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In the summer of 1995, invited by Dr David Faure of the Institute
for Chinese Studies of Oxford University, I paid a short visit to Oxford
for a month. In the Bodleian Library in which a huge amount of early
manuscripts and paintings are collected, I looked at a variety of export
paintings produced in Guangzhou in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries for Western markets. I knew little about Chinese export
paintings except for having seen some printed works in books and a
few originals in the Hong Kong Museum of Art, which are in most
cases large watercolours or oil on Western paper or canvas. What I saw
in Oxford was very different from these works. They are small in size
and the drawing techniques applied seems a bit childlike. Yet these
paintings are tremendously colourful and bright, and the texture
expressed by the use of colouring comes close to embroidery. Moreover,
the themes of the paintings are abundant—flowers, birds, insects, fishes,
buildings and gardens, common people and street scenes, etc. I was so
attracted by such paintings that immediately I decided to order a set of
slides of them and sent them back to China for future exhibitions and
further researches.

I did not realize that such an encounter in Oxford would lead to

a sequence of events which would in turn bring into being this
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exhibition and the publication of this volume. Soon afterwards a
gentleman from Yorkshire visited Bodleian Library and looked at these
paintings. As my name was left in the registration book of the Bodleian
Library, this gentleman knew that somebody from China had also been
interested in the same set of paintings. He then realized that he knew
one of my friends who was an archaeologist from Beijing. Through
this common friend, this gentleman wrote me a letter explaining his
interest in these paintings and that he was compiling an annotated
catalogue and conducting some preliminary researches. He also
expressed his wish to come to Guangzhou to look at the slides
I ordered from the Bodleian. I was so delighted to learn that a foreign
gentleman was so interested in the paintings produced in Guangzhou
nearly two centuries ago. Immediately I sent him a reply and said that
he was most welcome to come to Guangzhou.

In December 1999, this gentleman—Mr Ifan Williams— was on
his way to Guilin and stopped at Guangzhou for a few hours. He left
his wife in the company of other members of the tour party and came
on his own to Zhongshan(Sun Yat-sen)University for a brief meeting
with us. He shared with us what he had seen and what he knew of this

kind of painting in the museums and libraries of Britain and other




parts of Europe. He also showed us photographs of many of the
paintings he had seen and personally collected, and looked at the slides
we ordered from Oxford and Cambridge. We were so excited by such
an encounter that we forgot to treat this foreign visitor with a decent
meal—we only had lunch boxes from fast food restaurant for lunch. It
was on that occasion that I realized the paper of that kind of paintings
was called “pith paper”, or in Chinese, “tongcao zhi” .

Our meeting was hasty, and yet it established a long term
friendship and mutual trust between Mr Williams and ourselves. In the
spring of 2000, Mr Williams wrote me an email exploring the
possibility of holding a small exhibition of pith paper watercolours in
Guangzhou. Before long he sent me another email saying that he
decided to select 60 pieces of pith paper watercolours from his
personal collection and send to Guangzhou as a gift. He suggested
that because these paintings witnessed the social and cultural
history of nineteenth century Guangzhou, the Guangzhou Museum
would be their best permanent home. I was most delighted by such a
message, and immediately I put the pith paper watercolours exhibition
and the donation ceremony onto my official agenda. In September,

Mr Williams brought with him 60 pieces of pith paper watercolours to
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our museum in person. We showed him around the city of Guangzhou,

visiting with him a number of museums and art galleries. Having been
interested in pith paper watercolours and other forms of Chinese
export art for years, Mr Williams was eager to search for any
single trace of hongs and factories—the agents which dealt with
Sino-European trade in the eighteenth and nineteenth century
Guangzhou. Unfortunately, Guangzhou has changed so much that few
eighteenth and nineteenth century historical relics remain and we could
not entirely satisfy our foreign visitor. The scene of old Canton can
only be imagined by looking at the export paintings and commodities
of various sorts.

We should perhaps bear in mind that Mr Williams is not a
professional researcher. Collecting and studying pith paper watercolours
is only his amateur pursuit which could not be fully taken up until he
retired. Yet this did not deter him from delving into the subject as
seriously as a professional. To understand the current state of the
collection of pith paper watercolours, he has visited as many museums,
libraries, and galleries as possible. He has purchased any book relating
to this subject as long as he can afford. He tried his best to search for

any possible information on the internet. He even went to Hong Kong




and Guangzhou at his own expenses—all these are done without

research funding at all.

Back in Yorkshire, Mr Williams 1s a keen member of several groups
of Friends of Museums. During our trip to Yorkshire in the winter of
2000 he personally arranged for us a number of visits to local museums,
galleries, voluntary associations concerning local culture and history,
and the archaeology department of York University. With his thoughtful
arrangement, we were able to communicate with the staff of these
institutions in an in-depth and sincere manner. Mr Williams also kindly
invited us to pay a visit to his home—an eighteenth century house
containing a variety of works of art. While we were being attracted by
a set of pith paper watercolours of flowers and butterflies hung in his
house, Mrs Williams told us the story about this set of paintings and
thus the origin of Mr Williams’ interest in pith paper watercolours. We
then realized the bond between Mr Williams, a Welsh gentleman who
previously had nothing to do with China at all, and the little Chinese
pith paper watercolours, was tied by an apparently trivial but touching
occurrence.

Back in the carly 1970s, while wandering in an open market in

Cambridge, Mrs Williams was thinking whether she should buy the

S

-~

I

lll

l|5
[
1

i




i

coat she spotted. Around the same time, she was attracted by a set of
watercolours of flowers and butterflies. Immediately she decided she
would give up the coat and buy the watercolours for her husband who
always showed an interest in different kinds of artwork. This is how
these butterflies “flying” to an ordinary Yorkshire family and from then
on they have been resting there for thirty years. They remind us the
remarkable history of the Sino-European trade and the production of
art and craft which used to take place in Guangzhou.They also remind
us the artistic and cultural taste of Western people in the past and
present. From the eighteenth to the early twentieth century, as
one of the most important centres of Sino-Western maritime trade,
numerous art and craft works were produced in Guangzhou and
exported to Europe and America. A large number of anonymous
artists and craftsmen, becoming familiar with new genre and drawing
techniques, were also nourished as a result. For various reasons such a
history of Sino-Western exchanges has been retarded or even suspended.

Without adequate objects or relics as evidence, such a history seems

_like a dream which i1s unimaginable to most of the Chinese people.

More regretful is that nonc of the public collections of Guangzhou

possessed a single example of such watercolours, despite the fact that




Guangzhou used to be the largest producer and exporter of Chinese

export art and craft works, and that large amount of researches on this
subject have been conducted by local and foreign scholars.

The donation by Mr Williams marks a significant beginning—the
City of Guangzhou finally possesses its first collection of Chinese
export paintings. My colleagues at Guangzhou Museum immediately
became aware of the artistic and social historical value of pith paper
watercolours, and have purchased a number of works of such to add to
the collection. We therefore consider holding an exhibition not only
to express our gratefulness for the kind gift of Mr Williams, but also to
bring to the mind of Guangzhou citizen the history of their city, which
has been bit by bit fading away from their memories. To this day, a
large part of this history can only be recalled by visiting the museums
and antique markets of Europe and North America, where numerous
paintings and artworks produced by anonymous artists in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century Guangzhou are collected or sold.
We should not expect these collections, like the pith paper watercolours
donated by Mr Williams, to be “returned” to Guangzhou—they are
just too abundant and in most cases highly regarded where they are. By

introducing to our citizens the collections of Chinese artworks kept in
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