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The exhibition Vision and Reflection: Photographs of China in the 19th Century from the Loewentheil
Collection displays 120 photographs by 21 famous studios and photographers as well as
anonymous artists in 19th century. The subjects include portrait, landscape, daily life, city
views and architecture, comprehensively reflecting the society of China in the second
half of the 19th century. This period of time is of significant importance for the historic
transition of China with the coexistence of degeneration and regeneration, the integration
of economic activities, the introduction of western technologies and thoughts, and the
transformation in politics. The whole society was confronted with conflicts and complex
phenomena. Meanwhile, the newly invented technology of photography entered China, in
time to record these historic changes with a brand new approach. These treasured pictures
not only provide us with full and accurate historical materials, but also present the vitality
and aesthetics of the society at that time. The intervention of photography into history is
itself’ an event ol far-reaching significance, because it initiated a more democratic way of
recording the history and laid solid foundations for the rescarch and synthesized works of
later scholars. The works of this exhibition are from the most excellent photographers at
that time, whose photographic techniques allowed them to accurately capture collective
feelings, and social situations, and to document China’s emerging culture. The influential
effect of photography on the past historic events enables us to see thorough the fog of

history and make visible the important events of the past.

The first notable impact of photography when it arrived in China was on the country’s
traditional cultural values. In particular, photography’s ability to capture human images
was of great concern to a nation accustomed to understanding the whole world and itself
through the concepts of Yin and Yang Therefore, the first generation of photographers
in China made great efforts to popularize this new art. First they persuaded the imperial
families and elites to accept photography, and later popularized it among merchants
and common people. We can easily find evidence of this in the exhibit, which include
precious official photographs of imperial members like Empress Dowager Cixi
and Prince Gong, and bureaucrats including the late-Qing high-ranking official Li
Hongzhang and Governor Yulu. The life style of the upper class was set as an exemplar
and 1t had positive effect on promoting photography to be a fashionable artistic medium.
The market formed by the evolution prevailing practice facilitated a favorable climate
for the culture of photography and attracted more and more western photographers to
come to China. Meanwhile, the power of local photographers represented by Lai Afong
i Hong Kong, Liang Shitai in Tianjin, and numerous commercial photography studios
started to flourish. The emergence of photography into the social life of Chinese people
in the middle of the 19th century was of extreme importance; like a fulerum on a lever,

photography had critical significance in shaking the foundations of traditional ideology.

The formaton of photographic aesthetics depends largely on technological developments,

but photographers’ cultural psychology and aesthetic skills should not be underestimated.



This exhibition showcases masterpieces by both western and Chinese photographers as
well as works produced by studios they operated. The aesthetic stances they held or artistic
intuitions formed by their photographic experiences exerted great influence upon their
selections of views. For example, Chinese photograhers created portraits with compositions
similar to those of paintings, while western photograhers attempted to seize the movements
of sitters. With regard to architectural photography, Chinese photographic studios were
inclined to include architecture into landscapes while western photographers focused
more on the architecture itself. There are inherent connections between the concepts of
photographic image and the coneepts of pamnting, because the demand for image was mostly
satisfied by paintings before the appearance of photographic technology. This tradition
was preserved in the early period of photography in China. Additionally, many of the first
generation of photographers received training in painting, and some photographic studios
grew out of oil painting factories. For instance, after learning techniques from western
photographers, Zhou Senfeng and Zhang Laoqiu from “Ye Chung” Oil Painting Factory in
Hong Kong transformed the factory mto a photographic studio.

Painting, sculpture and some other art genres seem to be subjective in general. However,
photography is different; it is a type of pictorial art simultaneously affected by the
photographer’s psychology and the physical world. First, the image of photography is
objective. This accurate verisimilitude of photography posed a fundamental challenge to
painting as an art of imitation, and declared the inevitable outcome of the replacement
of painted portrait by photographic portrait. The value and significance of this change
was achieved with exquisite techniques in the early period of photography. Therefore,
technique became the core of photographic aesthetics at this time. Most of the early
Chinese photographers possessed solid knowledge of art, and many of them were elites
who had studied abroad; Ren Jingfeng from Fengtai Photography Studio in Beijing and
Wang Xueqiao from Yingfang Photo Studio in Shanghai, for example, all had study

CX])CI"i CNce overseas.

Most importantly, these precious works reveal the value of photography as a documentary
tool and a way for human beings to understand themselves; the greatest acheivement of
the invention of photography lies in the reflection of reality. Moreover, the technology of
photographic processing and the enhanced quality of photographic paper are able to resist
the invincible power of time to a certain extent, and to liberate emotions and memories
from the constraintsl of time. It is evident that time is an important factor of photographic
technique. The phantom of tme exists alongside the moment of snapping the shutter,
the process of photographic development in the darkroom and the deterioration
and disappearance of the images themselves. Still, the masterpieces we have for this
exhibition maintain good quality and sharp images after a century and a half. We as
modern viewers have tremendous respect for the invention of photographic technology

and the excellent achievements of the first generation of photographic pioneers.



VI

Early photography reflects the process of technological advance. It also served as an
effective tool for engineering exploration and geographic learning. This makes the
photographs more objective and accurate, thus becoming the most powerful evidence for
historical research. Before the invention of photography, time was an element seriously
disrupting the documentation of history: in that details were inevitably forgotten when
past events were recounted. The forgotten details, however, are often the most important
clues in historical research. People summarize history based upon collective memories,
while the passage of time often eliminates important history. The passage of time turns
history to be indistinct and generalized, and thus causes misunderstandings in cognition.
This demonstrates the great importance of photographic technology in remedying the
impact caused by time on history; it restores historical details vividly and enhances later

generations’ perception of the texture of history.

Mural and relief as conventional media for narrative subjects provide consequential
bases for archaeological reasoning, but photography can provide more solid and inerrant
evidence. From the perspective of criticism, photography is obviously an important tool
that has positive significance on the self-~examination of human beings. Photography
opens up a new window for human beings to understand themselves through a
democratic perspective developed by contributors including the photographers behind
the lens and later researchers who examined these images. They folded the pages of
history to let us viewers observe and contrast the present with the past. We are curious
about historical images because we call for the primacy of truth over falsehood and

aspire to light up our future with the fire of civilization.

This is the first exhibition of photography held by Tsinghua University Art Museum since
its establishment. Its unique theme and precious works make it a must-see exhibition for
scholars who are interested in literature, history, folklore and architecture. It is also a grand
feast of historical culture and artistic aesthetics for the public. In addition, this exhibition
has brought generous contributions from all sides to our young art museum, and it will be
a temporal and academic starting point for the museum to continue hosting exhibitions
of film and photography. Meanwhile, it is also of profound significance to compile and
publish the exhibits in this catalogue. This is a further confirmation of history and a
critical transfer of a relay race with time. Through this process these exquisite and precious
photographs will be shared by more people, referrenced by more scholars, and be proudly

understood creating a lasting echo of history.

Su Dan
Vice Director, Tsinghua University Art Museum
In Budapest, October 11, 2018
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It is my great honor to join with Tsinghua University Art Museum and its talented
curators and stafl’ to present this great exhibition Vision and Reflection: Photographs of China
in the 19th Century from the Loewentheil Collection.

I have devoted three decades to building my comprehensive collection of the early
photographic art of China. This exhibiton has been selected from my collection of
more than 15,000 early photographs of China. The enormous diversity of China and
its people requires a very large number of photographs to convey the vast panorama of
China and its art. It has been my honor and responsibility to act as a custodian for the

preservation of this important part of the cultural heritage of China.

This exhibition of a small selection of masterpieces from the Loewentheil Collection is
an important step in my custodial journey. I am pleased to bring the artistic treasures of
China photography from my private collection to the attention of the Chinese people

and to scholars throughout the world.

The arrival of photography on paper in China in the third quarter of the 19th century
permitted the preservation of views of traditional China as it had existed for many
centuries. Now that China has been utterly transformed by the political, economic, and
cultural developments of the past century, many of the places, buildings and ways of life

depicted in these photographs no longer exist.

Photographic art transports us through time and distance with an immediacy
transcending the written word. It allows us to visit the people, places, and events of the
past and offers a precise view of otherwise inaccessible people and places. This exhibition
of onginal photographic art created in China captures the architecture of its historic
cities, the monuments of revered ancestors, the faces of China’s diverse peoples, and the
legendary beauty of China, from its rivers to its mountains, from the Great Wall to the
Forbidden City.

The vanished peoples and places represented in my collection have left their indelible
imprint on history and indeed formed the foundation upon which the great modern

nation of China was built.

The great carly photographs of China are among the rarest and the most valuable in
the history of photography. They have remained largely unstudied and unavailable to
both international and Chinese scholars. Great museums and institutions throughout the
world have begun featuring the art of early photography alongside paintings, furniture,
porcelain, and other treasures. I am honored to make a part of my collection available
to the fabulous new Tsinghua University Art Museum to help leading China into the

international movement celebrating the art of early photography.

[T 22o®JoI]
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Vision and Reflection: Photographs of China in the 19th Century from the Loewentheil Collection
brings together selected works by the leading figures in 19th-century photography in
China, including the first visiting photographers and the earliest Chinese masters. Each
photograph shown here is a pinnacle of the photographic art, a masterpiece worthy of

study.

My ultimate goal has been to create and preserve an authentic repository of the visual
history of a great people and nation. I hope the Loewentheil Collection will inspire
others to reflect upon these images and serve as an inspiration to both great Chinese and
international scholars as well as the general population to learn about the exciting and

mmportant field of the photographic art of China.

I am immensely grateful to Tsinghua University Art Museum for this opportunity.
I am proud to have joined with them, my partner and son Jacob Loewentheil, my
collection curator Stacey Lambrow, and exhibition curator Phillip Prodger, o present
this exhibition and catalogue. Special thanks are also due to Mr. Li Liyan, the Consul
and Director of the Cultural Office of the Consulate General of the People’s Republic
of China in New York and to Consul Ms. Ma Xiaochen without whose support this

exhibition would never have occurred.

Stephan Loewentheil
The Loewentheil Collection

July, 2018
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