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Eighteen-Century Europe Interior Design: 
Chinoiserie Movement 
Jenny Wang 
 
Abstract 
This paper explores the influence of Chinoiserie in Europe’s interior design in 
mid-eighteen century and concludes with an insight view of design process. 
My thesis is, evidencing the representational Chinese motifs can cause 
inappropriate outcome.  
 
There are many readings relate to China’s impact on western, for example, 
Orientalism (Edward Said, 1979), but the political side of this will not be 
mentioned in this paper, only the artifact and design process for both 
consumers and designers 
 
The research and example given are wallpaper and furniture which will convey 
the cause of this movement and will further carry by the social aspect. 
 
Moreover, Le Corbusier’s inspiration from Chinoiserie is given, as a good 
example of an nun-recreational design process. 
 
This thesis examines the designer’s approach from history to present and then 
to gain an understanding of appropriate design process in society. 
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Introduction 
The Italian explorer Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) set sail from Spain 
under the financial support of Ferdinand and Isabella in search of a direct 
western route from Europe to the Indies. The Orient held a fascination for 
Europeans ever since Marco Polo (1254-1324) had published his stories of 
exotic lands and peoples in the thirteenth century. Travelers filled with 
fantastical and often incredible tales of Orient spread throughout Europe in the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and had sparked a widespread interest in 
exotic peoples of distant and nearly inaccessible lands. Nonetheless, the 
fascination from European with the East was more than just literary form. 
Exotic goods from East were widespread demand and influences many 
domestic interiors. Many European also associated with making Oriental 
designs, this was simply a reflection of European western values and 
aesthetics. Figure 1 is a painting by François Boucher, shows an attitude of 
Chinese dreams (Hayot, 2004).  
 
Chinoiserie, a French term signifying “Chinese style” on artistic influences 
which Hugh Honour (1961, p. 22) suggests: 
 

“This lofty ideal was only made the more desirable by being set against 
a background as fantastically exquisite and as elegantly bizarre as 
Watteau or Boucher could conjure up. In the vision of a country where 
be-whiskered, pigtailed mandarins in dragon-encrusted robes were 
philosophers and where the Analects of Confucius were discussed 
beneath bell-fringed roofs of jade pavilions, eighteenth-century Europe 
could recognize an enchantingly distorted picture of its own culture.”  
 

He argues that the products China sent directly to Europe were created 
specifically for European market, therefore the product lost their original value 
and thus ruin its beauty. 
 
Although the representational Chinese motif products such as ceramics, 
wallpaper and furniture had opened up an unexpected taste, my argument is 
that the purpose and functionality of those motif products should be viewed as 
the primary thinking when discussing this issue. I believe the fascination of 
exotic products can create aesthetically pleasing, but from an interior 
designer’s point of view, suitability of body and space is much important to 
consider.  
 
Chinoiserie Interiors 
From the mid-seventeenth century, wallpaper with Chinese prints was one of 
the popular imports to Europe (incorporate the East Indian Inc.). Wallpapers 
were actually hand-painted and many of them were also custumised. 
According to Honour’s statement, in order to make more income from trades, 
of course they would produce anything that satisfied the customers. The 
design seem to have fallen into few main groups which are, landscapes, birds 
and flowers, intermingled with insects (grasshoppers and butterflies) and 
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scenes of domestic life in China.  
 
In addition to this topic, it would be appropriate if I discuss the wall design in 
China first, so I can tease out why Chinoiserie style is just purely 
representational ideal. The question is, were the papers used in China in fact? 
From many of studies I found that ordinary civilians in Qing (1644-1912) only 
use hanging paintings on clear wall, which normally are calligraphic 
landscapes to meet the Fen-Shui principles (Zhou, 2007). In governor’s house 
can be seen carved wood hanging for Fen-Shui purpose as well as hanging 
paintings.  
 
Those features mostly are offspring of Buddhism, Fen-Shui and myth. For 
instance, Fu Lu Shou (福祿壽, Figure 2) is the most common hanging in 
domestic home, they refer to the concept of Good Fortune (Fu), Prosperity (Lu), 
and Longevity (Shou). Many stories relate to this type of painting from ancient 
till now, interesting is the use of bat is to catch the same pronunciation of Fu 
(Zhang, 2004). When this type of painting transited to the west, bat never 
shown but crane (Lu) and peach (Shou) stayed. In response, bat symbolizes 
devil in western culture, it is differ to Chinese culture (‘Bat’, n.d.), and people 
just ignore it. If crane and peach appear in the same picture but bat, the picture 
is without meaning and unfortunately to be fallen into a representational 
aesthetic decoration (Frei, 2003, p. 43-49).  
 
To illustrate this, two examples of ‘representational decoration’ given here are 
a 1790’s Chinoiserie English wallpaper produced by the Eckhardt Brothers and 
French wallpaper. (Figure 3 and Figure 4) As can see from the pictures, the 
crane and grape (same pronunciation/meaning to peach in Chinese) set with 
English flora. It is no doubt that the elegance of it, but lack of meaning can lead 
this Chinoiserie type of product to a representional decoration, not an ‘order of 
ornamentation’ (Schafter, 2003, p. 117-153). 
 
According to a an interior design critic, Stanley Abercrombie (1990, p. 135), he 
talks about interior design is original from art and we live ‘with’ art not ‘in’ art. 
He also suggests that we need to know what interiors actually mean to us, not 
just live in interior entirely surrounding by aesthetic for vision. Chinoiserie, 
which clearly shows it is only just being live in an exotic environment. 
 
Design in Society 
The intention of previous paragraph was to retrace the cause of Chinoiserie, 
and then this section will analysis what makes this happened in terms of a 
social aspect.  
 
The very first Chinese imported wallpaper was mid-seventeenth century. At the 
beginning was to give as a gift to European trade partner or Royal families.  
As the time goes by, these products were get to many intentions from the 
whole Europe countries, hence, became a trend and more imports into Europe. 
But they are too costly to have in a middle-class family, therefore, hand-painted, 
block prints and the later machine prints of Chinese taste wallpapers were 
produced by the local artists. Not to argue or blame they had wrong motifs, but 
to disagree the behavior of imitation in surface (Ostwald, 2003).   



- 4 - 
DTB602  Jenny Wang  N5612233 

 
David Porter offers an insight view of Chinoiserie in his Ideographia: The 
Chinese Cipher in Early Modern Europe (2001, p. 135): 
 

“China became in chinoiserie a flimsy fantasy of doll-like lovers, 
children, monkeys, and fishermen lolling about in pleasure gardens 
graced by eternal spring. There was no substance to such a vision and 
indeed no desire for substance: the entire movement represented an 
explicit rejection, in the aesthetic domain, of the very principle of 
substantiality that had been ascribed to China by those who had sought 
there a privileged site of linguistic or theological legitimacy.” 

 
He reveals this just a consumerist response to the Chinese taste as a 
celebration of superfice in housewares and garden architecture.  
 
Some people may argue this can refer to ‘personal taste’, according to an 
essay written by Elsie de Wolfe (1913, p. 17-13) in The House in Good Taste, 
the author suggests an interior of house reflects the person’s life and people 
also judge by looking at the interior. In reality, people buy housewares that 
already been designed from the market, so the decision of matching is 
important. Penny Sparke (1995, p.31-6) further more developed Wolfe’s theory 
and concluded with the concept of functionality. She also recommends that the 
use of natural material (wood or plants) can benefit the person inside the 
house. Thus, designs of interior and arranging furniture in the house are 
intimate to the occupancy and must have purpose. In next section I will be 
addressing the functionality relates to Chinoiserie movement. 
 
Functionality, Adaptive to European 
Because of wallpaper is flat, patterns and pictures are easily become 
representation of something if not take care of the purpose. Whereas furniture 
directly contacts to the body, people seat, lay on it. I want to talk about how 
chair design influence by China in Chinoiserie period. 
 
Traditionally, Chinese people don’t have chair, they sit on the raised platform 
just like Japanese ‘tatami’.  When the chair invented in Wei Jing dynasty (魏晉

南北) (220-618), people still used to the hard surface and all the chairs that 
appears since then were just hard surface, such as timber (Ling, 2006). Ling 
Zhong suggests the hard surface refers to scholarly minded. (Figure 5) Hence, 
the hard surface and right angle of chair-back allow people to seat straight and 
spiritually force people to think, it is also better to seat facing the window.  
 
In comparison, western tradition is to seat on a soft surface, to reveal the 
‘comfort’ and textile of the furniture. Mark Kingwell (2002, p. 238-46.)discuss 
about his ‘furniture idea’:  
 

“Tables and chairs don’t just make us think about function and form and 
politics. They don’t just provide us with handy platform for our own 



- 5 - 
DTB602  Jenny Wang  N5612233 

thoughts. They also make us think about thinking” 
 
Similar ideas layered to Chinese chairs, but different cultures would definitely 
come out with different result.  
 
An example of a British chair (1765) influenced by China shown in (Figure 6), 
the surface has taken into cultural habit, soft surface. Therefore, in this 
category, functions of the chair had been considered and adaptively change to 
meet the use, thus became an appropriate Chinoiserie taste. 
 
Interpretation of Design 
To look at in a broader context, in terms of when designing something is might 
base on an unfamiliar experience. It is always good to learn from history and 
different cultures, to appreciate others and also get inspirations.  
 
From an essay written by Mingkang Liang (2007), Le Corbusier's imaginary 
journey to the Far East – Geometry and Order Demonstrated in a Chinese 
Painting. The author examines the design process of one of the most 
influential architects in modern architecture, Le Corbusier. I surprisingly 
comprehended that his Une Petite Maison was associated with Chinoiserie 
landscape paintings. Spring Sound Resonate Near and Far (遠近泉聲, Figure 
7, 8).  
 
The author discuss through by evidencing Le Corbusier’s sketch in  
His book Une Maison – Un Palais (1923) and conclude that this was Le 
Corbusier’s attitude from western point of view of Chinoiserie and Orientalism. 
The author further argues that because Le Corbusier never been to China, so 
how could he understand the culture. I strongly disagree this statement, from I 
discussed previous paragraphs in this paper, Chinoiserie attitude is imitating 
the appearances/surface and not to appreciate the substance. Despite these 
findings, Le Corbusier didn’t just copy what was there on the landscape 
painting. Although he misunderstood the linguistic of Chinese, however, he 
extracted the essence, not the beauty of painting. Order and function 
interested him and then interpreted his own characterized architecture. He 
didn’t design ‘from’ Chinoiserie but design ‘through’ Chinoiserie. 
 
Conclusion 
Unlike many English Chinese taste wallpaper and art paintings, Le Corbusier 
had his own interpretation of exotic cultural artifacts. They both inspired by 
Chinese culture but in result one is just a superficial decoration and, another is 
an output that has more depth.  
 
We design, consumer buy/accept. Consequently, this might affect the way we 
given definition to certain arrangement in order to satisfy the taste market 
exists and trends. Just like the Chinoiserie movement in eighteenth century, it 
had taken away initial purpose of artifact and obstinately fascinates the exotics 
in any ways. 
 
My purpose of this paper is not being ironic nor to blame the movement, but to 
indicate the incorrect design thinking in history then to offer an exclusive 
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opinion. The East also had exactly the same kind of movement since 
eighteenth century till now, which, called Westernization. The Christian 
symbols had position at home in wrong way and even not understanding the 
meaning, fireplace had became just a decoration in stead of heating up the 
space at home and so on.  
 
While getting inspired from either own culture or exotics, to any extends, we 
can not duplicate what they are because we are not imitator; we can not use 
our imaginary to fabricate the fact and then to become some sort of taste. 
What we should do is to give definition by supporting the appropriate purpose, 
in addition, to learn the essence and then interpreted to your own.   
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Illustrations 
 

 
Figure 1  

The Chinese Fair, tapestry, by François Boucher in 1740 
(Sourse: The Clevland Museum of Art (2000). The Elisabeth Severance 

Prentiss Collection.) 
 

 
Figure 2 

Fu Lu Shou (福祿壽), by unknown artist in fiveteen-century 
(Sourse: Peopl.com (n.d.)) 
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Figure 3 

English wallpaper, by the Eckhardt Brothers in 1790. (Sourse: George Hill 
House, Sussex. Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester) 

 

 
Figure 4 

Two of a set of five panels in the Chinese taste, French, mid-eighteenth century. 
Printed and hand painted by local artist. (Sourse: Musée des Arts décoratifs, 

Paris) 
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Figure 5 

Traditional Chinese Chair, Ming period 
(Sourse: socang.com (2007)) 

 

 
Figure 6 

Early George III Period, 1765, influenced by Chinese, but had adaptive change 
to meet the consumer  

(Sourse: cardonaantiques.com (n.d.)) 
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Figure 7 

‘Spring Sound Resonate Near and Far ‘, (Left) by Yuan Jin Quan Sheng. (Right) 
by Le Corbusier in Une Maison – Un Palais (Sourse: Le Corbusier (2001), ‘Une 

Petite Maison’, p. 9) 
 
 

 
Figure 8 

Sketch by Le Corbusier  
(Sourse: Le Corbusier (2001), ‘Une Petite Maison’, p. 9) 
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