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Preface

In the early summer of 2000, when Mr. Huang Runhua, director of the Department of Rare Books
and Special Collections (RBSC) of the National Library of China (NLC), visited the USA, he was given
a book by Mr. Tang Weigiang from the Center for East-Asia Studies in the University of California, Los
Angeles. This book — Of Battle and Beauty: Felice Beato’s Phtotography of China — was complied by
David Harris and published by Santa Barbara Museum of Art in the USA. Before retirement, Mr. Huang
donated it to the Map and Old Photographs Group of RBSC. This volume was compiled from Michael
and Jane Wilson’s Collection in Santa Barbara Museum of Art and included 85 photographs of China
taken by Felice Beato (1820—1907) — one of the earliest war photographers in the world. The most
famous photographs are the ones showing the attack on Dagu Fort by Anglo-French forces. Despite
the static nature of the scenes owing to the limitation of early photography, the images are still very
powerful. This newly-invented technology provided a trustworthy depiction of Dagu Fort and the battle,
so providing very important research materials for the study of the Second Opium War. The book also
makes reference to sixteen other albums of Felice Beato researched by David Harris and aroused my
interest to make further explorations into old photographs such as these.

In January 2005, Mr. Lin Shitian and myself had an opportunity to visit the International Dunhuang
Project (IDP) at the British Library. During our discussion, we enquired about photographic collections of
old China in the libraries and museums in Britain. Susan Whitfield, director of IDP, and Imre Galambos,
IDP Project Coordinator, made us an appointment with John Falconer, Curator of Photographs at the
British Library — and Curator of this exhibition. John showed us several albums, one of which was Felice
Beato’s album of the Opium War. We were very excited to see the originals of the photographs referred
to by David Harris. It was as if we could see this British-Greek photographer producing his photographs
and peddling his knowledge of the Far East on his return to London. John also showed us some albums
of other photographers, which were of very good quality and contained much information.

With their help, we were also able to visit the Library of the School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London (SOAS). In a room crammed with photographs and documents, we looked at
photographs showing the British Legation in Beijing under siege by the Boxer forces in 1900. There
were illegible annotations on each photograph. We also saw some diaries and drawings by the Russian
diplomats in Peking. It was remarked that the First Historical Archives of China had attached great
importance to these materials and had previously made copies but nothing has been published to date.

Before leaving Britain, we suggested holding an exhibition of historical photographs about old
China in the NLC to give Chinese people the opportunity to see these materials themselves and
understand something further of the complicated history of that period. This suggestion might have been

considered slightly adventurous since the Anglo-Chinese War might be considered a sensitive subject.
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However, our British colleagues were positive, and we believed there was a possibility of this happening.

After returning to China, the exhibition proposal was approved by Director Zhan Furui and Vice-
director Chen Li. They asked the RBSC to contact the British Library to promote the preparation of
the exhibition. In September 2006, RBSC held the “International Symposium on the Central Asian
Collections” in Beijing. Susan Whitfield, John Falconer and the new IDP Project Coordinator, Alastair
Morrison, attended the symposium and brought us the news that the British Library had agreed to co-host
the exhibition as an activity of IDP. In the following year, John Falconer and Alastair Morrison came to the
NLC again with the support of a British Council Connections Through Culture Grant, bringing samples of
the photographs. Mr. Yan Xiangdong, director of the International Coordination Office, and Mr. Cao Ning,
director of the Cultural Education Training Department, attended the bilateral talks. Finally the two sides
agreed to hold the exhibition in the NLC in the autumn 2008.

With the support of a further grant from the British Council China-UK Connections through Culture,
Zhao Daying and | visited London to select photographs in May 2008. With the help of John and Alastair,
we viewed hundreds of photographs on the Boxer Uprising and a number of photographs about the |
1911 Revolution, Western missionaries in China and many depicting various scenes, everyday customs
and people. After the selection, the main themes of the exhibition gradually became apparent, that is,
the Second Opium War in 1860, the Boxer Uprising in 1900 and the Xinhai Revolution in 1911. It is
clear that an exhibition of the photographs of these three events will arouse public attention and have a
significant impact. The photographs related to politics, military affairs, society and culture support these
historical themes and comprise of (1) The photographs of Milton Miller and some Russian and French
photographers from the 1860s; of John Thomson, Thomas Child and Lai Afong from the 1870s; of
Donald Mennie from the 1920s, all depicting Chinese customs, architecture and scenes taken in Hong
Kong, Macao, Guangdong and Peking; (2) those of Edward Francis Chapman, Percy Molesworth Sykes,
Frederic Marshman Bailey and Clarmont Percival Skrine’s reports from Kashgar, Xinjiang; Aurel Stein’
s photographic records of his three Central Asian Expeditions, including Dandan Uilig, Niya, Dunhuang,
Karakhoja, Khotan and Yarkhoto — these reflect the Westerners’ diplomatic and cultural activities in
western China between the 1870s and 1920s; (3) many photographs of missionaries in Quanzhou,
Xiamen, Canton, Cangzhou, Tianjin, Wuhan, Chonggqing, Peking, Yongchun in Fujian and other places,
by unknown photographers, showing the religious activities of Western churches in China from 1890s
to the early twentieth century; (4) James George Scott’s photographs of marking the boundary between
Burma and China, which reveal diplomatic activity in southern China; (5) The 2nd Marquess of Zetland,
Lawrence John Lumley Dundass’ extensive travels from Shanghai along the Yangtze to Chongging, from
Chongging to Chengdu and finally across Yunnan into Burma, investigating the economic and political
systems in East Asia; (6) G. Warren Swire’s numerous photographs concerning the trade, docks, depots
and shipping fleets of the Swire-managed China Navigation Company along the Yangtze and the coast of
China, including Peking, Tianjin, Tanggu, Harbin, Shenyang, Longkou, Yangjiagou in Shandong Province,
Qingdao, Yantai, Wuchang, Hankou, Yichang, Nanjing, Jiujiang, Wuhu, Pukou, Ningbo, Haining,
Pudong in Shanghai, Changsha, Nanchang, Dengzhou, Fuzhou, Xiamen, Canton, Shantou, Shanxi and
Chongging. We have chosen one photograph for each site to show the development of Butterfield &

Swire’s business throughout China.
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This is the first large exhibition held by the NLC on the modern history of China. The historical
events, cultures, society and economy of China are observed through photographs which mirror the
great changes during this seminal period. It is also the first exhibition of historical photographs on these
subjects. | hope that these yellowing and sometimes damaged photographs will cause readers to muse
upon the vivid figures, to feel the sufferings of the history of Modern China, and to inspire reflection and a
meditative state of mind.

John Falconer from the British Library played a key role. He selected representative photographers
and photographs to show important historical events, society and culture. These photographs not only
cover a vast geographical area of China, but also reflect the characteristics of photographic techniques
and art at that time. It is hard to arrange the time, events and photographers in a meaningful order, but
John manages it. This is owing to his extensive research experience with a special concentration on
the history of photography. Moreover, he has written all the text, captions and the introduction to this
catalogue. Following the end of the Beijing Olympic Games, colleagues from the Ancient Books Library of
the NLC started on the translation, identification of photographs and textual research of the sites shown
in the photographs. Cao Jingjing and Weng Yingfang were in charge of editorial coordination; Li Wenijie,
Xu Yajuan, Peng Fuying and Li Yanhui carried out the translation into Chinese; and Bao Guogiang,
Gulnigar Esker, Li Hongying and Liu Bo were responsible for revising photographs and making textual
study on the sites. Professor Zhang Wengqin from Zhongshan University also helped us with identification
of some places. Cao Jingjing and Weng Yingfang, also requested Alastair to proofread the Chinese
translations. Since returning from Britain, Zhao Daying has been in constant communication with our
British partners, helping with drawing up the agreement, sending and receiving materials and undertaking
the final revision. Lin Shitian and Zhang Zhiging were also involved in the proofreading. We can say that
this catalogue combines great efforts and friendship of colleagues from the British Library and the NLC.
We would also wish to acknowledge Graham Shaw, Susan Whitfield and Imre Galambos from the British
Library and Zhan Furui, Chen Li, Yan Xiangdong and Cao Ning from the NLC, who offered important
support in the organisation of this exhibition. We are especially indebted to Guo Youling, director of
NLC Press Company, who has agreed to publish this book and editors Yin Mengxia and Wang Yanlai,
who have edited and published this book to an extremely tight schedule. In particular, we would also
like to thank the Royal Asiatic Society, SOAS and all the other public and private collectors. They have
generously permitted the reproduction of their photographs, which enable these rare materials to be
exhibited in China after a century, so that the Chinese and British people can revisit their joint history and
consider anew how to face the future together.

Due to the limitation of time and the ability of translators, we apologize for the inevitable omissions

and errors. We beg your understanding and await for your feedback and suggestions.

Zhang Zhiging
Ancient Books Library of NLC
September 2, 2008
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Introduction
Western Eyes: Photography in China 1860-1930

The photographs in this exhibition present a cumulative impression of China, through the prism of
landscapes, architecture, people and historical events, photographed by and for westerners over three-
quarters of a century, from the closing phases of the Second Opium or Arrow War in 1860, through to the
work of amateur photographers in the 1930s. The motivations behind the production of these images were
as varied as their content. The unique historical importance of Felice Beato’s photographic documentation
of the Anglo-French Expeditionary Force which occupied Peking in 1860, was inspired both by commercial
opportunism and a personal obsession with documenting scenes of conflict. While the photographers who
followed in his wake were also primarily inspired by the prospect of commercial gain, the best of the work
produced in succeeding decades forms a compelling witness to the European fascination with Chinese
life and culture. The more informal work of amateur photographers in the 20th century perhaps lacks
something of the technical and compositional skill of the professional photographers of earlier decades,
but whether taken for private amusement, as an archaeologist’s visual notebook, or a reminder of places
visited in the course of business, these varied viewpoints in total present a vivid expression of the
inexhaustible variety and interest of China to European eyes.

Photography became practically available to the public with the announcement of the details of
Louis Daguerre’s daguerreotype process in 1839, and with the almost simultaneous publication of the
Englishman William Henry Fox Talbot's photogenic drawing process in the same year. Photography was
swiftly seen as an ideal vehicle for recording the customs, cultures and landscapes of distant countries.
The technical limitations of the new medium, however, which required bulky equipment, complicated
chemical procedures and long exposure times, in practice restricted its extensive use in areas remote from
Europe. In Hong Kong, with its growing foreign commercial community, attempts were made to establish
photographic studios from the mid-1840s, but such initiatives were sporadic and the lack of any substantial
customer base at this period ensured that none of these firms survived for any length of time. And while
there is evidence of photographers, amateur and commercial, attempting to break into the China market in
the late 1850s, very little photography survives from the period before the Anglo-French invasion of 1860.

The commercial photographer Felice Beato arrived with the foreign army which occupied Peking in
late 1860. The record he created, both of the course of the military campaign itself and of the architecture
sights of Peking and Canton, represents the first large-scale photographic documentation undertaken
in mainland China. The arrival of Beato also marks the point at which photography began to establish

itself as a permanent presence in China. The increasing number of treaty ports opened to foreign trade
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at the conclusion of the Arrow War and the consequent rise in foreign merchants and residents, began
to create a growing demand from these newcomers for photographic mementoes and souvenirs of
China. In an age when photographic technology was complicated and uncertain for all but the most
dedicated amateurs, it was the professional photographer who satisfied this demand, and from the
early 1860s onwards, a steady growth can be seen in the number of commercial firms operating in the
treaty ports, particularly in the more important trading centres of Hong Kong, Shanghai and Canton. The
work of these firms, whose legacy survives in albums brought home as souvenirs by European traders,
missionaries, military men and administrators, supplies a unique historical record of the people, places
and events of 19th-century China, captured with an accuracy and evocative power unparalleled in any
other medium.

It should also be noted, that although many of the most-celebrated names associated with the
development of photography in China from the 1860s onwards—men such as Milton Miller, John
Thomson and Thomas Child—were westerners, Chinese photographers also made a significant
contribution. Their subject matter was also largely directed towards satisfying European demands for
views of characteristic scenes and types, and a number of these Chinese photographers created bodies
of work of major documentary and artistic importance. A selection of the work of the most prolific and
successful of these Chinese photographers, the studio of Lai Afong, is also shown here alongside that
of his European contemporaries. In the course of a career spanning the whole of the second half of
the 19th century, Lai Afong created a unique record of Chinese life, whose artistry and taste won warm
praise from John Thomson, the most famous of the European photographers attracted to China in the
19th century.

While the intrepid John Thomson is justly famous for his extensive travels through the Chinese
Empire in the early 1870s, the subject matter of many of these early photographers was geographically
limited to the areas surrounding the major treaty ports, both by the technical demands of transporting
and using photographic equipment in the field, and by restrictions on travel outside areas designated for
foreign access. By the early 20th century, however, advances in technology had led to the manufacture

of more simplified and portable equipment and as Europeans penetrated deeper into the lesser-known
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