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Preface to Chen Shen
Guangshe jishi el H

Richard K. Kent

The publication of Chen Shen’s Guangshe jishi is an important event.
Chen Shen, one of the foremost historians of Chinese photography,
has devoted nine years to the research that informs this volume. His
knowledge of the period and the subject is exceptional. Moreover,
unlike many scholars who must rely on the study of a subject through
reproductions or brief opportunities to see actual works in museums or
archives, Chen Shen possesses an intimate knowledge of many of the
works about which he writes because he had the foresight to collect
photographs by members of the Guangshe. He did so at a time when
these works were little valued and few appreciated their historical
significance. Also possessing firsthand experience with photographic
processes, he can write about photographs in a way that reflects
appreciation of their distinct materiality. This is an uncommon strength
for an historian of photography. Finally, he brings to the examination of
the topic decades of research into the history of Chinese photography
and specifically art photography.

The formation and activities of the Guangshe in the early 1920s at
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Beijing University by a group of well-educated, amateur photographers
laid the foundation for the development of fine art photography

during the Republican period in China. Indeed, several of its members
like Chen Wanli (1892-1969) and Liu Bannong (1891-1934) are

now regarded as pivotal figures in a movement to cultivate a more
sophisticated view of photography’s potential as an artistic medium and
vehicle for self-expression. As intellectuals who also sought to forge

a new and more modern China, they saw an aesthetic appreciation of
photography, a medium borne of art, science, and industrialization, as
another means to contribute to this aim. The efforts of the society to
draw attention to art photography through well-attended exhibitions and
the publication of two annuals established a model for later amateur art
photography societies that flourished, on a much broader scale, in 1930s
Shanghai.

In 2004, I began to investigate the rise of early twentieth-century
Chinese art photography. A student of mine from Shanghai encouraged
me to visit the city and that is where I first conducted research. In
the initial stage of my investigations, | acquired a copy of Zhongguo
sheying shi: 1840-1937, and this volume became a treasured guide
and opened my eyes to how art photography developed in China—

a topic that at the time was largely unknown to Western historians of
photography. That first trip prompted a succession of summer research
trips. I soon learned that Chen Shen, one of the volume’s editors, resided

in Beijing and I set my sights on going there to try to meet him. In 2008,
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[ had this opportunity and I reached out to him. I especially wanted to
gain greater insight into Liu Bannong, whose Bannong tanying I had
begun to translate, and the history of the Guangshe in general. I vividly
recall our first meeting.

Since then I have turned to Chen Shen for advice on various facets of
my research into the history of Chinese photography, and he has been
unfailingly helpful in ways small and large. On subsequent visits to
Beijing, Chen Shen opened his collection to me, enabling me to study
photographs by members of the Guangshe for which he had persistently
searched. On each occasion that I studied these photographs, I felt a
little closer to a moment in Chinese cultural history that had been filled
with optimism despite a context of underlying political challenge and
instability. As Chen Shen remarks in this volume, such extant works
represent a small percentage of those produced at the time because so
much was lost during the Cultural Revolution’s paroxysm of chaos and
anxiety. Likewise, documentation concerning members of the Guangshe
remains incomplete. Some members, like Chen Wanli and Liu Bannong,
we know much about; others, like Sun Zhongkuan and Wang Qinxi,
remain enigmatic figures, their names known mainly from the few works
reproduced in the Guangshe annuals. In this volume, Chen Shen has
painstakingly brought together whatever information is currently known.

Several times Chen Shen expressed his hope that he could escort
me to Jiangyin to visit Liu Bannong’s ancestral home, which has been

preserved as a memorial, and to enable me to see photographs by Liu



in the collection of the Jiangyin Museum. In the summer of 2013. we

at last realized this plan. Chen Shen’s student and colleague Xu Xijing,
who co-authored with him the recently published Zhongguo sheying
yishu shi, accompanied us. The opportunity to linger in the courtyard
of Liu Bannong’s house and to study the photographs on display in the
museum, many of which I had never seen reproduced in any publication.
was an experience I long will remember. The past is a fractured mosaic,
much of whose original pattern is irrevocably lost. On rare occasions,
however, favorable circumstances permit the historian to see a little
more clearly into its now obscured design and receive a precious
glimmer of insight. Our visit to Jiangyin offered that.

The research Chen Shen has accomplished is of a kind that could
only have been done by an historian with familial ties or fortunate
connections to certain of the Guangshe members or their descendants.
Chen Shen may very well be the last of his generation able to draw
on such special relationships. In writing this book, he has made both
an important scholarly contribution and fulfilled an act of personal

devotion. Future historians of Chinese photography will rely on it.

Lancaster, Pennsylvania

July 31,2017
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