Those who say that Chinese 
paintings do not represent 
shadows, criticize what they 
actually should have praised. 

[...] The better the paintings, 
the less shadow they have; 
and in this respect they are far 
superior to the painters from 
our part of the world.”



“[…]true and legal interpretation of these noble characters
expressed in your sayd precious skreene, whereby at least you 
are to acquire a something more advantageous opinion of 
the most high and divine Empire of China. “



Coromandel screen, China, late 17th century, 
wood and painted lacquer, 56 cm x 159 cm,
Museu Medeiros e Almeida, Lisbon



Chinese mirror in N. Witsen, Noord en Oost Tartarye, Amsterdam 1705, p. 750.



Nicolaes Witsen
(1641-1717)

Detail from Michiel van Musscher, Portrait of Nicolaas Witsen
wearing a Japanese robe (1688), oil on canvas, 54 x 48 cm. 





Gijsbert Cuper
(1644-1716)

Detail from Jan de Baen, Portrait of 
Gijsbert Cuper, c. 1680, oil on canvas, 133 
x 112 cm, Historisch Museum Deventer.



Found in Western 
Han dynasty (206 
BCE – 9 CE) tomb in 
Changsha, Hunan
province, China. 
Diameter 14.4 cm, 
289 g.

© Changsha Municipal
Museum



Metal mirror found near Irbit (Siberia), from 
Philip von Strahlenberg (1676-1747), Das Nord-
und Östliche Theil von Europa und Asia, 
Stockholm 1730, p. 398.

Chinese mirror in N. Witsen, Noord en Oost 
Tartarye, Amsterdam 1705, p. 750.



The global trajectory of Witsen’s mirror
1. Production site of Han 
dynasty mirrors
2. burial site of the mirror
3. Nicolaes Witsen
4. Joan van Hoorn
5. anonymous Chinese 
literatus
6. Gijsbert Cuper
7. Artus de Lionne and
Arcade Hoang
8. Guillaume Bonjour
9. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz
10. Joachim Bouvet
11. Claude de Visdelou
12. Abbé Jean-Paul Bignon
13. Otto Sperling
14. Marthurin de la Croze



“to Rome and elsewhere to ask the father Jesuits 
whether they could explain the characters, [but] 
there was no one who could do it. Even those who 
had lived in China for many years confessed that 
they could not do it, only that 
they thought it to be broken 
Chinese.”

Witsen to Cuper 4 November 1705



The full qingbai 清白inscription

潔清白而事君 Making without blemish my pure whiteness to serve you,
怨陰驩之弇明 I resent that impure pleasures may have covered up its 

brightness; 
彼玄錫之流澤 Wearing the shining lustre provided by the polished tin
恐疏遠而日忘 I fear that I will be estranged and day by day be forgotten.

慎糜美之窮皚 Being cautious that my ravishing beauty exhausts brilliant 
whiteness,

外承驩之可說 I put aside the enjoyableness of pleasing [you].
慕窈窕之靈景 Admiring the divine spectacle of the fair and graceful lady
願永思而毋絕 I wish that there may be everlasting remembrance and 

never separation.



1) Explanation of the characters 
(transcription seal script to contemporary) 
made by ‘learned Chinese’ from the 
mainland. 

2) Phonetic transcription according to the 
Dutch pronunciation of Hokkien, probably 
made in Batavia. 

3) Translation into Dutch, made by ‘learned 
one among [the Chinese at Batavia]’. 



Transcription of the inscription on a Han dynasty 
qingbai mirror in the 12th century catalogue 
Chongxiu Xuanhe Bogutu [lu]), Revised (Chongxiu
Xuanhe Bogutu [lu] 重修宣和博古圖錄
(Antiquities Illustrated of Xuanhe Hall [or Xuanhue
Period], Revised), 28.36b





天無紀絜 Tiën-boe-kie-keat
God is pure, immaculate, and wholly untarnished.

清白天 Tsjeeng-pik-tiën
God is as beautiful as pure and clear water.

事君忠天 Soe-kuen-soe-tiën
One who is held dear by a king or ruler and called upon in many 
circumstances, should look up to that one as his God: keeping themselves 
from insulting others, for this is how they shall fare in turn.

水之弇明 Soey-tsi-amhian
Like water which flows out and recedes.

玄錫之汪洋 Koean-sik-tsie-onanghean
But when a king raises someone to the peerage, and sees that his behaviour  
just, then the rejoicing in his heart will be as vast as the entire ocean.

恐世世 Kiong-phiën-tsian
One is fearful of their Lord when one does evil, but if one keeps to the 
straight and narrow path , then the heart is always overjoyed.

天日志美 Tiën-dsid-tsi-oey
And as beautiful as the light of the sun.

外承之嵩[天] Goya tseeng-tsi-siong-tiën
And then amongst men one shall be regarded as a God on Earth, for there is 
none [more?] equal to God.



Witsen to Cuper 20 October 1705

‘It is remarkable that these letters are more 
than a thousand years old and the common 
man cannot read them’

‘This is a device or symbolium from one of the 
ancient Chinese emperors, around the time of 
the so learned and virtuous Confucius of whom 
was said, with more reason than was said once 
about Plato and Seneca, “O Saint Confucius!”



Cuper to Witsen
3 November 1705

“will certainly add to your 
fame there […] as 
scholars will see to what 
trouble you will go to 
understand what is 
hidden from all.”

“Confucius was a great 
man, who has recognized 
only one God”



Bonjour (1669-1714) to Cuper
15 February 1706

“Therefore the God of the Chinese in this Chinese 
inscription is, to my mind, Tian, “as beautiful as clear 
and liquid water”, namely the visible Heaven” 

“I am completely convinced that the Chinese, in the 
past and now, attributed divinity to the visible 
Heaven. In describing the beauty of their God as the 
beauty of water, they appear similar to those pagans 
who attributed divinity to water”
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