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ith, Bodhi Leaves and Magpies
—— Canton souvenirs brought back by our friend from afar (Preface)

Chen Yuhuan

Before the pictures collected by Mr. Ifan Williams and his study of them were made known to
us, few people in China recognized that Guangzhou used to produce a huge number of watercolours
on pith for export and even fewer paid any attention to them. For us it is no exaggeration to say that
Mr. Williams is at present the specialist who knows pith most extensively and thoroughly. Had he not
introduced the term “pith paper watercolours™ to us in the first instance, we would not have looked
up the nineteenth century Chinese literature and would probably never have realized that the original
Chinese phrase for pith watercolours was “tongzhi hua”.

With his curiosity about pith Mr. Williams began falling in love with Guangzhou — a city he
knew very little before. The “love story” started in the early 1970s. While in Cambridge, Mrs. Williams
was wondering whether she should buy a winter coat or spend her money on an album of watercolours
of flowers and butterflies she had seen in an antique shop. She so loved the paintings that she decided
she would give up the coat and buy the watercolours for her husband who always showed an interest
in different kinds of art. With this first collection Mr. Williams soon realized that the “paper” used for
the paintings was pith. From then on he became captivated by the paintings as well as the material they
were made on and spent much of his spare time on studying pith. These little pith paper watercolours
also drew his attention to the old provincial walled city located in the southernmost part of China —
Canton.

But it was not until twenty years later that he visited the city and that was when we met each
other for the first time. His Guangzhou tour and hence our meeting was in fact triggered by a sequence
of events. In 1995, my husband and I looked at the pith collection of the Bodleian Library at Oxford.
Without knowing much about the medium we were attracted by the colourful effect of the paintings
and we ordered a set of slides of them to send back to China. Soon afterwards Mr. Williams also
visited the Bodleian and looked at the same set of paintings. From the Library’s visitors’ book he knew
that some people from China had expressed a similar interest. Through a mutual friend he managed to
contact me. In December 1999 he 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 Sun Yat-
sen University for a brief meeting with us. He shared with us what he had seen and what he knew of
pith in the museums and libraries of Britain and other parts of Europe and showed us the photographs
of many of the paintings he had seen and some he had personally collected. The meeting was hasty
and yet it established a long term friendship and mutual trust between Mr. Williams and ourselves.
Gradually we no longer called him “Mr. Williams”; we call him “Ifan”.

Despite the fact that pith watercolours were “born” in Canton, until the 1990s no public

institutions in Guangzhou collected pith, nor did the curators of the city’s museums and galleries know
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much about this particular genre of
export art. When we told Ifan that
there were no examples of paintings
on pith in Guangzhou he decided to
select sixty examples of paintings
on pith from his personal collection
to give to Guangzhou. In September
2000 he brought them to Guangzhou
in person. In 2001 an exhibition of
the pictures he donated was held in
Guangzhou Museum with a published
catalogue. Ifan and Dorothy (Mrs.
Williams) came to attend the opening
ceremony and tour around the city.
It is pith which brought Ifan to
Guangzhou to search for the traces
of old Canton. It was Ifan who brought pith back to Guangzhou, giving the Guangzhou Museum its
first nineteenth century watercolours on pith. With Ifan’ s donations, museum curators and the general
public began to pay some attention to pith.

Walking about Guangzhou with Ifan makes us feel like wandering in the nineteenth century “good
old Canton”. His last tour to Guangzhou was in 2009. By then he had already visited many sites of
interest. When we asked him where else he wanted to go, he said he would like to see the “Flowery
Pagoda”—one of the places which appear frequently in the journals of Europeans and Americans
who resided in Canton in the nineteenth century. The monk of the Buddhist Temple was kind enough
to open the door of the pagoda for us and allow us to climb up to the top floor. Ifan was the oldest of
us, but he climbed up most quickly. Arriving at the top he took a panoramic view of the city. With
years of demolition and reconstruction Guangzhou has changed so much that he may have found it
very difficult to compare the contemporary scenes with those depicted on pith but he still stood and
gazed for quite a long while. It seems that he still wanted to “see” the old Canton according to the
“map” he redrew with the aid of pith paintings and old literature. We did not know whether he saw
it or not. What we noticed was that when he came down from the pagoda, he was very delighted to
see six banyan trees —hopefully they were still the old banyan trees. Having read numerous journals

written by nineteenth century European and American expatriates, he knew the story which said the
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“Six Banyan Tree Buddhist Temple” was named after the trees. Then he stopped for some time under
a bodhi tree, and picked up a few leaves. He said that when home he would soak the leaves in water
so as to reveal the skeletal form—he knew that the Buddha was said to have been sitting beneath the
bodhi tree when he attained enlightenment and that nineteenth century Chinese painters also painted
on bodhi leaves for sale.

Since then we have been staying in touch with Ifan. He reported to us from time to time the
updates of his “pith hunt” and shared with us what he had seen in the museums and libraries of the
Netherlands, Portugal and other European countries, as well as his own latest publications. Ifan’ s
approach may be that of an amateur; he is not a member of “academia”, nor does he know a word of
Chinese, yet we know that at his own expense he has visited as many museums, libraries, and galleries
as possible and has purchased any book relating to this subject that he can afford. From the plentiful
collections he has seen in Europe he has carefully selected more than two hundred watercolours on
pith to compile this catalogue. This must be one of the best possible gifts for presenting to the people
of the city of Guangzhou. He retired from university administration in 2000 and such academic
research was never part of his paid employment. What he has done is purely out of his interest in art
and his curiosity about the history of Canton. He has been working on his own for years and has never
proposed to us schemes of publishing this catalogue to make his works widely known. Whenever
he writes about the pith collections of Guangzhou Museum, he mentions no single word of his own
contribution. Ifan’ s humility and persistence, as well as the collection of works on pith that he has
been building up little by little for almost forty years, make us—Ilocal scholars and curators—feel
ashamed. We realize that we have done too little about pith. What we can do is to take up the role of
cultural mediator and apply for some public resources to make his works known better to Chinese
audiences and to the rest of the world. If this work of his remained in manuscript form it would be
not only a matter of personal regret but is also an indication of our failure and of the loss to the city of
Guangzhou.

When most textual and visual materials for this catalogue were already in hand, we asked Ifan
which picture he would choose for cover design. Right away he chose the painting of a pair of azure
winged magpies from the collection of the Museum Volkenkunde at Leiden. We asked him why and
he said he thought it was a beautiful painting and the colours would make the cover stand out and be
immediately recognizable. From some English sources he understood that in China the magpie was
regarded as a bird of good omen, that the Chinese term for the magpie meant literally “bird of joy”” and
that the chattering of magpies before a house was an indication that a welcome guest would shortly
arrive. Having obtained the approval of the museum we asked Ms. Liang Lihui, the book designer, to
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make a draft for the cover design. Seeing the draft Ifan felt very satisfied. He said that for him the two
individual birds represented the two sides in the relationship between China and the West: they were
greeting each other and having a forthright conversation. With much delight he sent us an email saying
that he found the design “absolutely right”.

The magpies brought us this welcome guest from afar and this welcome guest brought back
to Guangzhou the pith watercolours which were born in this city. Our guest never expected us to
present him a gift in return. He simply brought home a few bodhi leaves that he picked up in the
Flowery Pagoda. As Chinese we know well that it is always a pleasure to greet a friend from afar. As
Guangzhou citizens let us do our humble best to make this catalogue come into being, so as to express
our gratitude and respect to this Welsh gentleman who lives a simple and peaceful life in Yorkshire and
has a lasting curiosity about the legends of China.

Chen Yuhuan
7th August, 2013
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otes on Plates and Illustrations

The pictures shown in the Plate section are printed at approximately half size from digital images
purchased or provided free of charge from publicly accessible collections in institutions which have
granted the author permission to reproduce them in this monograph. The credit lines accord with any
specific requirements of these institutions. If there are no special requirements they are captioned
“Collection of...”.

[llustrations in the text are identified by Figure numbers within each chapter. An additional three digits in
bold gives the page number of a corresponding Plate.

Illustrations in the text come from a variety of sources. The captions are in English only and different
sources are indicated as follows:

Pictures from the author’ s collection are captioned “PC”.

Pictures which have already been published and can be found in books or journals are captioned “Source”
followed by the relevant author’ s name. Details can be found in the bibliography.

Captions indicate where photographs have been provided by the author or editor.

Pictures shown as figures in the text have “n.p” after the figure number if the original is not on pith.

A number of the small illustrations in the text originate from the three institutions which failed to provide
us with new images to use for the monograph, although it was made clear in the formal request and
subsequent correspondence that we would meet any publication fees and new photography costs. The
World Museum at Liverpool said from the beginning that they could not produce any photographs. The
State Hermitage Museum said that they could only provide photographs of pictures already published
elsewhere. Since this did not apply to the pictures we were asking for it meant that they were not able or
willing to provide what we sought. At the Bibliotheque nationale in Paris we were told that of the three
sets of pictures we were asking for they could only provide the one showing paper making (although the
whole set on glass-making was published in 2004 in a book on Chinese glass). We eagerly responded
to the offer of four pictures from the one set but got no response. These negotiations continued over a
year but came to naught. The pictures we sought are by the painters Sunqua and Youqua and are very
important in the story of painting on pith. We had therefore to use the photographs taken by the author
as small-scale illustrations in the text. We are unable to show these pictures in an approximation to their

actual size among the plates. These three institutions are welcome to contact the author and editor about

copyright clearance.
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