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Foreword 1

More than a century ago the West opened China's gates with military force. What met their eyes was not just
the huge quantity of raw materials such as fertile land, labour resources and export sites, but also an amazing sight of
culture and history built up through several thousands of years of Chinese civilisation. As Western commodities rushed
into the old China there followed many individuals who wanted to investigate this mysterious land and culture. The
Scottish photographer John Thomson stood out among these visitors.

Thomson is known as one of the pioneers of photo-journalism. This is not just due to his extensive travels in Asia,
including China but his choice to reach destinations in the interior previously undiscovered by foreign eyes, and also
because of the unique era in which he traveled, when Chinese people knew next to nothing about photography. His powers
of communication enabled him to capture the local customs and feelings of each place he visited, as he photographed
Chinese people of all classes, from the aristocracy to the common man. More importantly, when compared with other
foreign photographers in China during that era, his work is unaffected by racial prejudice but reflects an objective and
realistic perspective of what he saw. Moreover, after his return to Britain, Thomson did his utmost to introduce these images
of China to the West, through many illustrated lectures and numerous publications, he became one of the rare impartial
cultural envoys of the time. It can be said that, “Thomson was the first Western photographer to disseminate images about
China on such a wide scale, the first photographer to make such an earnest record of China, the first artist and master of
communication to pursue with such devotion the aesthetics of photography. He was also the first Western photographer to
extensively express kindness and empathy towards the Chinese people.”

After his death, Thomson's collection of glass negatives of China were purchased by the Wellcome Library in
London. Although the collection was well looked after and cataloged under the efforts of the Library and received the
attention of many international scholars and researchers, the works however remained distant and estranged from the
people of the land where they were created. It is wonderful that, today, more than one hundred years later, thanks to
efforts from all sides, the Beijing World Art Museum is at last welcoming this exhibition “ China - Through the Lens of
John Thomson 1868 —1872” to China. This is the first time that Thomson's photographs have traveled this distance -
from Britain, to be viewed by their widest audience, the Chinese people.

The Beijing World Art Museum's theme for 2009 is “China Retrospect”. “China - Through the Lens of John
Thomson 1868 — 1872” will be one of the most important exhibitions of this year, placing emphasis on the theme
of “looking back”. Of course, this type of recollection is not as simple as looking back at our history from our own
perspective, because these photographs also express the perspective of a Westerner, so this exhibition represents a
multiple view that transcends different time and place. It captures how Westerners would have seen China at that time,
how contemporary China sees its own history, and of course how modern day Chinese people see their past through
the eyes a foreigner.

The photographer and his subjects are long gone, but their influence lives on. Through this exhibition audiences
can retread their steps and return to the land where these images were captured, places such as Beijing, Fuzhou,
Guangzhou and Dongguan, viewers can witness the past and treasure their memories.

/" Wang Limei, Director, Beijing World Art Museum
April, 2009
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Foreword 2

During the period from 1868 to 1872, China stood precariously at the eve of a new era. The Qing Dynasty
was enveloped by the forces of change. If not for those foreign photographers, record of many important historical
moments and scenes of daily lives and customs of society would be lost forever. Scottish photographer John Thomson
was a pioneer of photo-journalism, his objective, realistic and artistic perspective created a unique record of the face of
Chinese society at the end of the 19th Century.

The invention of daguerreotype in 1839 launched the modern age of photography, and less than 30 years later
Thomson brought this Western photographic technology with him to China. He used this newly invented wet collodian
process to record the final years of feudal society as it broke up and the subsequent birth pains of a new age. These
photographs touch on a broad range of subjects, covering many different themes such as landsccope, portraits,
architecture, family, and urban life. They give people diverse perspectives through which to view and understand
Chinese history and culture that was in existence over a century ago.

The 148 photographs to be shown are the first large scale shown of Thomson's work in China. Many of them
have never been seen by the Chinese people. The historical value of these treasured images is twofold: they are not
just a witness of views of Chinese culture and society at the time, but also an important resource of early photographic
history and techniques.

We also hope this exhibition will advance friendly relations and cultural exchanges between the peoples of China
and Biritain.

| wish the exhibition great success.

/ Yang Cong, Director, Fujian Museum
April, 2009
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Foreword 3

Since the 17th Century when “Chinoiserie style” became fashionable in Europe, Chinese culture has attracted
countless Europeans and Americans in search of something from the East. It has also had a relatively big influence
on the development of Europe in modern times. After entering the 19th Century, Western culture gradually came to
occupy a more forceful position, which deeply influenced the development of modern Chinese history. Because of
this, exchange and communication between these two different cultures are enveloped by very complex attitudes and
emotions.

It is against this historical and cultural background that the British photographer John Thomson arrived in China
more than one hundred years ago. Coming to China, weighed down with cumbersome camera equipment, he traveled
to important cities all over the country, to the north and south of the Yangtze River. With unique aesthetic vision he
selectively photographed and captured the elegance of each different social class, showed the aesthetic flavour of
the people of the Far East, leaving us with a record of an historical moment and a rich cultural treasure. Today, under
the mutual efforts of Chinese and British cultural institutions and individuals, these treasured historical photographs
have followed in the footsteps of Thomson over a century ago and are coming on an exhibition tour to cities such as
Beijing, Fuzhou, Guangzhou and Dongguan. In Guangzhou they will be exhibited at the Guangzhou Museum's Zhenhai
Tower with its unique historical significance. It is significant as a building because it not only represents the old city of
Guangzhou, but because it was frequently painted by Western artists of the period. Although Thomson's works did not
include scenes of the Zhenhai Tower itself, he did take an image of a memorial arch in the Yuexiu Park, therefore we
can say for certain that on his travels to Guangzhou, the Tower would have attracted his gaze. It can be said that the
Zhenhai Tower was a historical witness to the period of Thomson's travels to Guangzhou.

We eagerly await this exhibition and hope that it will help the people of Guangdong Province to better understand
the past of Guangzhou, that it will broaden our cultural field of vision, and enhance friendly relations with people around
the world.

/ Cheng Cunijie, Director, Guangzhou Museum
April, 2009




4= B LA sy
RERIE

200011 B3H-1282H

oM

—MEHLRT, A% - PR E S ST SN REAMSUCR RS . MAXSE . #
SHMRE, WBEZARNEEARMCR T AR RNTERR, "BERY —28RRTNT
E (1808—1872) " BE¥RERMNBEEMATXLL R,

YWHWBIBBOR S, AIGARTTZABERASEEERE, MAEBREFHIET REU
AKELBEYE, HETAEREANBMEBANEE, AASNPTELSEERESNSER, RN
—MUE T #1002 FRTM T ER LM AT ERNNE.

PIBBABNTESREIOELMNEE, AXEHTHNATNPENTR. NE—TSHEL
B, UtAEREEREZR, XEFGERATNEET PEXUANHR, LR NEZETH

¥ - DI B SR TR
RREBRIBHEN—EZESMENETREDE EEHNEEENEENER, FEOTSHS RN
SHZARRYE, REHATERSLIIR. 1Eh TRERE—2ERIRTRE (18086—1872) © g

ey —, BRMNFEBTH AR EAED, IRFEHREMERFELERERT RNEAZHIAIR
57, BSERFEENIEARTHTER L AR, H— P E e sOR,

RSl E G RESEBE, PEHLEERZRENLABREAEDTHNE 1 REREB
jpel

¢

/K, RERRIBEK
2009F4H

007

Dongguan Exhibition Center
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Foreword 4

More than one century ago, John Thomson traveled to China, filled with a curiosity about the Far East and a
fondness for people of different cultures. From an anthropological and sociological perspective and with the keen
aesthetics of a photographic artist he recorded a portrait of China that has become a great treasure. Through the
exhibition “ China — Through the Lens of John Thomson 1868 — 1872 we are very fortunate to be able to admire the
images that he captured.

To look at Thomson's photographs in overall, we can see that he not only photographed the lives of the ruling
classes and aristocracy, but also captured images of nature and of the common man. He photographed many images
of the daily lives of common people, capturing their local customs and practices. His works are the most realistic
portrayal of Chinese society of that period, and are most valued as a tool for us to understand Chinese history and
culture from one hundred years ago.

The dissemination of Thomson's photographic portrait of China in the 19th Century greatly enhanced the West's
understanding of China. Over a hundred years later, as these works return to China, once again we elevate the bridge
of cultural exchange between the East and the West, and recognise Thomson's contribution towards this exchange.

The Dongguan Exhibition Centre is a comprehensive exhibition venue. As well as putting efforts into increasing
knowledge and understanding of Dongguan, it is also dedicated to introducing quality international cultural and art
exhibitions in order to advance cultural exchange between cities.

As one of the exhibition venues of “China — Through the Lens of John Thomson 1868 - 1872" we hope that
through this exhibition we will strengthen Dongguan residents' understanding and knowledge of modern Chinese
history, in particular modern history and culture of Guangdong Province. We hope that it will enable us to view foreign
perspectives of 19th century Chinese and will also help to enhance cultural exchanges between China and Britain.

We would like to thank the Wellcome Library in Britain and the Beijing World Art Museum for all of their efforts in
organising this exhibition. We wish it great success!

/ Zhong Changyong, Director, Dongguan Exhibition Centre
April, 2009
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John Thomson: A Humanist View of the World

‘Had the great Venetian traveler, Marco Polo, been able to confirm by a series of photographs
his story of the wonders of Cathay, his fair fame would have escaped the discredit cast upon it for
centuries, and indeed until comparatively recent investigation confirmed his story.’

— John Thomson

After its invention in 1839, photography was introduced into China by Europeans. John Thomson however, was
not among the first photographers who visited China.

The French customs inspector and amateur daguerreotypist Jules Alphonse Eugéne ltier (1802-1877) was the first
person to bring photography into China (1844);

the Swiss pioneer photographer Pierre Joseph Rossier (c.1829 - ¢.1898) remained in China for several years from
1858, produced some of the first commercial photographs of China;

and the Venetian photographer Felice Beato (c.1825 - ¢.1907) arrived in imperial capital Beijing in 1860, took
some of the first photographs of the Summer Palace.

In the history of photography in China, however, John Thomson was the first western photographer to have
traveled and photographed so extensively and to have take up an active role informing the western audience
about China the country. In his books on China, Thomson showed his genuine interest in the development of
photography in China, while his photographs of the country and its people demonstrated he was not only an
effective communicator and an excellent artist but also a human being with a profound love for China and deep
feelings for its people.

Thomson ‘s work and legacy

Looking at photographs of China by Jules Alphonse Eugéne ltier, Pierre Joseph Rossier and Felice Beato,
we see that Itier mainly documented the conclusion of the Treaty of Whampoa and took a small number of
daguerreotypes of Chinese people and scenery in Macau and the Guandong region. Rossier’s stereographs
covered mainly Hong Kong and Guangdong, while Beato's images were mainly about Taku forts in Tianjin, the
Summer Palace in Beijing, and of Hong Kong and Guangdong. In comparison, Thomson was the first western
photographer to travel and photograph so extensively across China from Formosa to Fujian and up the Yangtze
River.
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It is not difficult to imagine how arduous it must have been for a western photographer to work in China at that
time, carrying a large amount of cumbersome equipment while facing the suspicious eyes of the Chinese.

Until 1880, the wet-collodian process was the most advanced and popular photographic technique. For the
coating and sensitizing of the plates and the developing and fixing of the image, a complete chest of chemicals was
needed. Processing had to be carried out immediately before and after exposure of the plate in dark room conditions.
A portable light-proof tent big enough to house the entire array of instruments — dishes, glass measures, funnels,
scales, weights, etc., as well as the photographer himself, was essential, as was a bucket and supply of fresh water.
With these equipment and supplies, and 'with the aid of eight to ten bearers' , Thomson sought to penetrate a
largely unknown and unapproachable China, covering 8000 kilometres. Sometimes he experienced the extremes of
temperature and on one occasion in winter 1871 while processing a picture of Chefoo, he poured some water over
the glass negative and immediately the liquid froze on its surface. He had to thaw the negative over a charcoal fire and
wash it clean with water.(Fig.1)

As an independent commercial photographer, Thomson was not accompanied by any foreign troops while
traveling across inland China. In order to take photographs of ordinary Chinese, he often had to overcome people’s
fear of the camera. At the time it was a widespread belief that in taking a photograph a portion of the vital essence is
extracted from the body of the sitter and imminent death is rendered an absolute certainty. Therefore a photographer
was frequently looked upon as a forerunner of death, especially if he was a white foreigner. There were occasions
when Thomson witnessed some Chinese so stricken with superstitious dread that they fell down on bended knees
and beseeched him not to take their likeness with the fatal lens of his camera. On another occasion, when he was
attempting to take a photograph of a tower not far from Guangdong, Thomson was assailed on the river bank
by a mob of ruffians, who drove him into the river. Luckily he was taken into a boat by a couple of good-natured
women. (Fig.2)

Today as we re-examine Thomson's photographs of China and its people, we feel we owe him a debt of gratitude.
Out of pure curiosity for Eastern culture and love for China, he captured the day-to-day lives of the people and a
great number of remarkable images of a fragile nation in the process of change. They were the first photographic
social documentation of China to be published. These images not only showed Thomson's remarkable talent as a
photographer, they also contributed a great deal to the 19th century western view of China and its people.

Whilst Pierre Joseph Rossier and Felice Beato's photographs were sold individually and so had a very limited
audience, Thomson was the first to publish his works in book format. lllustrations of China and its People first
appeared in 1873, with 200 engravings made from Thomson's photographs. These photographs were printed by the
newly invented collotype process and the images were accompanied by Thomson's own text in which he frequently
displayed remarkable knowledge, insight and wit. It caused a stir in Europe.

2. History of photography in 19th century China

In Chinese historical documents photographers were considered artisans. At that time, cameras were very
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expensive and a studio rarely had more than one camera. Therefore, there were very few records of early Chinese
photographers nor their photographs. Thomson's work provides us with invaluable visual and historical documentation
in understanding 19th century China and its early history of photography. (Fig.3)

In 1872 Thomson contributed two articles to the British Journal of Photography. He recounts the activities of
early Chinese photographers and portrait artists working in Hong Kong. According to him, on Queen’s Road Central,
there were about 20 photographic and artist studios and amongst them was Afong Studio owned by the Chinese
photographer Lai Afong. He ‘was a plump and good natured son of Han’, Thomson recalls and ‘a man of exquisite
taste.’

According to Thomson there were a number of painters established in Hong-Kong but they all did the same class
of work and have about the same tariff of prices, regulated according to the dimensions of the canvas. The occupation
of these painters consisted mainly in making enlarged copies of photographs. In one such artist studio Thomson noted
that its walls were adorned with paintings in oil and some of the specimens of photographic art displayed in doorways
were fairly good. ‘The work in this painting-shop, like many things Chinese, is so divided as to afford the maximum
of profit for the minimum of labour. Thus one artist sketches, another paints the face, a third does the hands, and a
fourth fills in the costume and accessories. A canvas portrait is placed on the artist's easel, and is covered with a piece
of glass bearing the lines and squares which solve the problem of proportion in the large work." In one corner of the
studio, Thomson noticed that one artist had just roused himself from a long sleep and his clothes were redolent of
the fumes of opium: ‘he peers through his large spectacles into the subject's black eyes, and measures out her fair
proportions as he transfers them to the canvas; then she is passed from hand to hand, until at last every detail has
been produced with pre-Raphaelite exactitude, and a glow of colour added to the whole, far surpassing nature.’

Here Thomson was told that ‘a Chinaman would not suffer himself to be posed so as to produce a profile or three-
quarter face, his reason being that the portrait must show him to possess two eyes and two ears and that his round
face is perfect as a full moon. The same observance of symmetry is carried out in the entire pose of the figure; the face
too must be as nearly as possible devoid of shadow, or if there be any shadow at all, it must be equal on both sides;
this love of symmetry is also observed in carrying two watches in place of one in pockets placed one each side of the
coat. Shadow, the Chinese say, should not exist; it is an accident of nature, and therefore should not be portrayed, as
it does not represent any feature of the face’; ‘and yet', commented Thomson, ‘they all of them carry fans in order to
secure that very shade so essential to existence in the South of Chinal’

These early accounts of Chinese photographic studios have left us with an invaluable histerical record of early
Chinese photography.

In comparison to Hong Kong, in the imperial capital Beijing, the first photographic studio only emerged in 1879.
Thomson’s 1898 book Through China with a Camera provided us with a vivid account of early photographic activities
in the city. As Thomson shows, already in 1871, there were at least two people in Beijing devoted to photography.
One such person was a Mr Wang, a man with some imperial connections who accompanied Thomson when he
photographed the ruins of the Summer Palace. The other, was a businessman, Mr.Yang, ‘a fine sample of the modern
Chinese savant — fat, good-natured and contented, but much inclined to take short cuts to scientific knowledge,
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and to esteem his own incomplete and haphazard achievements the results of marvelously perfect intelligence.” Mr.
Yang was an amateur photographer who had a private laboratory in his huge house and its walls were ‘garnished with
enlarged photographs of Yang's family and friends." (Fig.4)

3. Thomson - the artist and the man

Throughout his journey in China, Thomson never ceased to communicate with local people and in Hong Kong
he often discussed photography techniques with local artists. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Thomson did not
pursue purely commercial success. In Singapore and Hong Kong, he took a number of half portraits and head shots.
To a commercial photographer, this carried a certain risk because the majority of Chinese customers preferred full body
portraiture. In fact, as this exhibition shows, portraiture was an integral part of Thomson's work: from formal portraits of
rulers and gentry to images of Chinese women with different types of coiffeur. Even when he was travelling, Thomson
did not stop making portraits. These provide us with an important historical reference for the study of costumes and
hairstyles of the late Qing period. (Fig.5, 6)

To take such images required a high level of communication between the photographer and his subjects,
especially when trying to photograph among ‘a people hostile to foreigners'. Often, Thomson would suggest that
subjects change their position or gesture so they would feel more at ease. Images of couples facing each other were
highly unusual in imperial China, but Thomson was successful in taking a number of those. At times, there was a
price to pay. For instance, Thomson had to bribe a woman handsomely in order to photograph her golden lilies, a
euphemism for bound feet. Money was at times a way to communicate with the locals, as he wrote once ‘we offered
one or two small silver coins to the children of the house but the old gentleman would not permit them to be accepted
until it had been carefully explained to him that they were simply gifts to be worn as charms and not intended as a
recompense for his hospitality.” (Fig.7)

4. Thomson and China

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Thomson was not, as might be expected, attached to any government survey
neither was he on an official mission. He went to China out of curiosity. While there, he gradually developed a profound
love for the country and a deep sympathy for its people. There were no distorted images of China and in Thomson's
photos we see human individuals full of peculiarities - we see them smiling and relaxing.

Although Thomson was very critical of the corrupt Qing government he said reform should ‘begin with the
government itself, however with the people of China, Thomson experienced ‘many instances of a simple genuine
hospitality’ ‘all over the land; and | feel assured that any foreigner knowing enough of the language to make his
immediate wants understood, and endowed with a reasonable even temper, would encounter little opposition in
traveling over the greater part of China.” This positive feeling Thomson held towards Chinese people can be seen
through his photographs.
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9 Fig.9

A quick look through Thomson'’s photographs, show that his works were not merely portraits of rulers and landed
gentry and panoramic landscapes. In China he photographed many anonymous individuals in street scenes and at
their homes. He was very sensitive to human beings, and this was projected through his images: from coolies enjoying
their roadside lunch, to children watching a peep show, a Manchu woman dressing her hair and a bride in her beautiful
wedding costume, though with a hint of sadness in her eyes.

For Thomson, his China journey was remarkable and provided him with a wealth of experience as a photographer.
His photographs contributed greatly to 19th century Europe's understanding of Asia and filled the visual gap between
East and West. He became known as ‘China’ Thomson. Perhaps even more importantly, his images of China and its
people, as well as his later images of London street scenes, present to us a humanist view of the world. (Fig.8, 9)

In his Through China with a Camera, Thomson wrote: ‘I will conclude this introductory sketch by expressing the
hope that China may awake from her lethargy before it is too late’. More than a century later, these images are finally
brought back to China. Let's hope his wish will become true.
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John Thomson: London to China, China to London

Library

Wellcon

/ Willlam Schupbach

We are in the London of Sherlock Holmes. Through the fog walks an elderly man with a stick. He makes his way
along the streets in the smart West End with its lavish new office buildings in the classical style. He is on a trip from his
modest home in Streatham in south London to see a new collection that has gone on public display: the exhibition, in
a showroom in Wigmore Street, of historical artefacts belonging to the wealthy American pharmaceutical manufacturer,
Henry S. Wellcome.

The elderly man is the photographer John Thomson, and the date is 1920, when he is 83 years old. In his youth
and middle age he had been a great traveller. He had set off from his native Scotland in the 1860s and had travelled
widely in the Far East. On the River Min rapids he had been shipwrecked. In Shantou, as he tried to photograph an
ancient bridge over the river, the people on the bridge pelted him so that he was forced to defend himself with the
tripod of his camera. He had been the first European to be seen by the inhabitants of the villages he had passed
through in Western China. He had conversed with King Mongkut | of Thailand, and had made his way through the
Cambodian jungle to find the colossal ruins of Angkor Wat and Angkor Tom. In Beijing he had photographed the
admired Yi Xin (Prince Gong), sixth son of Emperor Daoguang, and he had photographed the street traders shouting
out their wares amidst the crowded hutongs. He had braved the malarial swamps of Cyprus to photograph the Cypriot
families in their rustic houses, and in London he had captured for all time the sufferings of the poorest class under
Queen Victoria—-whose photograph he had also been invited to take.

After his return to Great Britain, he had published many books on his travels, and was in possession of a
large number of the glass negatives, which, decades before, he had brought back from China and elsewhere for
reproduction in his publications.

On his visit to the Wellcome historical exhibition in 1920, Thomson would have seen a corridor lined with
photographs already in Wellcome's possession: it was a small display and had much about Africa but nothing about
China. So, on 12 May 1920, Thomson wrote to the curator of the gallery:

Dear Sir, | don't know if Mr Wellcome intends to have a room in the museum set apart for the
exhibition of photographs. If he does, selections from the photographs taken by me during my
eastern travels would prove useful, seeing that each photograph was taken to represent something
peculiar to the lands and to the people | visited. Each series includes antiquities, arts, architecture,
industries, and evidence of evolution. The regions include Siam, Cochin China, Cambodia, China
and the islands of Formosa and Cyprus. | would supply the negatives and quotable notes to each
subject. | am sure that such a series would add usefulness and interest to the wonderful collection
of this museum. Kindly let me know your views on the subject. Yours sincerely, J. Thomson.
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That letter was the beginning of the process that has led to the present exhibition. If Thomson had not written
it, it is unlikely that the photographs in this exhibition would exist today: there were few institutions at the time that
could have taken on the responsibility of preserving such a huge weight of old glass, making positive prints from the
negatives, making a catalogue of them, and making them available worldwide for exhibition and research.

Thomson's hope that Wellcome would provide a home for his photographs was a reasonable one: Wellcome was
himself an enthusiastic amateur photographer, he manufactured photographic chemicals, published a photographer's
annual diary, and was building up a collection of historic photographs that would include works by many master
photographers: views of Mexico by Désiré Charnay, records of mediaeval France by Edouard-Denis Baldus, portraits of
native Americans by Edward S. Curtis and of English men and women by Julia Margaret Cameron, and prize-winning
studies of Kashmir by Samuel Bourne. Within this treasure-house of fine photographs, Thomson, along with Felice
Beato and William Pryor Floyd, would represent those who had photographed China in the nineteenth century.

Thomson died before the negotiations to add his photographs to the collection were concluded, and Wellcome
subsequently bought them from Thomson's _heirs. As a result, three wooden steel-lined crates containing the precious
negatives were delivered to the Wellcome offices and subsequently became part of the Wellcome Library, where the
crates and their original contents are preserved today. Since 1981 they have been catalogued and studied with the
aid of many scholars from China, Thailand, Scotland, England, France and America. In the course of these studies,
the collection was found to contain many photographs that Thomson had not been able to include in any of his
publications: these negatives are the sole surviving witnesses of the scenes that they show. Others were published
but in a cropped form, so that readers of Thomson's publications only saw the people in the centre of a composition,
unaware that the uncropped original negative showed the people sitting in a palace garden or out on the Bund.

Given the size and range of Thomson's work, there is still much scope for further study and enjoyment of his
art. The Wellcome Library is therefore delighted that the present exhibition will bring Thomson's most humane and
evocative photographs to new audiences.




