CHINESE PORCELAIN FROM THORNE CLOSE AVENUE ESTATE, LEYTONSTONE, LONDON E16.

CHRIS JARRETT

An archaeological evaluation of Thorne Close Avenue Estate (TQ 3903 85800) was conducted by Newham Museum Service, Archaeology Section, in two phases of work in September and November, 1993. This immediately led to a rescue excavation. The excavation uncovered an early 18th century house as well as its rubbish pits. The pits yielded a fine ceramic assemblage, which included a Chinese chop (a personal seal). The latter was thought to merit publication on its own, but as the author is conducting a survey of Oriental ceramics in North East London (Jarrett, forthcoming), it has been decided to include the other Chinese porcelains in this article and discuss their occurrence on the site.

THE EXCAVATION

The archaeological work was carried out in advance of refurbishment of the housing estate and the building of low level housing, for Newlon Housing Trust. The six excavation trenches revealed activity on the site from the 10th century until the present time. The earliest feature was a wide ditch crossing the site and contained large, unabraided sherds of Early Medieval Sandy Ware (EMSS) in its primary silting fills. This pottery dated the earliest fills of the ditch to between 900 and 1050 AD. The ditch continued to be backfilled with domestic rubbish and according to later pottery, was probably entirely infilled by 1350. The ditch and the pottery were the only evidence for late Saxon and medieval settlement on, or very close, to the site. Leyton was first documented as a 'vill" between 1086 and 1195 AD when it became part of the estate of Haliwell Priory, but remained part of the manor of Ruckholt (Powell, 1973).

The site then continued to be an agricultural landscape until the 18th century when a brick house was built. From cartographic evidence (Kennedy, 1894 and Cushee, 1728) it is believed that the house was built between 1721 and 1728. The house was not present in Thomas Archer's survey of 1721 but was present by Cushee's survey of the same manor in 1728. The entire house was uncovered, but unfortunately consisted only of the foundations. The plan of the house consisted of a rectangular structure with a central hall divided into two rooms by an H plan fire place. Two end rooms were indicated by brick laid floors, and interpreted as probable storage rooms. Drain runs led away from the house to probable soak-aways outside the trench. A wooden lean-to was built up against the western wall of the house. Other features of the property's landscape was a probable late 18th century storehouse, and a brick partitioning garden wall.

The garden appeared to have been on the western side of the house. Important to this article were the rubbish pits for the house refuse, which were located to the east of the property. In the same area was a rectangular, steep-sided, one metre deep feature which may have had an industrial function, possibly cloth manufacturing or was artesian. When the latter feature went out of use it accumulated an impressive assemblage of early 18th century ceramics. Into this feature later refuse pits were excavated. According to cartographic evidence, the house was demolished between 1888 and 1897. The house and pits were built over by Victorian terraced housing which was in turn demolished after 1968 for the present Thorne Close Estate (Thrale and Moore, 1995).

THE CHINESE CERAMICS

Porcelain was first manufactured in China in the 10th century AD. The porcelain exported to the Middle East and Europe was developed at Jingdezhen in the Kiangsi province during the 14th Century. There the white clays and the cobalt used to give the blue undeglaze decoration became typical of Chinese porcelain. Jingdezhen became the centre of a ceramic export industry for China so that by the time it was discovered by the West it was ready to meet its demands. Nothing was comparable in European fine table ceramics for quality and durability to the Chinese porcelain. Its rarity in the 15th and 16th centuries ensured its prestige and high status as a gift for and between royalty. In Britain, Chinese porcelain is first documented in 1506, when the King of Castille, Philip of Austria took shelter at Weymouth from a storm and gave Sir John Trenchard two bowls for his hospitality (Macintosh, 1994, 168). Archaeologically, its earliest recording is in a 15th century rubbish pit at the Tower of London. During the early 17th century, Chinese porcelain began to descend the social ladder, but its rarity in Britain was ensured by first the Portuguese and then the Dutch, who dominated trade with China and the Far Eastern ports, Formosa and Malacca. The latter two ports received Chinese porcelain to trade on to western traders, which was useful when European traders were banned from China. Britain began to be a major importer of porcelain at the beginning of the 18th century when the British East India company took a serious interest in trading with the East. A major influence on importing porcelain to the west was the accelerating fashion for drinking tea, coffee and chocolate. As China and Japan had initiated tea drinking, Oriental porcelain was already ideally suited to this fashion as a table ware. Also during the eighteenth century, Chinese potters adapted themselves to manufacturing western vessel forms, such as plates and dishes, and this is known as Chinese Export ware. From the mid 18th century British and European ceramic technology was revolutionised and began to produce creamwares, lightweight, white stonewares and its own porcelains. Together with European wars this led a decline in the importation of Chinese ceramics.

THE FABRICS

BLUE AND WHITE PORCELAIN

Blue and white Chinese porcelain was made mainly at Jingdezhen. It has a white body with a clear to smoky blue glaze. It was fired twice and the blue decoration, made from cobalt, was hand drawn before being glazed and its second firing. Some vessels have the rim and less frequently the exterior of vessels have a coffee coloured slip, and this is known as cafe au lait. During the late 17th and early 18th centuries, thin-walled, small vessel forms were developed, known as egg shell wares. The vessel forms present in this ware were footed bowls, cups, shallow dishes/cavettos, plates and a vessel with a rim for a lid fitting which may be a teapot.

Figure 

Bowl, floral design on interior, cafe au lait completely covers exterior. Late 

Mid to late17th century

Figure

Bowl, lotus flower and symbol of life, cafe au lait rim. c.1720-40.

Figure

Cavetto/saucer, chrysanthemum scroll, within panels, c.1725-45.

Figure 

Cavetto/saucer, lotus spray, c.1725-45.

Figure

Cavetto/saucer, floral design, c.1725-45.

CHINESE IMARI

Manufactured largely again at Jingdezhen, the name refers to the style and decoration on blue and white porcelain. The characteristics of the ware are overglaze enamels usually in red and to a lesser extent green. As the name implies, the Chinese borrowed the method from Japanese Imari porcelains. This Chinese style is generally dated to between 1695 and 1730 (Godden, 1979, p172). There are two vessels represented in the ceramics considered here. One is a bowl with underglaze blue lines, and delicate etching on the internal and external surfaces. The overglaze enamels are red flowers and bands of decoration whilst the green enamel was for foliage and a band of leaves. It is dated to the early 18th century. The second vessel was part of another bowl.

FAMILLLE ROSE

This ware refers to the pallette of colours decorating the porcelain. The enamelling of the ware refers to the predominance of a specific shade of red as suggessted by its name. It developed from enameling on copper vessels and was introduced by a Western Jesuit priest. It first appears on porcelain c.1720. The colors of this ware particularly leant themselves to floral decoration on vessels (Godden, 1979, p175). A saucer was the only form in this ware.

Figure

Saucer, rose circle and flowers, other enamels have deteriorated.



c.1720 -50

BLANC DE CHINE

Blanc de Chine was manufactured at Dehua in the Fukien province. It is characterised as a white porcelain. The usual forms exported to Europe were exquisite figurines, typically Sancta Marias, (or women with a child or madonna's). Other popular forms were miniature animal models. Vessels come in a fairly wide range of forms but were frequently cups, often with prunus flowers in relief. Blanc de Chine is usually plain, but when it had painted decoration, even though the craftsmanship of the vessel is excellent, the decoration does not compare to that of the Jingdezhen potters. This ware was manufactured from the 16th century and peaked with its import into Britain in the early 18th century. The British factories, such as Chelsea imitated this ware and therefore led to the originals decline in the importation of the original ware (Godde, Macintosh). A chop or personal seal was the only ceramic present in this ware.
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Chinese chop (seal), figurine of monkey, the inscription is a family 


name 'CHEN'. c.1720.

DISCUSSION

A total of 27 sherds of Chinese porcelain was recovered from the excavation. The weight of this material was 398grams. Family sherds showed that there were 16 vessels/objects in the assemblage and an Estimated Vessel Equivalent (EVE’s) of 3.29 was calculated. EVE's were calculated from rims and bases, with the latter having priority as they survived in greater abundance. No reign or commendation marks were observed on the ceramics.
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8

193
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5

39
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2

4

0.08
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1

2
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1

7

0.25
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1

1

0.00







Chinese Imari










Bowls

7

115

0.05







Famille Rose











Saucer


1


29


55








Blanc de Chine










Chop

1

8

1.00







Total

27

398

3.29


Table 1: Quantification of Chinese Porcelains

Blue and white Chinese porcelain was the predominant ware (1.69 EVE’s), with cavettos or shallow dishes being the most common form (0.83 EVE’s) followed by bowls (0.53 EVE’s). Small bowls with diameters between 40mm and 50mm, probably were cups for tea drinking. The probable tea pot was a rare form, and the latest dated vessel. The Chinese Imari ware consisted of ornamental bowls. Rare for any site was the Blanc de Chine and probably an even rarer find, as a chop.

The Chinese enamelled porcelain ware that was surprisingly not present was Famille Verte, and the even rarer Swatow was unlikely to be present. There were no Japanese ceramics present altough Japan was an important exporter of its own porcelain to the West, especially as a source for British merchants, especially when Chinese porcelain was not so readily available.

INTERPRETATION

The 18th century occupants of the house were obviously middle class farmers, indicated by the quality of ceramics recovered from its rubbish pits. The Blue and White Chinese porcelain cups show that tea drinking was a social nicety practised, and the cavettos were probably used as saucers. The only true saucer was in Famille Rose. It can be assumed that the quantity of pottery recovered was a true reflection of the variety of wares and forms present. The small amount of Chinese porcelain cups suggest that it was kept for best. Staffordshire White Salt Glazed Stoneware and Staffordshire Stoneware with a dipped rim (Drab ware), imitating oriental cafe au lait, were probably for every day use. The probable teapot is late 18th century, but no matching vessels could be assigned to a tea service. During the 16th and 17th centuries pewter and wooden plates began to be replaced by ceramics. Again the occurrence of plates in Chinese porcelain was low. Plates at Thorne Close were present in a fine collection of Tin Glazed Earthenwares, with at least one with chinoiserie decoration. No sets of services were present in the Oriental porcelain, although the three cavettos are similar and possibly may have been purchased at one time. Perhaps the reason for the low occurrence of Chinese porcelain and the lack of services or matching cups and saucers, (which is usually rare in the archaeological record) may be the result of availability of these wares, or what the occupants of the house could afford. In the mid 18th century a Chineses tea service would cost between £1 10s and £5 15s (£7 7s retail), a price out of the reach of most middle class farmers, however individual items may have sold for a few pence (Godden, 1979, p129, p157).

The reason for the low occurrence of Chinese ceramics in the archaeological record may be that as valuable prestige items they were rarely used, displayed in safer conditions and were therefore less likely to be subject to breakage. If the ceramics became heirlooms they may have left the house with the occupants if they moved. The number of vessels recovered from 19th century contexts was 1.68 EVE's (61.3% of the oriental ceramics). This suggested that the vessels may have had a long life span, assuming that these sherds were not residual from earlier refuse disposal. Also porcelains were less likely to have gone out of fashion and would therefore not have been discarded when new ceramics came into production in the late 18th century. However it is possible that the rectangular cut mentioned above contained discarded pottery that was going out of fashion.

The date range of the Chinese porcelains seems to be mainly 1720 to 1745, the time during which the house was built. There is one vessel which is probably earlier and this may have been a prized ceramic which the occupants took to their new house when they moved in. There is also the later teapot.

THE CHOP

The chop is a rare find. Its function was as a stamp, but the item's poor ability to take ink demonstrated that it was never employed for that use. However it could possibly have been used as a sealing wax stamp. Its use was more likely to have been as an ornamental trinket or toy within the house. Monkeys are fairly rare among Blanc de Chine miniature animal figurines, which were more likely to be lions. The price paid for such an item in 1704, was ½d each when a sale of Chinese porcelains from the Fleet, a cargo ship, had 200 small figurine monkeys, amongst its Blanc de Chine wares (Godden, 1979, p274). The figurine was complete and therefore it was probably accidentally lost, unless its owner tired of it!

Conclusions

Although the Chinese porcelains excavated from Thorne Close was small in quantity, they demonstrated the relative wealth of a middle class farming household in the second quarter of the 18th century. The wares demonstrate the changing fashions in the middle classes of the 18th century for decoration of the house with ornamental bowls and the consumption of soft drinks (tea and coffee) demonstrated by the presence of cups and "saucers". The rarity of the Chinese porcelain demonstrated the prestige of these items, no doubt kept safe and for "best", and consequently their life expectancy was relatively long. The Chop was an interesting, rare find, which was probably decorative rather than functional.
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