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ABSTRACT

Functional Beauty. Japanese lacquer and porcelain for Europe

Japanese lacquer found its way to the West during the 16th-19th centuries, followed 
by porcelain from Arita from the mid-17th century. These wares were part of a trade 
system that mainly focused on gold, copper, camphor, etc. but in fact it was these 
‘minor’ commodities that had a long-lasting impact on European taste and interior 
design. Both were regarded as luxurious and exclusive, especially around 1700. 

As the only Western nation permitted to trade with Japan after 1640, the Dutch East 
India Company (VOC) played an essential role in providing these wares to Western 
clients. Perhaps more important, however, was the Dutch private trade, while  
Chinese merchants also supplied Western parties with Japanese porcelain.

Besides the commercial aspects, this lecture will also pay attention to the visual 
qualities of lacquer and porcelain, and how non-European aesthetics were valued  
and absorbed in the West.
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