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Preface

In the year 2008, Mr. Henk B. Nieuwenhuys, a renowned
collector from the Netherlands, kindly donated his porcelain
collection to the Shanghai Museum, which amounts to ninety-
seven pieces. This collection has been formed through the
efforts of Mr. Nieuwenhuys” grandfather and father as well

as himself. They all love Chinese porcelain very much,
especially the products exported to Europe in the 17% century.
The donated pieces are all export wares, some of which are
rarely seen in Chinese domestic market. Apart from one piece
of Japanese Imari ware, the other ninety-six pieces are all
blue and white porcelain fired in Jingdezhen mainly from the
Wanli reign of the Ming dynasty to the Kangxi reign of the
Qing dynasty. There are two reasons why Mr. Nieuwenhuys
has chosen the Shanghai Museum as the eternal shelter for
his cherished collection: he loves China deeply, and the
recommendation by a museum friend in Holland. As a result,
the donated pieces are now registered in the collection of the

Shanghai Museum.

For many years the study of Chinese export porcelain has

witnessed few fruits and a slow progress, due to the lack of

relevant materials. With the continuous discoveries of ancient
Chinese export porcelain on shipwrecks alongside sea-trade
routes within the past few decades, however, the study has been
furthered greatly and the knowledge in this field were greatly
enriched. Mr. Nieuwenhuys’ kind return of these wares to its
origin will surely help promote the study of the Jingdezhen
porcelain history of the late-Ming and early-Qing periods and
the then Sino-Europe exchanges in the fields of both economy
and culture. Through this exhibition, the Shanghai Museum
hopes to not only let known Mr. Henk Nieuwenhuys’s kindest
generosity, but also enrich visitors’ knowledge of Chinese
porcelain being introduced to Europe during the Ming and

Qing dynasties.

Chen Xiejun

Director, Shanghai Museum
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Words from the Donator

I was born and brought up in a family that collected Chinese export porcelain. My father and grandfather were both
fascinated by it. It was my grandfather, Ben van Hees, who started the collection in the late 1920s. At that time, the
market’s knowledge of Chinese porcelain was basically non-existent. Nobody knew whether an object dated from the
15% century or the 19, People like my grandfather bought porcelain because they liked it, not for financial reasons.

As a small boy, I was intrigued by some of the designs on the porcelain and wondered why they showed men wearing
dresses and long hair in pony tails. This triggered my curiosity. At that time, I had no understanding of art, even though
I was raised among it, especially Chinese export porcelain. My family’s collection included not only blue-and-white but

also famille verte and famille rose pieces.

I was fortunate enough to inherit the blue-and-white porcelain from my father when he passed away in 1991. At that
time, famille verte porcelain was more fashionable and therefore more valuable. I was very lucky to acquire the blue-
and-white porcelain from my father’s collection. I had just got back from North America, where I had lived and worked
for the previous 16 years. People used to say that ‘everything is bigger and better’ in America. That may be so where
new things are concerned but antiques like Chinese porcelain are rare in America. People tend to focus only on new
things. When I moved to the US, my father gave me two peacock dishes to take with me. I treasured those two dishes
and learned to look at them and enjoy them. I researched their origin and found out that they came from a table service
of some 250 pieces of Chinese export porcelain ordered from England by a Mr Peacock in around 1725. They spurred
my existing interest in blue-and-white porcelain and it was from that point on that I began to expand the collection. I

was fortunate enough to acquire a third peacock dish of exactly the same design, although smaller in diameter.

When I moved back to Holland in 1990, I didn’t want to live in a modern house like the ones in America. I wanted
a traditional old home. The one I acquired was built in 1885 and had lofty four-metre-high ceilings, perfect to

accommodate a traditional French-style walnut cabinet filled with Chinese blue-and-white export porcelain.

In general, [ am a strong believer in concentrating on one thing at the time. That applies for collecting and everything
else. In my case, the focus was blue-and-white Chinese export porcelain. Continuing the tradition established by my
father and grandfather, I was able to expand the collection by more than 40%. The resulting collection is truly unique,

and can never be replicated. This was a strong consideration when I decided to donate it to a museum.

To expand the collection, I attended many auctions of all kinds. The most interesting objects were often purchased at
general auctions, where only a limited number of Chinese export porcelain objects were on offer. At specialist porcelain
auctions, there are always traders around and prices tend to be higher. I am an opportunist and never have to think long
if I see a piece of porcelain I like and think would be a nice addition to the collection. I'm a businessman and have
always considered the value of each acquisition. From a business point of view, rare items maintain their value better
than objects that are more readily available. Over the years, I have met many of the most important Chinese porcelain

traders in Europe. I have often consulted them on items I purchased and also purchased from them directly.

I have had my own business in the property field in the Netherlands. At weekends and in the evening, I would
sometimes sit for an hour or two in front of the cabinet and enjoy looking at my porcelain, relaxing and reflecting on

business affairs or other matters. Enjoying and appreciating the beauty of the porcelain, this often gave me peace of



mind and inspired solutions to the problems I was facing. I frequently took objects out to hold them and study them in
detail. The more you look at pieces, the more you see. You discover the fine detail in the decoration. I have always been
surprised by the skilfulness of the painting and the amount of detail in the images on the porcelain. I now understand

why the men are shown, as I thought when I was a small boy, wearing dresses and with their hair in pony tails.

Some years ago, my life changed and I sold my house. I had to think what to do with the Chinese export porcelain.
Selling is always an option but that goes against the grain of any collector. Like my father and grandfather, I could

have passed on the porcelain to my children but modern houses are smaller and there isn’t always room for such a

large cabinet. There was no question of splitting up the collection. I felt strongly that the result of three generations

of collecting should remain in one place. Donating the collection slowly began to emerge as a viable option. The
question was: which museum? A Dutch museum would have been a logical choice, since I was living in Holland at

the time. An important condition for the donation had to be that the collection should be kept together and exhibited

to the general public. Since Dutch museums already have Chinese export porcelain, I felt that a donation to a Dutch
museum would not yield the maximum exposure that I was looking for. Around that time, I came to visit Shanghai
because I was sponsoring a European 19"-century painting art fair at the Shanghai Exhibition Centre. I had not been

to China before and thought this was a good opportunity to come and experience at first hand how China has evolved
over the last 31 years. The Shanghai Museum has one of the largest collections of porcelain in China so of course I
visited it. I was very impressed by the imperial porcelain on display but, at the same time, astonished to see that the
collection of export porcelain was relatively small. On my next visit to Shanghai, in January 2008, I met Professor Chen
Kelun of the Shanghai Museum on several occasions and discussed with him the possibility of donating the collection
to the museum. We came to realize that imperial porcelain is extremely rare in Europe but more common in China,
whereas Chinese export porcelain is very rare in China and fairly common in Europe. As a result of our meetings and
discussions, a donation agreement was signed in June 2008. At the same time, we agreed that an exhibition of Chinese
imperial porcelain from the Shanghai Museum would be held at the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague, my home town in
Holland, in the course of 2010. Even while we were discussing the arrangements for the donation, I continued collecting
and the last objects were purchased and added to the collection in April 2008. Just two months later, I shipped my whole

Chinese blue-and-white export porcelain from Holland to its future home at the Shanghai Museum.

Now, some 12 months after the fact, [ have had time to reflect on my donation to the Shanghai Museum and more
importantly to savour the sensation of making such a significant gift. It is — to say the least —a very, very special

feeling to donate something that is dear to you and which goes back three generations. I can say that I am delighted and
extremely pleased with my decision to donate my porcelain to the Shanghai Museum. Each time [ think about it, I come
to the conclusion that I made the correct decision and the right choice of institution. My collection will be on display

and will show visitors to the museum how Europeans used to display Chinese export porcelain in their homes.

Henk B. Nieuwenhuys
Shanghai, 22 December 2008
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