






The Far East in the Northeast: An Analysis of the Chinese Export
Porcelain Excavated at Ferryland, Newfoundland

by

A thesis submitted to the School of Graduate
Studies in partial fulfillment of the requirements

for the degree of Master of Arts

DepartmentofAnthropo!ogy
Memorial University of ewfoundland

St.John's,Newfoundland

May 2005





This thesis examines the collection of Chinese export porcelain excavatedat

Ferryland, ewfoundland,whichiscomprisedofl78vesselsdatingfroml600to

1760. Thisprojectseekstodemo'nstratethegreatpotentialforarchaeological

porcelain to broaden the understanding of the life-ways of colonial NorthAmerica

through the analysis of ware form and function. Analysis focuses on the decorative

themes of Chinese porcelain and discusses Chinese symbolism, as well as the

meaning of these exotic wares in the Western world. The research has revealed a

strict control over the manufacture of porcelain which resulted inspecilicpanems

thatcanoftenbeidentiliedbyarchaeologists.lnaddition,thisthesisexarninesthe

export of wares to Ferryland. The analysis ofthesematerialsretlects the profound

interactiontakingplacebetweenChinaandtheWest,andtheculturalmanifestations

of this exchange in Western society.
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Chapter One

Chineseexportporcelainisoneo~themostintriguingceramicsdiscoveredon17"'_

and IS"'-century colonial sites in North America. Porcelain was so important to the

Western market that before ISOO more than seventy million pieces traveled across the

world to meet the demand of the European consumers (Berg:2003:236). This number is

staggering,butbetweentheDutch,English,French,andotherEastlndiaCompanies it is

probably a rather low estimate of the porcelain wares that actually reached the Western

marketplace. Starting with the first largescale importation of porcelain into Europe in

the 16'h century, this ceramic helped shape the Western pottery industry. Through

competition and a back and forth imitation by both Europeans and Chineseceramic

manufacturers, porcelain drarnatically affected the designs and formsofmanyofthe

traditional European wares

Chinese porcelain in colonial contexts offers great insight into a number 0 faspectsof

life in the 17'" and IS'" century including trade, status, and society in general. Of interest

are the elaborate trade networks that supplied porcelain to the remoteoutportsofthe

BritishEmpiresuchastheI7,h-andIS,h-centurycommunityatFerryland,

Newfoundland. The documentation of these wares being shipped to Europe is fairly

complete. However, the route of this cargo from Europe to the American colonies

remains shrouded in the mists of the pasl. Ceramics are rarely listed with any regularity

or accuracy in shipping manifests and invoices, so for this segmentoftheporcelaintrade



to ewfoundlandtheresearchermustexaminetheothercontemporaneousforrnsof

trafficking to identify the most likely trade routes. There is no doubt that these wares

were present in the colonies from an early date, but the possible routes of exchange need

to be examined in order to get abetter picture of the North American trade of these

luxury goods.

Although the luxury status of these wares changed as availability grew,throughoutthe

importation of Chinese porcelain these ceramics were one of the most expensivewares

available, and the ownership denoted an ability to spend on unnecessaryproducts. Based

on the dates of importation, the significance of porcelain to socio-economic status also

changes and an understanding of this shift is important to getting at the meaning behind

these objects.

The importance of Chinese porcelain is noteworthy regarding Western society as a

wholeinthel7'h and 181h centuries. Related to the luxury status of these wares, what

they represented to the owners and visitors who were the audience of the 0 bjectsisan

important aspect of the research. Luxury items in general were representations of the

exotic, the refmement of those who owned them, and the wealth or prestige required to

obtain or purchase these goods (Berg:2003:229). lnaddition,theimbibingofcoffee,

liquid chocolate and tea dramatically changed the social customs of the West,particularly

intheI81h century(Roth:1961). Chinesegoods,includingporcelainweredirectly

responsible for these new social institutions and the analysis of archaeologicalporcelain

offers great insight into the affairs of those who owned and used the objects.



The collection of Chinese export wares from the archaeological excavat ions at

Ferryland, ewfoundland is similar to nearly all archaeological collections of this

material: it has not been examined. Before porcelain can offer any real potential to

archaeological researchers, these collections must be studied. To date, there are buta

handful of researchers familiar with'this ceramic beyond the most basic ofidentifications

Within the field of archaeology there is such a lack of knowledge about this ceramic that

the collections are often pushed aside during analysis. The belief that these materials

cannot be accurately dated is incorrect and is directly related to the Iackofknowledgein

the field. In order to get at the more significant aspects of these artifacts to the contextin

which they were found, we must first develop a way of identifying and dating these

The potential of studying porcelain for understanding everyday life in Ferrylandis

truly remarkable. When carrying out an exarnination of an artifact class, it is easy to

forget the real motivation for archaeology, to get a glimpse of what Iifewas like in

another time. At risk of moving into the melodramatic, it is easy for archaeologists to

losetouchofthegreatpotentialinartifactsforreallygettingatthepast, especially ina

study such as this one, with the monotonous task of searching through boxesand

squinting at miniscule fragments for hours on end. This ceramic and the exchange

between East and West changed the world. The very everyday customs of many

Europeans was altered by the importation of tea and its equipage. Porcelain was a

symbol of wealth and refinement and was one of the only representations of the Eastern



world that most Europeans came into contact with. The vessels from Ferryland were

used, cared for, obtained and received as gifts, and fortunately forresearch, broken.

This thesis seeks to begin to shed light on one small community from ewfoundland

based on the porcelain assemblage. Ferryland is remote today, and was even more so in

thedistantpast. Regardless of the nature and location of the community, the inhabitants

owned Chinese porcelain, even from the earliest settlement. In a landscape and lifestyle

that for most was quite rugged, it was imponant for many of the households ofFerryland

to purchase these foreign wares. This thesis seeks to illuminate why these objects were

deemed so necessary.

1.2 Goals and Methodology

The focus of this work is primarily an artifact study. The materials analyzed were all

in an existing collection and no archaeological excavations were carried out relating to

this thesis. Although much of the Chinese porcelain collection from Ferryland was

accurately identified as that ceramic, little else was known about this ware, especially

regarding the dates of the various pieces.

The colJection of porcelain from the Ferryland excavations consistsoffragmentsfrom

across the excavated areas of the site as well as dating from all the occupation periods of

the settlement. Although past research at the site has done a great deal by focusing on the

various ceramic assemblages from the excavation, Chinese porcelain has never been

examined in any detail. This is unfortunately representative ofalargertrend in the field

ofarchaeology to neglect this important type ofcerarnic. The aims of this thesis are·



1) to examine the decoration of Chinese porcelain in order to understandtheorigins

and nature of the symbolism

2)anassessmentofthemethodsoftheporcelaintradetoEuropeandthecolonies

3) to identify the form, function, and dateofmanufactureoftheFerrylandporcelain

4) and lastly, to examine the social aspects of porcelain in European and colonial

society

1.3 Chapter Outline

Chapter two discusses the historical context of the Ferryland site, showing the original

Britishcolonizationofthesiteupthroughtheftrsthalfofthe18,h century.ltisimponant

to understand the changes that took place in the Ferryland settlementthroughoutthe

studied period in order to understand the changingsigniftcance ofthe porcelain recovered

through the archaeological investigations of the site. The chapter is divided into three

sectionsdisc\lssingtheoriginalsettlementundertheleadershipofSirGeorgeCalvert,the

period under the proprietorship of Sir David Kirke and his family, and the timeinthe

settlement directly following the French raid of 1696 up until the 1760s.

Chapter three focuses on the archaeological contextofthesite,discussingthehistory

and nature of the current excavations. In addition, this chapterexarnines thevarious

ponions of the site and the structures and activities that took place. Animponantaspect

of understanding the signiftcance of Chinese porcelain onarchaeological sites is to be



aware of the association of these materials within the archaeological landscape in which

they were discovered.

Chapter four focuses on the history of the Chinese porcelain trade. This background is

not limited to Newfoundland or Europe but starts with the much earlier trade to Africa

and the Middle East in the 12"' century. It was this earlier exchange that developed the

Chinesemanufactureofporcelainforalargescaleaudienceandfacilitated the vast

exportationtotheWestbeginninglaterinthelS,hcentury.lnaddition,thischapterlooks

attheearliestporcelainreachingEuropeandthenatureofthetradeasitdeveloped and

was monopolized successively by the Portuguese, Dutch,andEnglish. The trade of

ChineseporcelainspanningtheI6,htoI8,hcenturymirrorsthestruggIe for world trade

domination by the European superpowers. At different periods throughout this trade

history,thenatureoftheexchangeanditsplayersiscrucialforunderstanding wbere the

archaeologicalsupplymayhavebeencomingfromandthepossibletradenetworks

represented.

This chapter is also devoted to the trade specifically to Newfoundland. Given the

meager nature of the documentary record dealing with ceramics, there are a number of

feasible possibilities discussed for porcelain reaching Ferryland in the 17"' and l8'h

centuries. There are many trade connections between New England, the West lndies,

Europe, and Newfoundland. It is likely that porcelain was reaching the Ferryland

inhabitants by some or all these routes at various times.

In order to understand the imporlance of Chinese porcelain for the West, itis

necessary to discuss the makeup and manufacture of these wares. Chapter five examines



the ingredients needed to fabricate porcelain, and the methodofmanufacturestartingat

thepreparationoftheclaysandendingwiththedecorationandfiringoftheseceramic

vessels. An understanding of the chemical properties and manufacturing techniquesused

in the making porcelain gives the researcher a better understanding ofthearchaeological

Chapter six is a detailed look at the decoration of porcelain focusing on specific

design themes seen in the studied period. The symbolic meaning of these designs is an

importantkeytounderstandingthedecorationoftheporcelainartifactsrecovered. This

chapter looks at some oftbe more popular decorations examining the origins and

meaning to the Chinese. Also, an understanding of the Chinese designs can assist

researchers in identifying archaeological porcelain. Often specific symbols and designs

are found associated on vessels, knowledge of these connections can fac ilitatethe

identificationofsmallportionsofadesignrecoveredarchaeologicaIly.

Chapter seven focuses on the color schemes and decorative themes 0 nporcelain tbat is

often temporally specific. Building on the previous chapter, here we look at the overall

themes of the designs and decorations, rather than the specific symbols. From 1600-1800

there are specific decorative changes that appear on many of the export waresthatcanbe

very helpful when attempting to date porcelain.

The subject of chapter eight is the great influence that trade with Chinahad on

European material culture. Here is an examination oftbe profound affect the importation

of porcelain had on the European ceramic industry. In addition, this chapter observes the



Eastern influence on textiles, furniture, etc. in Europe and the coloniesintheI7'h andI 8'h

Chapter nine takes a look at the various sources ofcomparative material on porcelain

available to archaeologists and used for this study. Including various shipwrecks and

terrestrial sites, this database ofporeelainassisted in this research and offers great

potential for understanding the changes in porcelain decoration and forrnthroughoutthe

period of study.

Chapter ten examines the Chinese porcelain recovered from the archaeological

excavations at Ferryland. This portion discusses the contextual associations of the

various artifacts recovered and examines the use and significance of these vessels based

on the context in which they were disposed.

Chapter eleven is an analysis of the various forrns of porcelain recoveredatthe

Ferryland excavations exarnining the characteristics of each type and what the wares

were used for. The different forrns of porcelain recovered archaeologicallycan often

assistinthedatingofthewaresandunderstandingtheirroleinthecolonialhousehold.

Chaptertwe]ve exarnines the social factors related to Chinese porcelain on colonial

sites. Thelowavailabilityandrelativelyhighpriceofporcelaininthe early years of the

Ferrylandsettlement is representative of the elite status of those who owned these wares.

As the centuries progressed the significance and uses of porcelain changed. This section

discusses the changing social functionporcelainserved,and what theseobjects

represented about the owner. In addition, an examination of the cost of porcelain reveals



the changing taste of the market and is imponant to understanding the socioeconomic

status that porcelain can indicate.

Lastly, chapter thirteen discusses the project, and the future potentiaI for porcelain

research in archaeology. These objects are rich in the cultural history of two distinct

societies: the Chinese and Europeans. As more researchers examine these materials from

archaeological sites, the potential of Chinese porcelain studiesforreachingagreater

understandingoflifeinEuropeandthecolonieswillescalate.



Chapter Two

2.1 FerrylandHistory

Ferryland, ewfoundlandislocat~dapproximatelyeightykilometersbyroad

southeast of the cityofSI. John's, approximately in the center of the eastcoastofthe

Avalon Peninsula. Within the protected FerrylandHarboristheevenmoreshelteredarea

closed to the north and east by a spit ofland known as The Pool. This is the location so

The archaeological excavations at the site have unearthed aprehistoric component to

Beothuk utilization of the location. This component of the site was likely used as

seasonal access to the rich coastal resources and was possibly contemporaneous with the

first European utilization of the site.



2.2 Seasonal European Fishery

There is a long history of Europeans taking advantage of the rich fishery just off the

shores of Newfoundland. From the l6'hcentury, and possibly earlier, European

fishermen had traveled to Newfoundland for the seasonal fishing catch. These fishing

fleetswouldcommonlycenterona~pecificcoveorprotectedharborandlaunchfishing

excursions from that base. Ferryland saw this very occupation throughout the 16"'

century and the material remains of this temporary activity have been unearthed in the

Some time around 1617 SirWilliarn Vaughan founded and settled two British

colonies not far from the present location of Ferryland. These two small settlements met

with little success and Vaughan was forced to sell off much of his remaining grant of land

of the Avalon Peninsula in ewfoundland. George Calvert, the first Lord Baltimore, had

been a classmate of Vaughan's at Oxford and purchased a portion of the Iatter'sland

(Prowse:1895:lll).

Calvert, a Roman Catholic during the Protestant reign of Charles I, sought to build a

settlement on his newly acquired property. Based on the current knowledge of the area,

the small partially enclosed quay in the interior of Ferryland Harbor wasdeemedthe

logical location. The Pool,protected from the sea on the northern and eastern sides by

land was the perfect location to anchor and launch watercraft. Calvert's proposed

settlement sought to take advantage of the rich fishery, only seasonally accessed by the



European fleet. Additionally, the settlement could benefit from the developing inter-

Atlantic trade taking place among Europe, the American colonies and the West Indies

offering another node for supplies, repairs, and exchange. Also, nntto be ignored was

the religious potential for converting the Native population inNewfoundland.

In 1621 Calvert dispatched twelve men led by Captain Edward Wynne to begin

construction of the site. Fortunately, a number of Wynne's personal communications

have survived and from these we can see the early colony emerge. Oneoftheflrst

structures constructed at the settlement (in 1622) was a frame house, a stone kitchen and

parlor that would be the eventual home of Calvert upon his arrival (Wynne:7/28/1622)

Also in the first years of Wynne's governorship, a wharf was conslructed, a large garden

sowed, and a well for the cnlony was excavated. Additionally, a tenement house and

forge were constructed all in a line to form the southern side ofacentral street

(Wynne:7/28/1622). Wynne's letters don't list additional conslruction at the site, butthe

archaeology discussed in the following chapter shows that there were in fact other

projects that took place during this period at Ferryland

Calvert first reached Ferrylandin 1627,inresponsetopressuresofthecoloniesfailure

because ofa lack of leadership (Cell: 1969:93). After a brief visit to the settlement,

Calvert returned the following year with his family and forty other settlers. Although the

majority of the new settlers of Ferryland primarily brought with them the fundamentals

for survival in the new landscape, Calvert and his family surely brought an entirely

different assemblage of goods. The Calvert family was among the elite of Great Britain

and upon settling in the "mansion house" constructed by Wynne, theyno doubt furnished



themselves with the fmery that they were accustomed to back in Europe. The material

culture excavated from Ferryland and Tidewater Virginia shows that the elite brought

many items that were in no way necessary (or helpful) for survival in the new

environments they came into contact with. The Calvert residence at Ferryland has not

been excavated,but will surely produce artifacts associated with the high status of that

family.

The Newfoundland climate proved too much for Calvert, after a particularly harsh

winter he and his family moved back to England. Calvert's eyes turned south to the

Tidewater region of Maryland, and began preparation for the establishment of a new

colony based on tobacco revenue. Regardless of the new design of the Calvert family

(St. Mary's City in Maryland was established in 1634), they remained in control of the

colony with acting representatives present in Ferryland.

lnl638theactingrepresentativeoftheCalvertciaiminFerryiandwasremoved by Sir

David Kirke. After a victorious campaign against Quebec, Kirke received the favor of

Charles I and a syndicate headed by Kirke was granted Newfoundland in its entirety

(Prowse: 1895: 155-156). Using Ferryland as abase of operations, Kirke was quick to

establish himself as the proprietor of the settlement renaming it the Po01 Plantation. Not

long after Kirke's arrival to Ferryland a lengthy court battle between he and theCalverts

overcontrol of the settlement ensued. lnl642CivilwarbrokeoutinEngland,withthe

resulting execution of Charles I. David Kirke was a Royalist, and his support of the



overthrownkingresuitedinhisstandingtriaiinEngiandwhereinl654hedied in prison

(prowse: 1895: 158).

In David Kirke's absence, his wife the Lady Sara Kirke took control ofthe leadership

of the colony. In 1660 the Calvert family was once again restored the formal control of

the colony. However,throughouttllis period Sara Kirke continued as the acting

proprietor of the settlement (Gaulton:1997:4).

The period 1673-1696 saw two foreign attacks on the settlement by Dutch and French

forces. The 1673 Dutch attack destroyed a number of the Ferryland structures but was

relatively tame opposed to what was to come. In 1694 many of the Ferryland settlers

took part in an attack on the French ewfoundJandsettlementofPlacentia. Two years

later the French,seekingretributionfortheEnglishattacksackedthecommunityof

Ferryland, destroying nearly all the structures and killing or capturing the inhabitants.

The prisoners worth ransoming were brought to Placentia, where the two Kirke sons

would later die in imprisonment, and the rest were shipped back to England

2.6 Ferryland in the Eighteenth Century

Following the 1696 French raid on the Ferryland settlement, the site sawitsonlybrief

period ofabandonment. Following the brief hiatus, the community was once again

rebuilt in 1697. Although the area surrounding The Pool was again settled, the central



focus of the town had shifted to the mainland of the west, away from the narrow spit of

Little is currently known about the nature of the settlement in the early years of the

Is,hcentury.Thearchaeologyatthesitehasfocusedprimarilyonthe17,hcentury

componentofthesite,butinthecou~eofexcavationsanumberoflaterstructureshave

been located. Through the archaeology, we know there was at least one tavern in

operation during the first half of the IS'h century and there were no doubt domestic sites

Maps of the IS'h century comrnunity are relatively accurate, and reveaI the nature of

The Pool comrnunityat that time. Evident from Figure 2.3 below, at the middle of the



18th century the Ferryland Pool contained a number of fishing stages, cultivated land, and

a multitude of other structures. From the turn of the century, Ferrylandexperiencedthe

rapidgrowththatwasoccurringelsewherein ewfoundland and the British colonies in

general. The l8,h century saw increased trade with the New England colonies and greater

access toa large range of material objects.

The establishment and growth of new communities surrounding Ferryland created a

growing workforce and a larger market for the hospitalirybusiness of shops,taverns,and

other establishments to suit the growing populace. The material culture from the 18th

century shows a steady increase in the types and quantities of wares availabIe in the



Chapter 3

3.1 Excavations at Ferryland

ThesitewasfIrstexaminedarchaeologicallyasfarbackasthel930sbyavisiting

entomologist from theCamegie Institute in Pittsburgh. In 1960, the Historic Sites and

Monument Board of Canada sent J.R. Harpertotestthesiteinsearchofl 7'h-century

materials. Later in the 1960s and 70s other exploratory excavations were carried 0 utat

the site sponsored by Memorial University of Newfoundland, and 17'"-century artifacts

It was not until the middle of the 1980s that any large scale testing of the site was

carried out. This fIeldwork, led by Dr. James A. Tuck of Memorial University tested a

much larger area of the site. Over three years the site was divided into different Areas A-

o with each being tested and revealing variousI7"'-cennrry components. At that point it

became clear to the Memorial University archaeologists that the colony ofAvalon had

been located,and much more had survived undisturbed than had been expected

(Tuck: 1996:24). Inaddition,Tuckrealizedthatinordertoinvestigate the site properly,

substantial time and resources would be necessary.

It was not until 1991 that the necessary funding for the project feU into place with the

signing of the Canada-Newfoundland Tourism and Historic Resources Cooperation

Agreement which ensured a multiyear investigation of the Ferrylandsite(Tuck:1996:29).

From 1991 to the present archaeological fIeldwork has been carried 0 ut at the site of the



Colony of Avalon in Ferryland. The following section will examine the various Areas of

the site included in this analysis, (see Fig.3.l) discussing the nature of the archaeological

R5'f)_~-
OAREAG~

o DO (>
DAREA.

Area B was the first portion of the site investigated by Memorial University

archaeologists in 1984. This site is likely the same area that Harper excavated the test

pits in the late I950s (Tuck: 1996). Area B revealed rich deposits ofartifacts from all

periods. InadditiontotheI7th-andI8th-centurymaterial,excavationsrevealedartifacts

from the 16th-century seasonal Europeanfisheryandnativecomponents of the site. The

Beothuk Indians probably utilized The Pool area before European use,andremainsof



hearths and lithic tools were recovered. Also, both European and Beothuk materials were

found in the same strata, suggesting some kind of interaction (Tuck: I996:28)

Located in AreaB was a smithy or forge completed in 1622 and mentioned by

Wynne's letter to George Calvert in that same year (Wynne 7/28/1622). The forge

represented the first 17"'-centurystrIJcture located at the site in Ferryland. Nearby,

archaeologists exposed the cobbled street also mentioned in Wynne's lellers to Calvert

(Wynne 7/2811622)

AreaCisdirectlyadjacenttothepresentshoreofThePoolandrevealedanumberof

17th_century structures. Included in the excavated features was a large stone constructed

sea wall that runs east-west along the early 17"'-centuryedge of the harbor. Also in Area

C, built on the eastern edge of the seawall was the foundation ofa multifunction structure

that served as a storehouse, cow house, and probably work areas for various activities

(Gaulton: 1997). At the western edge of the structure was discovered a stone-lined privy

that was "flushed" by the incoming water at high tide. Due to excellent preservation, the

privy proved a trove of information relating to the diet, health, and hygieneofthe

residents of Ferryland in the 17"' century.

Area D revealed the first domestic site uncovered during the excavations at Ferryland

(Tuck: 1996). Here a 17th_century dwelling was located with a large single fireplace. The
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