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Preface

Preface

There is a wealth of written historical documents in China’s past and a tiny
number of paintings depicting social life have also survived: the difference in
numbers of the latter compared with the former is so great that these rare paintings
are especially cherished by historians. For the period before the invention of
photography, paintings can give form and life to aspects of history in a way that
no words can.

From the eighteenth century to the early twentieth century, a special form of
painting using a combination of western and Chinese techniques was developed
in Canton, the only port open to foreigners in the mid—Qing period(1644-1911).
Created to feed the desire for the unusual of the westerners who were opening
markets, colonising and travelling, this was the so-called “foreign painting,” later
known as “Chinese export painting,” depictions of Chinese scenes by Chinese
painters. Because these have mostly survived abroad in western countries, very
few art historians and scholars in China knew of their existence. Those who had
travelled to the west, and seen a few, regarded them as lacking artistic value,
treating them as artisan works, considering the scenes depicted to derive from the
painters’ imagination rather than reality. It was not until the mid-twentieth century
that these “export paintings” which had been locked away for so many years
came to the attention of western art historians and their research gradually became
known to Chinese scholars so that in recent years, a few selections of paintings
and research articles have been published. Though this is a good beginning,
many aspects of the appearance, content, acquisition, verification, production and
historical development of the thousands of export paintings will have to depend
upon collaboration with western scholars for serious study.

In the autumn of 2002, Professor Song Jiayu of the Institute of History,
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, visited London, and with the help of Dr.
Frances Wood of the British Library, Dr. Andrew Lo and Dr. Wang Tzi-Cheng
of the School of Oriental and African Studies, London University, they looked at
over four thousand Chinese export paintings in the major collections in England.
These paintings, with their bright colours and wide range of subject matter,
amazed them, and they determined that to serve the research needs of scholars in

China and abroad, the full collections of each major institution should be studied

Dai Yi

in detail and published separately so that scholars could appreciate them and use
them as research materials.

They first worked on the 748 paintings of some fifteen aspects of the Qing
social life and customs in the British Library. Photography began in 2003 and
by the end of 2008, each painting had been studied and now that the volume is
published, it represents a successful collaboration between Chinese and English
scholars. Not only does it fill a large gap in our knowledge of Qing history and art
history, but it also provides a solid foundation for future research both in China
and abroad, into Chinese export paintings.

In the more than two hundred years since Chinese export paintings began to
arrive in the west, there has been no systematic or complete publication. The work
of organising the paintings by type, examining each one singly and researching
the content of each painting has hardly been done before. For this reason, a variety
of differing opinions as to the content of these paintings and their artistic and
historical value had arisen. The authors of these volumes have worked together to
resolve such fundamental problems and create a valuable first step.

The fundamental requirement of historical research is that it should strive for
the real, for truth. The systematic arrangement of the material, and research using
original documents are important fundamentals of this approach. The first problem
the authors encountered was that of the varied content of the paintings. Song
Jiayu traversed Beijing, visiting experts on Qing history, ancient customs and art
history and he twice brought the photographs to the National Committee for the
Compilation of the Qing History, seeking expert opinions. From their experienée
of studying thousands of export paintings, the authors realised that the content
went beyond the themes of “customs,” “street life” or “local customs.” Rather,
they could be placed under the blanket headings of “Social life and customs
of Qing China” and “Chinese natural history or wildlife.” These two broad
categories comprise the broad mass of Chinese export paintings, including the
majority from Canton, and those of an earlier period from Xiamen, and of a later
period from Shanghai and Beijing etc. The themes cover a wide range including
Qing government, military affairs, economic matters, culture, religion, customs,
natural history and geography. The organisation of export paintings into these

|98
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groupings is most useful for research.

Another major problem in researching Qing export paintings is the accuracy
of the scenes depicted by the artists. The paintings have not previously been
scrutinised by historians and art historians, and one main reason is because they
suspected that the paintings were based upon the imagination of the artists. The
authors of these volumes have examined the 748 paintings depicting social life
included in this volume and have determined that they are accurate and that
contemporary literary accounts, both in China and abroad bear this out. The major
group of paintings whose subject was dreamt up by the artists is that of legendary
figures of the ancient period in Chinese history and part of the costumes of the
emperors and empresses, etc., which could not have been seen by the artists.

The authors of this work have also made a useful contribution to the whole
history of the development of export paintings. Previously, most experts agreed
that the earliest export paintings appeared in the mid-eighteenth century,
flourished in the mid-nineteenth century and gradually disappeared in the late
nineteenth to early twentieth centuries and thus they were known as “late Qing”
export paintings. But according to the authors’ researches, the earliest paintings
were made in Xiamen around 1700 and, by the end of the eighteenth century there
was already a considerable volume of export paintings, though they flourished
particularly in the nineteenth century. By the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth century, export paintings in Canton and other southern
areas gradually disappeared, but in Beijing, artists such as Zhou Peichun began to
flourish, producing thousands of paintings of Beijing street scenes and social life.
Zhou Peichun’s studio export paintings were not only exhibited in the St. Louis
World Fair in 1904, but also appeared on postcards of the late Qing and early
Republican periods, and were collected by the British Library and other well-
known institutions. Thus we now have a clearer idea of the period of production
of Qing export paintings, of the places of manufacture and the development of the
genre which helps us to understand the historical content of paintings produced at
different periods.

Finally I would like to mention the research that the authors have done into
each painting. The subject area covered is immensely broad, and some paintings
are linked to a distinctive Canton or Beijing phenomenon and many have no
associated explanatory texts. The painters themselves have left no records and
there is nothing about them in the local gazetteers. The editors have examined

a great deal of both Chinese and western material, from recent studies to the

archives of holding institutions and auction records, to clarify the content of most
of the paintings. This is the first time in more than two hundred years since export
paintings were made and shipped abroad, that such rigorous scholarship has been
employed to make the paintings illuminate history and use history to illuminate
the paintings. Such work means that the paintings can become reliable historical
sources. For example, the editors have worked on several series of paintings
depicting workshops in the town of Foshan in Guangdong Province which are
extremely useful in the study of handicraft production during the Qing. Painters
also produced a series of nearly a hundred boats from the Guangdong area and
whilst there are no detailed descriptions of these in Chinese sources, the editors
have used a description made by an Englishman in Canton so that for the first
time we can be clear about the name and purpose of most of the boats, which
is enormously useful to researchers into China’s boat-building history and the
history of trade. The shop signs of the Ming and Qing periods were a particular
feature of contemporary trade. Zhou Peichun made coloured paintings of ninety-
nine Beijing shop-signs of the type which attracted the interest of American and
Russian visitors who themselves made some investigations into them. Based on
their published findings, the authors have been able to reach a better understanding
of these shop signs. ‘

The collection not only offers the reader illustrated material on the social
history of the Qing period but includes a great deal more useful reference material.
This useful contribution to the opening up of the field has only been made possible
by the co-operation between Chinese and British scholars. Because the subject
matter covered by Qing export paintings is so broad, it is obviously difficult to
avoid omissions and errors in a book of this sort and it will require extensive
research by experts in a wide variety of fields to fully exploit the usefulness of
export paintings in the study of Qing history, traditional customs and East-West
relations. I am sure that the authors share my wish that this may happen.

I am delighted that this work is near publication and offer this as my preface.

Dai Yi

Chairman of the National Committee for the Compilation of the Qing History,
Beijing, China,

Professor, Renmin University of China

14 March 2009
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() FRPBETEFEESE (H41736—1750)

EBT RGN RN-LFTEAIE, WEXATER, 48, FEL_t-HIHAILR8E
WEME, BNASEMER, UBA REABAEFTERNEA). BFREBRA8H, A
KW EW ARG, R(FPEASRAGEHE) , $0—91 EE A FMEH. )

(Right) Blue-and-white plate with a scene of Chinese artisans at work. Qing dynasty, c. 1736-1750.
British Museum, Franks Collection, F 587, see Regina Krahl and Jessica Harrison-Hall, Ancient
Chinese Trade Ceramics, 90-91.
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(Left) Grisaille-and-gold painted plate
with a scene from Greek mythology and a Scottish coat of arms. Qing dynasty, c. 1736-1745, British
Museum, Franks Collection, F. 892, see Regina Krahl and Jessica Harrison-Hall, Ancient Chinese
Trade Ceramics, 130-131.
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(Right) Plate painted in gold, silver and black with a European family in a Chinese setting. Qing
dynasty, c. 1725-1735, British Museum, Franks collection, F. 869, see Regina Krahl and Jessica
Harrison-Hall, Ancient Chinese Trade Ceramics, 72-73.
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In(.iian farming Cf)uple .and tallock cart, g ke (o 25 S Ik g B 4 . R R HL A
painted by an Indian artist, c. 1850, 1860
British Library, India Office Collections, 191 PRI S KB . K 455 v R fef ) e R B
Add. Or. 1336, 2545. %ﬁ?g—ro
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rhed B SR SBURRAR . FEAR SEIRE LUK 18044F AR A Y O JIT 48 Ay oA ik ] 7 v gt

(k) RERK. K (#11850)

(F) 4% (#11860)

WEERSE, BRIEERGENE N
AT, R E I B S B IE 4R B Add.
Or. 1336. 2545,

BT —/NER 4y, I TERR RS SRR (B IR 46 ——485R B (bl ) —#
18144, b —#R5r, EDSARHE SO BN IR 26 B R A4 1 A Bl E
F——S0RF AL AR ) o P SERE LR # AR, BUA 8TOMRISRIR
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¥ 3 (%9 1 7004 48 7 B FY)
KB EHEK Add. 5292 [fw003]
White chrysanthemum (painted in Xiamen, c. 1700), British Library,

W Zx*j@j:z@ﬁ; Add. 5292 [fw003].

() 8 BRI |
AH 4 # (#1700 4 74 8 P1)

(1518—1593) (A xxm### Add. 5292 [fw005]
ﬁ %ﬁ] H >> EP 3@%1‘@ Plants (painted in Xiamen, c. 1700), British Library, Add.5292 [fw005].

AEEHYIEEA R s e w1700

SR, AFEKRE (R aE A7 B4 AE: - L% James Cunningham) 17004
s 5 ZAEEBEPIGT G F E &, AEEEMBE Add. 5292 [fw003]
FL 5 e 2 €6 List of plants painted in Xiamen (“Emuy” ) for Dr. James Cunningham of

., B4HZF Eﬁj}ﬂ the East India Company, c. 1700, British Library, Add 5292 [fw003].
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