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Seeing China in Modern Times Through
the Third Eye

Bian Xiuyue

To see China in modern times through the third eye is a vivid and colorful experience.

Foreign people in modern times got to know China mostly from William Alexander, a painter
accompanying the diplomatic mission led by was British envoy Macartney in 1793. It is no doubt that China
had already risen to fame among Europe before that and this fever had lasted for a long while. From the first
time China was heard to the Age of Enlightenment, the western world always regarded China, an ancient
oriental empire, as a model in wealth and civilization. A series of admiration and longing was triggered after
that. Though Macartney’s visit to China could not make this big empire to open its door, thus to fulfill his
mission to do business with China, his accompanying painter William Alexander put the information he
collected during the journey like the scenery along the road, temples and architecture, local customs, officials
and servants, generals and soldiers, into paintings. Not until 1843 did this situation experience some changes
after Fisher Company from London, British published China: The Scenery, Architecture, and Social Habits of
That Ancient Empire, a large series of picture album with text illustrations. This album is drawn by Thomas
Allom, a British architect and landscapist and annotated by a historian called George Wright. This was an
epitomized album about China related themes in the Europe and provided abundant historical information of
Chinese social life to the western world before the photography became mature. And just when this album
was unveiled to the public, the British built a harbor crowned by the name of Queen Victoria on Hong Kong
Island. They forced the door of China open by their weapons. Shortly after this, westerners poured into
China by gunships with drawing boards in arms and heavy cameras in hands, which were just invented out.
Numerous times were the spotlights and lens focused on this mysterious, novel, beautiful and affluent oriental
land.

Several years after photography was invented, it was brought to China by the westerners in 1844 and,
hence, the earliest image data of China was left. Later on, military forces, journalists, preachers, merchants,

travelers, explorers, diplomats and scientists from the western world swarmed into China. They slid into



every corner of China gradually and recorded the huge change taking place in China through photos and
paintings. And just from the very time, records of Chinese history especially big events, apart from archives
and paintings, more and more turned into snapshots under the lens of the western photographers. Meanwhile,
image of China in the eyes of the westerners experienced a great change. Though there still existed reverence
towards Chinese traditional culture, worship to Chinese uniquely styled ancient buildings, illustrations of
unsophisticated local customs as well as admiration of the magnificent mountains and rivers in China, what
the westerners’ brushes and lens focused more were the hard knock on China’s door by the western world and
the collapse of the dignity of an ancient empire. More attention were paid to the strong muscles of gunpowder
showed by the western world on China’s land, to the corruption of the government and officialdom, to the
cowardliness of military troops and ignorance of the common people. They cared much more about how the
outcomers interfered with Chinese’s politics and expanded their interests and how life fell into a chaotic state
when it came to the Republican period, during which various warlords were in a tangled warfare. The unquiet
China’s modern history recorded by brushes and lens of the westerners caught numerous everlasting moments
of China. They almost cover every aspect of the society, the profoundness and wideness of which offer rich
and colorful topics to see by people around the world. They documented Chinese history of that time directly
and vividly which become important materials for today’s historical research.

During the ten decades of years from 1840 to 1949, the modern times of Chinese history witnessed
countless big events taking place, which were all witnessed on site or photographed by the westerners.
Reports and graphic materials generated thereafter cover a time span of 150 years from 1793 to 1949. They
include comprehensive aspects of the Chinese society from national affairs, scenic spots, portraits, temples
and local customs to architecture, peddlers, transportation and so on. The production, lifestyle, education,
religions and other fields at that time were authentically recorded to show the traces of change of China in
modern times, as well as the change of China’s image in the eyes of the westerners.

The ancient wisdom says that using a bronze mirror, we can exam how we dress; studying history, we
can understand why there were rises and falls of powers. In fact, China’s images through the brushes and
lens of the westerners are not only the real portrayal of Chinese modern history, but also the westerners’
recognition of China. Yet no matter of what, it is a theme that deserves us to uncover, to know about , to
understand and to rethink. That is why we collect, edit and publish China’s Images in Modern Times, aiming
to draw the traces of change in China in modern times and the change of China’s images in the heart of the

westerners through each historical moment captured by the third eye.
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Notes

1. This book excerpts historical image data which records the situation of the English special envoy Macartney’s
coming to China in 1793 and the Chinese paintings and photos of the ambassadors, soldiers, preachers, explorers,
journalists, merchants and so on, who came to China for one and a half centuries before 1949. It also includes pictures
published by the foreign press or domestic newspapers or magazines in western languages during those periods.

2. The "western" we refer in this book does not only mean the geographical one, but one from the point of social
and cultural aspects as well. That's why countries like Japan,which assimilated western culture and entered into
modern social stage in the earlier times, is included in the book.

3. This book is categorized by painters, photographers, collectors and the editors for books on China's images
in modern times individually. For pictures on the foreign press or domestic newspapers or magazines in western
languages, they are sorted out according to specific newspapers or magazines.The author or unit that covers too many
works will be separated into an independent book or books. On the contray, if the works of the author or unit are not
abundant enough to generate an independent book, works of these will be put together in one.

4. Introductions of the authors or the press will be listed firstly in every unit of the book. Pictures are sorted out
in a chronological order of their generation time or published time. Works with no definite time will be sequenced
according to the time bucket. Photos without definite time and place are placed at the end of the unit.

5. Every picture is followed by a brief introduction explaining the incident, persons, location, time included in
the picture. There is neither far-fetched interpretation nor subjective commentation. No note will be added to photos
without definite time and place.

6. Since the names of places mentioned in the book are too complex and translation of domestic and foreign
places are too difficult, transliteration is adopted for some special cases, its original foreign names included. The
administrative division when the birth of those photos is different from what is now in the modern times. This book
follows the original information in principle and adopts the administrative division. For names which frequently
changed and are hard to verified, modern way of administrative division is used instead.
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