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  Abstract 
The emergence and growth of the Guangzhou export oil painting industry in the 
19th century marked a significant milestone in the commercialization of modern 
Chinese art. Under the Qing Dynasty’s “single-port trade policy,” Guangzhou’s 
Thirteen Hongs became the sole hub for Sino-Western trade, creating unique con-
ditions for the development of export oil paintings. The industry reached its peak 
between the 1830s and 1860s, characterized primarily by three interconnected di-
mensions. First was the transmission of oil painting techniques. Local painters ac-
quired Western painting skills through studying abroad, apprenticing with Western 
artists, or imitating works in painting studios. Second, in terms of thematic creation, 
artists focused mainly on three categories: portraits blending Chinese and Western 
elements (including Chinese officials, hong merchants, and Western traders), har-
bor and ship paintings that captured maritime commemoration and distinctive port 
scenes, and genre paintings depicting everyday life in China. These subjects not 
only appealed to Western aesthetic preferences but also preserved features of tradi-
tional Chinese art. Lastly, regarding the business model, the Linqua Studio exem-
plified the “shop front and workshop back” layout, employing assembly-line pro-
duction with clearly marked pricing based on size, subject, and level of detail, 
thereby reflecting a specialized and competitive art market. Collectively, these three 
aspects established the production system for export oil paintings, representing the 
inception of commercialized modern art in China. 
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During the 19th century, under the Qing Dynasty’s policy of “single-port trade,” Guangzhou became the only legal 
port for China’s foreign trade and developed specialized overseas commerce. The Qing government stipulated: “For-
eign commerce was governed by licensed brokers, following Ming dynasty practices, and thus named the Thirteen 
Hongs” (Liang Tingnan, 1936) Due to linguistic barriers and unfamiliarity with China’s national conditions and 
Qing’s foreign trade systems, Western traders relied on such commercial groups as intermediaries for their trade 
activities (Huang Qichen, 2004). The Hong merchants monopolized and controlled trade with foreigners, and as they 
operated under official authorization, they were also known as “official merchants” or “foreign merchants” (Cai 
Hongsheng, 2007). Dominating Sino-Western trade, the Thirteen Hongs capitalized on their advantageous geograph-
ical location, transforming Guangzhou into a production hub for export commodities and fostering the emergence of 
numerous new industries. A notable example was “Yanghua” or Western-style paintings produced by Guangzhou’s 
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local artists who mastered Western painting techniques through study and imitation. Distinguished by port-specific 
features, these commercially oriented “Yanghua” were unique in China at that time. 

The period from the 1830s to 1860s was the golden age for Guangzhou export paintings, witnessing the rise of 
many early Chinese export painters who left behind works of considerable quality. These artists often adopted English 
names such as “Sunqua,” “Lamqua,” “Shunqua,” and “Fatqua.” The suffix “qua,” a common designation used by 
foreigners at the Thirteen Hongs for Chinese painters, gradually evolved into studio or workshop names dedicated 
specifically to Western clientele visiting China. The following discussion will elaborate on the production system of 
export oil paintings through three aspects: transmission of oil painting techniques, thematic content of the paintings, 
and operational business models. 

1. Transmission of Oil Painting Techniques 

Based on available historical sources, the methods by which export painters in Guangzhou acquired Western oil 
painting techniques can generally be divided into three categories. 

First, studying abroad. Clearly documented historical archives indicate that Kwan Chuk-lam was the first Chinese 
artist who travel overseas specifically to learn oil painting techniques. According to the Nanhai County Gazetteer 
published in 1910 (Xuantong Year 2): “Kwan Chuk-lam, courtesy name Cangsong, was a native of Zhujing Village, 
Jiangpu Township. Due to his impoverished family background in his youth, he sought a trade to sustain himself, but 
did not wish to be subservient to others. He thus traveled aboard sea vessels, visiting various European and American 
countries, where he developed an interest in oil painting for its lifelike realism. Having mastered the art abroad, he 
returned home and opened a painting studio in Canton, painting portraits so vivid and lifelike that all who saw them 
were astonished. This was during the mid-Jiaqing reign period. When this technique first entered China, even West-
erners marveled, seeing it as something unprecedented” (Gu Shujuan, 2021). This excerpt clearly indicates that Kwan 
Chuk-lam came from a humble background. Between the Qianlong and Jiaqing eras, he sailed abroad, learned West-
ern painting techniques during his overseas journeys, and, upon returning, established a painting studio to make a 
living. 

Second, direct instruction from Western artists residing in China. This was the predominant way local painters 
learned Western painting techniques. At the beginning of the 19th century, the Canton port gradually attracted many 
Westerners who were not missionaries, among whom George Chinnery (1774-1852), a professional painter, exerted 
significant influence on Chinese export painting. Arriving in Macau in 1825, Chinnery subsequently settled for a 
long period in Canton, capturing portraits, landscapes, and local scenes of daily life. According to historian Chen 
Jichun: “Many considered Chinnery a third-rate painter in Britain, yet he ranked as a first-rate artist in Chinese ports” 
(Patrick Conner, 2024). His painting style was lively and diverse, and he delighted in the joy brought by vibrant 
colors. His prolonged residence in China allowed him to easily create works with local characteristics.” “Undoubtedly, 
Chinnery was versatile, adept in employing various painting techniques.” (Patrick Conner, 2024) These evaluations 
showcase Chinnery’s artistic skills from different perspectives; however, even more noteworthy was his influence on 
local Cantonese painters. American merchant Robert Bennet Forbes remarked: “In Canton, Macao, and Hong Kong, 
before Chinnery, local artists had long been copying foreign products without any significant advancement. Thanks 
to Chinnery, who lived many years in Macao until his death and instructed some Cantonese artists—such as Lam 
Qua, the portrait painter known to foreigners, and his brother Tingqua—they rose above the standard of local Can-
tonese artists, clearly demonstrating Chinnery’s influence.” Lam Qua, explicitly described as “the British artist’s 
student,” developed into a leading oil painter in Canton under Chinnery’s expert teaching, famously characterized by 
contemporaries as embodying “the highest artistic instruction” (Robert Bennet Forbes, 2010). Lam Qua’s portrait of 
Chinnery himself stands as compelling evidence of his mastery. A comparison of Chinnery’s “Self-Portrait” (c. 1840) 
and Lam Qua’s “Portrait of Chinnery” (mid-19th century) reveals remarkable similarities in their painting styles. 
Lam Qua successfully adopted the Romantic style then popular in Europe; the dark background contrasted sharply 
with the brightly illuminated face, generating a dramatic chiaroscuro effect. In shaping the subject’s form, Lam Qua 
skillfully captured structural details and facial expressions. To accentuate the lines of the eyes, nose, and lips, he 
employed vibrant shades of orange-red, imbuing the work with solidity and vivid realism characteristic of Chinnery’s 
portraits. Through more than a decade of rigorous practice under Chinnery’s guidance, Lam Qua’s artistic abilities 
significantly matured. 
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Third, learning and imitation within export painting studios. Under the tutelage and guidance of established local 
painters, Cantonese artists indirectly acquired Western painting skills by copying reproductions of Western works. 
To facilitate their own and apprentices’ practice, export painters frequently obtained various reproductions of famous 
Western paintings through direct purchase or exchange of goods, following traditional apprenticeship methods com-
mon in Chinese craft workshops. For example, Lam Qua taught painting to his younger brother Tingqua, who, after 
completing his training, established his own studio at No. 16 New China Street in Canton, becoming the most prom-
inent watercolor export painter at the port in the 19th century. Similarly, Lam Qua’s son, Kwan Yin, inherited his 
father’s profession and maintained the family studio’s reputation through continued artistic production. 

2. Themes of Export Oil Paintings 

Oil paintings produced for export at the Canton port were primarily crafted to cater to Western tastes and typically 
encompassed three major categories: portraits, objects (such as vessels), and landscapes. Specifically, these works 
portrayed a diverse range of subjects, including portraits of individuals from various social backgrounds, harbor 
scenes, Chinese and Western ships, and scenes of everyday life, vividly capturing the distinct characteristics of the 
Canton trading port. Nevertheless, Cantonese export artists were essentially “Chinese attempting to use unfamiliar 
materials to paint in a Western manner”. Not every local artist fully grasped Western techniques such as perspective, 
anatomy, and chiaroscuro, resulting in paintings that retained an inherently Chinese aesthetic, often described as 
“Chinese art according to European standards”. The primary themes are analyzed below: 

First, portraiture. Export portraits depicted figures seldom seen in paintings from other parts of Qing China, such 
as Chinese officials, hong merchants, Western traders, ship captains, and sailors. Visitors recorded the types of por-
traits hanging in Lam Qua’s studio: “The walls were crowded with portraits—some of indifferent-looking English 
sailors in blue jackets, some elegantly dressed Bath gentlemen wearing top hats, and occasionally one could also find 
Chinese heads” (Jiang Yinghe, 2007). Another visitor observed, “On the walls hung various portraits—some Chinese 
officials, including Mandarin Chao, some British officials, and portraits of Chinese women”. Notable examples of 
Lam Qua’s portrait works include “Portrait of Thomas Peers,” “Portrait of Sir George West Lewis,” “Portrait of Wu 
Qua,” and “Portrait of Mow Qua.” 

Second, harbor views and ship paintings. To commemorate their maritime voyages, many captains and sailors 
commissioned local artists to paint harbor scenes to showcase places visited to family and friends back home. Harbor 
paintings prominently featured maritime motifs, while ship portraits often depicted vessels against scenic harbor 
backdrops. Western visitors remarked, “No Englishman returns to Europe without taking with him a view of Canton 
harbor.” Harbor scenes and ship portraits became key subjects in Chinese export paintings during the global age of 
exploration, distinctively reflecting Canton’s role as a nexus for East-West commerce. These works often combined 
traditional Chinese scroll-painting formats—surpassing ordinary visual perception and breaking spatial constraints—
with Western painting techniques of perspective and chiaroscuro. Remarkably, entire panoramic vistas from the Thir-
teen Hongs outside Canton city through Whampoa to the Pearl River estuary at Humen were condensed into a single 
unified composition, blending Eastern and Western artistic traditions. Representative paintings include “The New 
Thirteen Factories, Canton” and “The Warehouse District in Honam, Canton” (Hong Kong Museum of Art), “The 
City of Canton” and “View of Praia Grande in Macau” (Peabody Essex Museum), and privately collected works such 
as “The Canton Factory Area,” “Scenery of Whampoa,” and “The Foreign Factory District of Canton” (Li Shizhuang, 
2022). 

Third, genre paintings, also known as paintings of everyday life, captured scenes of ordinary domestic routines, 
landscapes, regional customs, traditions, and religious practices, vividly portraying contemporary social life in Can-
ton. These genre paintings proved highly popular among Western buyers, becoming favored souvenirs brought home 
as gifts for relatives and friends, as well as significant media through which Westerners received information about 
China. Although these paintings were created by Cantonese artists employing traditional Chinese composition and 
imagery conventions, export genre paintings naturally conformed to Western preferences. Beyond the technical ad-
aptation of Western painting methods, these works deliberately represented the Western imagination of Chinese life 
and distinctly conveyed familiar images of the Canton trading port as perceived by Europeans. As one scholar aptly 
observed, these paintings “maintained Europe’s imagined view of China rather than reflecting China as perceived by 
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Chinese eyes. The artists’ brushwork was Chinese, but the conceptual framework guiding their art was thoroughly 
Western”. 

3. Commercial Operational Models 

In 1845, a book titled La Chine Ouverte—Aventure d’un Fan-Kouei dans le pays de Tsin was published in Paris. Its 
author, Old Nick, described his experience visiting the renowned tourist attraction of Guangzhou in 1837—Lam 
Qua’s painting studio. Lam Qua’s studio was located at No.16 Tongwen Street, a thoroughfare lined with various 
Chinese-owned shops, positioned strategically between the Danish and Spanish factories in the Thirteen Hongs dis-
trict. Old Nick wrote: “Lam Qua’s painting studio was a three-story building. The ground floor functioned as an art 
supply store selling watercolor materials, displayed neatly in glass-covered cabinets. It also stocked painting supplies 
imported from Europe or to be shipped there, such as brushes, boxes, and rice-straw paper (Xuan paper) from Nanjing. 
On the upper floors, eight to ten painters worked diligently, sleeves rolled up and queues coiled around their necks.” 
Old Nick then made a striking analogy regarding the local Chinese artists: “They worked in an assembly-line fashion, 
ensuring high productivity, although their subjects were repetitive—typically a ship, a bird, or a Chinese figure. 
Beside them were ready-made landscape paintings. They might aptly be called intelligent machines” (Patrick Conner, 
1995). Though describing export painters as “intelligent machines” may not be entirely appropriate, this comparison 
accurately captured their highly industrialized method of artistic production. Old Nick further elaborated: “Lam Qua’s 
dozen or so assistants closely followed Chinnery’s painting style, even resorting to price cuts to attract clients away 
from him.” This indicates that Cantonese painters had already developed a keen market awareness, adapting their 
artistic styles and pricing strategies according to customer demand. Historical records indicate that the pricing system 
for export paintings was well-structured, clearly graded according to size, subject matter, and refinement. For instance, 
significant price differences existed between half-length portraits (“small portraits”) and full-length portraits (“large 
portraits”). Such transparent pricing enabled studios to meet diverse customer preferences, illustrating the early pro-
fessionalization of the art market. 

The prosperity of Canton’s export paintings was closely tied to the unique commercial environment of the Guang-
zhou trading port, which attracted numerous Western merchants. Historical sources note: “Oil paintings frequently 
appeared among the cargo carried by foreign ships, indicating strong market demand and thus attracting many local 
painters or artists into this trade, eventually forming a sizable industry even before the Opium War.” (Patrick Conner, 
2024) Thus, the high-output, assembly-line production method and clearly defined pricing standards reflect the emer-
gence of a distinctly commercialized operational model in modern Chinese art. 

4. Conclusion 

The production system of export oil paintings from Guangzhou’s Thirteen Hongs in the 19th century serves as a 
notable case study of early commercial practices in modern Chinese art and a prominent example of cross-cultural 
artistic exchange. This system exemplified a creative fusion of Eastern and Western cultures under specific historical 
conditions. Through diverse modes of transmission, Western painting techniques underwent localized adaptation; 
painters not only met Western aesthetic demands in their subject choices but also maintained distinctly Chinese ar-
tistic features, producing a unique Sino-Western hybrid style. Additionally, the commercial approach—embodied in 
the “shop in front, workshop behind” setup—organically merged traditional Chinese artisanal practices with modern 
industrialized production methods. This integration dissolved the perceived dichotomy between artistic creation and 
commercial production, demonstrating that market-driven mechanisms can indeed serve as catalysts for artistic in-
novation. Furthermore, this historical episode underscores the openness and innovative capacity of Chinese artists 
when encountering foreign cultural influences, offering important insights into how contemporary Chinese art might 
retain cultural subjectivity and achieve innovative growth in a globalized world. 
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