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     Writing the colonial countryside: Chinese wallpaper and the 

British Empire 

Hannah Lowe 

 

On my way to Felbrigg Hall, I popped into Asda to buy some spare socks. 

It was the middle of a freezing February, and Norfolk was ten degrees 

colder than London where I’d come from. I pulled the socks on in the taxi, 

which drove me south from Cromer into the countryside, before turning 

into the long drive that leads to Felbrigg. I watched the sheep grazing in the 

fields, oblivious to the rain beginning to fall. When the car stopped, I could 

only see a long wall and a gate, which the driver pointed me towards. I went 

through, tiptoeing across some boggy grass to the service entrance where 

the House Manager, Emma, had told me to come and ring the bell.  

 

Like Felbrigg, most National Trust properties are closed in winter for upkeep 

and cleaning. But Emma had agreed to show me, out of season, the room 

I’d requested to see. And so it was I found myself following her through a 

labyrinth of passages and staircases, all in darkness. She led the way with 

a torch, explaining how they also keep the daylight out when the house is 

shut to preserve the furnishings and paintings. I could just make out the 

portraits hanging on the corridor walls and the pale faces in their frames, 

watching as we passed.  

 

Something about the incline of the drive hadn’t allowed me to see the 

whole vantage of the house and it wasn’t until I was inside I had a sense of 
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its vastness. Emma had a huge bunch of keys, and, at the end of every 

passage, she unlocked another door onto another passage. No heating is 

put on in winter, and the air grew colder and darker, until it felt like travelling 

back in history, to a time before light bulbs and radiators, to a world of 

shadowy hallways, oil lamps and fireplaces. 

 

Finally we reached the ‘Chinese Bedroom’, where Emma pulled back the 

heavy curtains to reveal décor completely incongruous with the utterly 

English Norfolk setting. The walls are papered in bold Chinese designs 

showing exotic flowers and birds perched on rocks and vines. The designs, 

I knew from my research, were woodblock printed, the colours painted in 

by hand. Though faded, they are still vibrant.  

 

 

Figure 1: Chinese wallpaper at Felbrigg Hall, Norfolk 

 

I also knew that these walls were papered 267 years ago, in 1752, when 

Lord William Windham, Felbrigg’s owner, purchased 16 rolls of Chinese 

wallpaper and was greatly put out by the price it cost to hang. Only 

specialists could fit the Chinese paper to English walls, and John Scuton, 
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an expert in the art, charged 3s 6d per day and 6d per mile travelling 

charges, ‘a cursed deal’ according to Windham's letters (de Brujin, 59). 

 

Felbrigg’s wallpaper is one of the earliest examples of Chinese wallpaper 

in Britain; a decorative fad that tells us much about Britain’s relationship to 

China, not to mention how the wealth of other families that lived in grand 

country houses was acquired. Many grew rich through East Asian trade, 

importing Chinese silks and porcelain or spices from India. Many others 

grew rich from slavery, as traders or owners of plantations in the Caribbean. 

Sometimes a family had interests in both.  

 

William Windham did not make his money from Britain’s colonial exploits, 

but rather through wool; the presence of the Chinese bedroom at Felbrigg 

illustrates nevertheless how fashionable Chinese décor became in the 

eighteenth century. It was a ‘must have’ interior, written about in 

newspapers and magazines, and praised repeatedly in written 

correspondence. For example, Agneta York, writing in 1772 about Osterley 

Park in Hounslow, declared the bedrooms and dressing rooms to be 

furnished ‘with the finest chintzes, painted taffetys, india paper and decker 

work and such a profusion of rich China and Japan that I could almost fancy 

myself in Pekin’ (Clifford, 54).  

 

I came to discover Chinese wallpaper through my commission with the 

University of Leicester’s Colonial Countryside project, led by Dr Corinne 

Fowler. The project is ground-breaking in its objective to retell the stories 

of Britain’s great houses, and for the way in which it is doing so. At its 

centre are one hundred BAME schoolchildren who have been recruited to 

engage with the colonial countryside and to play a part in retelling the 

histories of the houses in relation to Britain’s imperial past. The project will 



 4 

make them historians and support their progress over four years from 

primary to secondary school.  

 

Ten writers were also commissioned to be seconded to one property each 

and to explore its imperial past creatively. Because of my long-standing 

interest in Chinese diasporas to Britain (my father was part Chinese, though 

born in Jamaica), I have been able to ‘float’ between houses, looking 

specifically at the presence of China, particularly through Chinoiserie. 

 

What particularly fascinated me about Chinese wallpaper is the lack of 

knowledge about the conditions under which it was made. Absences, 

omissions and silences characterise much of my creative practice. My 

paternal family background is full of such lacks. I never met my Chinese 

grandfather, or even saw his photograph, and the scant knowledge I do 

have of him (he came from Guangdong, he was a shopkeeper and had many 

children with different women) has given me much creative fodder, 

allowing me to riff off these details and imaginatively fill in the gaps. 

 

Chinese wallpaper is presumed to have been made in Chinese painting 

workshops, also in Guangdong, sometime from the 1740s, but critical 

understanding beyond this is characterised by conjecture: 

 

It will probably never be known whether it was a European merchant 

or a Chinese workshop manager who first came up with the idea of 

this new ‘Chinese wallpaper’ product – it may well have been a 

fruitful collaboration between the ‘supply’ and the ‘demand’ sides of 

the East Asian trade…(‘Chinese Wallpaper in National Trust 

Collections’) 
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Although its origins are obscure, there are some wonderful anecdotes 

about the wallpaper which provide good catalysts for writing. The historian 

Helen Clifford retells the story of the British cargo ship, Alceste, which 

capsized in the notoriously dangerous Java Sea. When pirates moved in to 

plunder the ship’s goods, the British merchants hurried into lifeboats, but 

such was the value of the Chinese wallpaper, it was one of the few things 

rescued. And this wallpaper still hangs in London today (Clifford, 62). 

 

All this said, writing to commission often poses specific challenges to 

writers, perhaps because it reverses some of the well-known tenets of 

creative writing – firstly, to ‘write what you know’, and secondly, the idea 

that writers are inspired to write by their everyday encounters in the world. 

A commission often requires the writer to agree to write about something 

they don’t know about and – by agreeing first – the writer can’t be sure this 

inspiration will take place. This first poem I wrote for the project reflects 

some of that anxiety, as well as my enthusiasm for the material I was 

dealing with. 

 

Dazzling Blue 

 

And soon I’m telling everyone I meet 

about Chinese wallpaper, the butterflies and lotuses, 

the parakeets, how there are one hundred and forty  

known cases in bedrooms from Truro 

to Perthshire, and more to be discovered. I’m raving  

 

about curators and restorers, how China  

could pretty much do everything better than us  

in regards to cups, saucers, printing, gunpowder, 

and yes, wallpaper, and by the way, when I say ‘us’  
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I don’t mean me and you. 

 

Now check out these rainbow-tailed birds, I laugh, 

scrolling through my phone, check out this dazzling blue! 

I’m babbling on about tea-clippers, the Silk Road, the Empire, 

and some people glaze over while I’m talking 

or some nod vigorously and say wow 

 

because I am nodding vigorously and saying wow 

and when I tell Arji I’m meant  

to be writing Chinese wallpaper poems 

but don’t know what to write 

he deeply empathises, relating my experience 

 

to his experience as poet-in-residence at Wedgewood – 

Wedgewood! he sighs, like what could I say 

about Wedgewood? – so I share a long story 

about the Chinese wallpaper at Coutts Bank on the Strand 

and a shipwreck on the Java Sea  

 

where the only thing saved from Malayan pirates  

was the Chinese wallpaper – that’s how much it was worth, 

and he says man, this is like your specialist subject 

if you were on Mastermind, and I think he’s right 

but I know a lot about Joni Mitchell too. 

 

There are indeed 140 known examples of Chinese wallpaper in Britain and 

Ireland. Another one I saw and wrote about was that at Penrhyn Castle, in 

Bangor, Wales. Richard Pennant, Lord Penrhyn, had a well-documented and 

insidious involvement with the British Empire, as an absentee landlord of 
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two large sugar plantations in Jamaica. Pennant never went to Jamaica, and 

the only reference to the Caribbean in the vast castle at Penrhyn are two 

watercolours hung in a back hallway, both dated 1871. Though painted after 

the abolition of slavery, it is interesting to note how the plantation is 

depicted as a kind of pastoral idyll. 

 

 

Figure 2: Denbigh Plantation, hanging at Penrhyn Castle, Bangor, North Wales. 

 

There are two Chinese bedrooms at Penrhyn, both designed in the 1830s 

and both more ostentatious that the one at Felbrigg, though like Felbrigg 

the papers show typical bird-and-flower motifs. These symbolic motifs 

were central to Chinese artistic traditions, but it is unlikely the purchasers 

of the wallpaper would have had any familiarity with them. Another type of 

wallpaper, less common though still popular, shows scenes from Chinese 

life – farmers or silk printers at work, for example, or the wealthy at their 

leisure activities. The popularity of these representations suggests the 

ways in which China was imagined by the British, associated with ideas of 

harmony and industriousness.  
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Figure 3: Chinese wallpaper, Saltram House, Devon 

 

This imagining of China, though separated by centuries and in very different 

circumstances, is perhaps what draws me to Chinese wallpaper. My father 

rarely spoke about his Chinese father, and my connection to China is 

tenuous, yet much of my life I have imagined my grandfather and his homes 

in China and Jamaica. As a child, I ‘read’ China in the iconography of my 

parents’ house – in the Chinese bowls and cups we kept in the dresser, and 

the Oriental paintings and hangings on the walls. One of these was a pair 

of embroidered wall-hangings showing pink songbirds, an image 

reminiscent of the birds on the wallpaper. I imagined this hanging must 

have come with my grandfather when he left China for Jamaica, and that it 

then accompanied my father from Jamaica to England, though recently I 

learnt it was actually bought in Soho’s Chinatown! 
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Figure 4: Chinese wall hanging, personal collection 

 

As I learnt more about Chinese wallpaper as a luxury trade, I began to 

understand that Guangdong, my grandfather’s birthplace, was centre stage 

for both the movement of goods and people for the hundreds of years in 

which the entanglements of the British and Chinese played out. In the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, wallpaper was produced and exported 

from that region to satisfy the taste for chinoiserie in Britain. Fast forward 

to the early twentieth century, and my grandfather steps on a boat, possibly 

from the same docks, to Jamaica, as part of the legacy of indentured labour 

brought about by the demand of the British to continue their imperial 

projects after the abolition of slavery. In the end, the dots join up.  

 

Back at Felbrigg, still with frozen feet, I took lots of photographs of the 

wallpaper. My eye, however, kept being drawn to two sculpted figurines 

hung on those walls. I asked Emma what they were and she explained they 

were Chinese earthquake detectors which functioned by shaking at the first 

sign of any tremor. Not much chance of that in Norfolk, I thought, but they 

stayed in my mind, seeming so out of place. As with many commissions 

I’ve undertaken, you can’t anticipate what you will find yourself writing 
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about, and in the sequence I produced for the Colonial Countryside, the 

earthquake detectors became the subject of a poem, drawing together, I 

hope, historical and personal narratives about the long relationship of Britain 

to China. 

 

The Empire 

 

And when I came back from Felbrigg Hall, 

it wasn’t the Chinese wallpaper I thought about  

though it was sad and beautiful 

with its ducks and egrets and magnolias; 

not the sweary taxi driver, nor the curator 

who didn’t seem to know why I was there.  

It wasn’t the extra pair of socks I bought 

in Asda, to fend off the brutal weather, 

or the social worker who phoned  

to talk about my mother  

as the car wound the long road from Cromer: no, 

 

it was the two strange figurines 

hung high up on the master bedroom wall 

with their shiny sombre faces  

and clownish clothes – 

they were earthquake detectors 

from China, circa 1860 – 

and even then, it was really my grandfather 

I thought of, stepping off a boat from China 

to Kingston docks, and my father 

stepping off a boat to post-war Liverpool 

in his papery suit and gleaming brogues.  
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Figure 5: Chinese earthquake detector, Felbrigg Hall, Norfolk 
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A recording of this talk can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk 
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