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INTRODUTION

Since primeval times in the development of
the human society, man has always shown strong
inclinations to make records of his productive
efforts, living conditions and his struggles of
various kinds. Such records provide the marks of
and clues to the evolution of society from the
lower to the higher stage of civilization. Ancient
instruments and articles passed down to us or
excavated from long burying, drawings and
paintings and written language are the main
means by which we could understand and study
history. After the invention of photography,
photos became another information carrier that
records, stores and transmits the images of things
and events. Pictures of the past enable people to
witness once again what had passed among our
forefathers. “Seeing is believing.” Historical
photographs help us “see” the past although they
give us only scattered, random glimpses. But they
are true, concrete and vivid images behind which
is stored rich historical material for you and me to
explore, orto savour

As is known, photography began to spread
rapidly after the French Government revealed the

Daguerreotype method in 1839. Then, when did
China first have photography? Written records
show that Zou Boqi (1819—1869), a scientist of
the Guangdong Provnce, developed on his own
strength “an apparatus for taking pictures” in
1844, and he wrote the Notes on the Apparatus
for Taking Pictures in which he recorded the
process of his invention. Among the things and
papers he left behind after his death were found
various kinds of photographic devices and
chemical formulas for preparing sensitive
materials, developers and fixers. The chemicals he
used were mainly derived from his native place
and his formulas were different from what was in
practice in other countries at the time. He also left
behind a photograph of himself. Evidently, he
was one of the early photographers in the country
who studied the art of photography and achieved
some success. Of course, his photos were taken
only after the invention of his picturetaking
apparatus.

Meawhile, the Daguerreotype was also
brought to China about that time. Also in 1844,
the Qing Dynasty official Qi Ying who was



Governor of Guangdong and Guangxi Provinces
and also Minister in charge of commerce at the
five trading ports, in a memorial to the throne,
mentioned the fact that he had given his por-
trait to the envoys from Britain, France, the U.S.
and Portugal. Was his portrait a photograph or
painting? We found the answer only last year
when we saw a collection of 36 pictures taken in
China at the French Museum of photography in
November 1984. The photographer who took
these pictures by the Daguerreotype was Jules
Itier who came to China as Inspector—General of
the French Customs in 1844. He took many
pictures in Guangzhou (Canton), Macao and
Hong Kong. Some of the pictures were reprinted
in French publications between 1848 and 1853. A
number of them were included in the History of
French Photogrphy published in 1920. But this
batch of 36 photographs were discovered by M.
Fage, Curator of the French Museum of
Photography, in 1968. On the pictures were
handwritten captions by the photographer. And
Qi Ying's picture was found among them.

As for the first introduction of photography
into China, the highranking scholar (Jin Shi class)
Zhou Shouchang of Hunan Province had a
description in his diary in 1846 which
reads:*“Among the many wonders, two are most
marvelous. One is for producing portraits. The
method: let a person sit on a balcony, facing a
glass on the east. The artiste takes his picture from
the reflection of sunlight. He mixes a little potion,
spreads it on four sides and fixes it with a piece of
glass to prevent the gas from leaking out . After a

while, the features and clothes and the expression
of the person all appear in perfect likeness. An
expert painter could not have done it. If the glass
is not broken, the picture can be kept for a long
time. The picture must be taken between 10 and
12 o’clock in the morning and it must be a fine day
with sunlight.” (From Guangdong Za Shu
(Guangdong Anecdotes), Si Yi Tang Ji (Si Yi
Tang Anthology). It was evident that
photography began to spread in China in the
middle of 1840s.

However, photography based on modern
science and technology could not gain rapid
popularity in the povertystricken, backward and
conservative society of old China under the
ignorant and conservative rule of the Qing
Dynasty and colonial oppression and plunder by
the imperialist powers. For the rest of the Qing
period down to its end in 1911, except at the
trading ports forced open by foreign invaders and
coastal areas as well as in a few inland cities where
photography saw relatively wider popularization,
the broad masses of the people across the country
were quite unfamiliar with it. At the beginning of
the 20th century, revolutionaries of the Chinese
bourgeois democratic revolution which was in a
state of high agitation realized the value of
photographic publicity and began to use it. The
1911 revolution which overthrew the Qing
Dynasty provided an impetus to the
popularization of photography in the country.

The earlyperiod important photographs in
China were mostly made by professional studio
photographers. The better known ones were Lai



Afang in south China and Liang Shitai in the
north both of whom left behind a number of
precious historical pictures. Chinese pho-
tographic archives bear witness to the fact that
Chinese  photographers had used the
Daguerreotype, Ambrotype and Collodion
Process at one time or another when these early
photographic methods were in practice in the rest
of the world. These photographers did not
confine themselves to their studios. They shot a
number of scenes that reflected the social life of
their time and famous sights. With the
improvement of cameras and photographic
techniques. some photographers gradually
shifted their attention to the snapping of current
events and later devoted tremendous efforts to
this pursuit.

Suifering several defeats at wars with
modernized western powers in the middle of the
19th century, a number of Qing court officials got
wiser and started a campaign to learn from the
west. They introduced into the country funds and
technology from abroad and built factories,
railroads and mines. They very often made
snapshots of the undertakings of their projects
and collected the pictures in an album to be
presented to the emperor for him to have a look.
Later on, photo studios also produced picture
albums for sale. Some of them dealt with
important social events, but more were on
landscapes, scenic spots and stage performances.
They composed of the earliest photographic
publications. In more prosperous industrial and
commercial cities, picture stalls and shops began

to appear. Following the improvement of printing

technique, special subject picture albums and
pictorials were published at the beginning of the
century.

When the western gunboat diplomacy
penetrated into China, it was also a time when
photrgraphy began to win public attention. An
ancient country with a longstanding civilization
like China naturally attracted many a travelling
photographer who came on *‘adventurous tours”
for rare and exotic shots. Except J. Itier who was
the earliest known foreigner to have taken
pictures in China, other better known persons
from abroad who had taken pictures about China
included Felice A. Beato, M. Miller and John
Thomson. Among these persons, some were
travelling photographers, some missionaries and
some came in with the invading troops. They took
large numbers of photographs in China which
objectively had an important part to play in the
cultural interflow between China and the west
and in preserving records of life and things about
China at the time. Their historical significance
and value became more and more evident with the
march of time. For instance, the British
photographer John Thomson published a book
on Illustrations of China and Its People, 1873, in
which he printed 200 pictures he had taken in
China. This picture book has since become an
often quoted work for photographic material
by scholars in their study of Chinese society.

From 1840 to 1918 was the period in Chinese
history of the old democratic revolution.
National and class contradictions in this



historical period presented particularly complex
phenomena and unprecedented acuteness. The
main current of historical development of the
time was characterized by imperialist aggression
and the Chinese people’s opposition to the
aggression and the tyrannical rule of the Qing
Dynasty and later of the warlords of the early
years of the Chinese Republic and the popular
struggle against the ruthless rule. The present
collection of pictures, however, did not attempt to
follow this historical trend, but merely tried to
offer to the readers slices of life selected from
photographs available to us. Certainly it is not a
historical textbook. But the rich historical content
these pictures convey to us cannot be substituted
by any literary description. Such pictures can be
compared to a piece of historical relic which,
appearing to be an insignificant article, may
actually provide evidence or a clue to the
historian’s study of a particular period of history.
It may also serve by analogy as a basis for a
theoretician of literature and art to examine “an
aesthetic process.” In front of the concrete article,
the hundreds of thousands of its viewers, all with
their own experiences and attainment, could give
play to their own imaginations. Such pictures,
though unconnected fleeting images of the past,
could make up for what historical textbooks lack
in supplying the visual material for “seeing” how
people lived in the past. Different from logical
reasoning, the images can help the spectators use
their own judgements in reassessing historical
events.

The emphasis of the collection is laid on

representing Chinese social life. However, a

number of photographs that reflected important
historical events or personages are also included.
The arrangement of the pictures by chronological
order of photography, but some leeway is
retained in grouping together pictures of the same
or similar subject for the purpose of better
showing the development of social life as well as
photgraphy in China. The six colour plates are
placed at the beginning because they were the
earliest made colour photos in the country.

The major part of the photos contained in
the publication were selected from works by
Chinese photographers. It also represented a
considerable number of pictures taken in China
by foreign photographers. Then there are a few
pictures taken by Chinese photographers while
they were abroad. As the authorship of most of
the pictures has been lost and there is no way of
ascertaining it, they are printed anonymous. The
dates for the pictures taken have all been checked
and those pictures without being dated are
believed to be in close proximity in the time
sequence to their order of arrangement.

Modern China saw endless wars and
turbulences and few historical photos have been
passed down and preserved. Even today, there is
not a single institution in the country engaged in
keeping historical photos. Personal files suffered
ransacking and destruction during the “cultural
revolution” (1966-—1976) and few remained.
What we could find and lay our hands on is indeed
very limited in number. Quite a few pictures in the
collection were reproduced from Chinese and



foreign publications and their quality after
reprinting is naturally somewhat affected in spite
of our best efforts. On the other hand, we are very
much encouraged by and delighted at the warm
support given by the many colleagues and friends
in China and abroad to our endeavour in
collecting the historical photographic materials in
the past few years. We are particularly grateful to
Mr. Liu Hongjun, the Chinese American collector
of historical photographs, the French National
Library, the French Museum of Photography
and the collections Albert Kahn, who supplied us
with a number of original photos or their
reproductions.

The historical period this collection of
photographs covered is not far gone in terms of
years, but it does seem to be a remote past in terms
of the progress the Chinese society has made in
giant strides. Young readers of doday might find
these picture of life of more than half a century
ago very strange, but they are true reflections,
though only bits, of what their forefathers had
gone through. If this modest collection can help
the reader better understand, through a glance at
the historical scenes, what the past was like, it
bespeaks its merit of coming into being.

The Editor
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