CHINA DAILY

EUROPEAN WEEKLY

APRIL 4-10, 2014

An elderly woman in Canton, Guangdong province (left), a boatwoman (center), and a Manchu bride in Beijing.
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PHOTOGRAPHS OF CHINAIN THE 1870S COULD INSPIRE CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS AND DESIGNERS, SAYS CURATOR

By CECILY LIU
cecily.liu@chinadaily.com.cn

etty Yao says her life has been

changed by the photographs

of John Thomson, the cel-

ebrated Scotsman who was
one of the first professional photog-
raphers to document 19th century
China.

In fact, Yao was so touched by the
authenticity of the photographs when
she first saw them in 2006 that she
decided on a major career change.
The photographs inspired her to give
up her job as a program director at
the charity Asia House in London to
become a curator. In 2009 she took an
exhibition of Thomson’s China work
around the world, and this year she is
taking the show back to China.

“Thomson was interested in Chi-
nese people,” Yao says. “He respected
them, and documented their daily
lives in an objective way, some beauti-
ful and some not so beautiful”

Thomson’s approach to China was
unique, Yao says, as many Western
photographers in the Victorian era
saw Asians as specimens, and chose
to document their ugly or extreme
sides, including people in prisons or
bodies with heads chopped off.

But Thomson’s photographs
depicted a variety of people, includ-
ing those on the streets, fruit sellers,
antique dealers examining porcelain
or women with elaborate clothes and
jewelry busy with their daily activi-
ties.

The photographs brought out the
diversity of personalities of ordinary
Chinese at that time, and highlighted
China’s street scenes, habits, dress
codes and popular activities. They
serve as interesting historical mate-
rial as well as fine photographs.

“As a professional photographer, he
had to make money by photograph-
ing the rich and famous. But he also
photographed ordinary people with
equal dignity,” Yao says.

Thomson was born in 1837, two
years before the invention of the
daguerreotype, the first photographic
process. After an early career work-
ing as an apprentice to an optician
and scientific instrument maker,
Thomson embarked on a journey in

the 1860s to photograph countries in
South and Southeast Asia.

In 1868 he arrived in Hong Kong
and established a studio in Queen’s
Road in Central District. During
this period, he photographed many
of Hong Kong’s mountain ranges,
plains, rooftops and street scenes.
During 1870-72, he made many jour-
neys to Guangdong, Hainan, Fujian,
Nanjing, Beijing, Tianjin, Taiwan and
Macao.
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Betty Yao says Thomson's photographs serve as interesting historical material as well as fine photographs.

On these travels, Thomson received
much hospitality but also some hos-
tility, as many Chinese people were
not familiar with cameras and had
never seen a Caucasian man.

For example, in Shantou, a city in
Guangdong province, Thomson was
pelted with stones and mud while
trying to photograph a picturesque
bridge, and had to ward off an angry
crowd with his iron tripod.

But such challenges did not reduce

Thomson was interested in
Chinese people. He respect-
ed them, and documented
their daily lives in an objec-
tive way, some beautiful and
some not so beautiful.

BETTY YAO
CURATOR OF THOMSON'S CHINA WORK
EXHIBITION

Thomson’s passion for photography.
He stayed in China until 1872, and
returned to Britain with three crates
of glass negatives he had made in
China.

In later years, Thomson went on
to document the lives of London’s
homeless, while serving as the official
photographer of the British royal fam-
ily. After his death in 1921, his glass
negatives were bought by the pharma-
ceutical tycoon Sir Henry Wellcome.

The purchase was fortunate, as
the Wellcome Library was one of the
very few places that could store such
fragile glass negatives, though at the
time no one understood how valuable
Thomson’s negatives were.

William Schupbach, iconographic
collections librarian for the Wellcome
Trust, first came across the three
crates in the 1970s, and noticed they
were labeled “scratched negatives”
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He studied the images in detail and
realized they were of historical value.
His team then made prints from the
negatives and catalogued each pho-
tograph. They have since been digi-
talized.

Despite those efforts, the pho-
tographs were not widely known.
However, in 2006 Yao came across
them in the Wellcome Library. Upon
discovering that they had never been
exhibited in China, Yao volunteered
to curate the exhibition, and the proj-
ect went from strength to strength.

In 2009, Yao took the exhibition
to four Chinese museums: Beijing
‘World Art Museum, Fujian Museum,
Guangzhou Museum and Dongguan
Exhibition Center. Subsequently the
photographs toured internationally,
including in Britain, Sweden, Ireland
and the United States.

The photographs attracted wide-
spread international acclaim.

“The exhibition is astonishing,”
says Scottish curator Katriana Hazell,
who saw the exhibition in Liverpool,
England. “How else can we possibly
get so vivid an idea of such a wide
range of society and life in China at
that time?”

“I was immediately taken by the
warmth and what comes over as a
genuine interest and involvement
with people of all types and back-
grounds,” she says.

“I feel other photographers of that
period were colder in their portrai-
ture. I get more of a sense that these
photographers were making scien-
tific studies of the local people, espe-
cially the poor”

Hazell says details such as the bind-
ing of women’s feet, hairstyles and
clothing drew her to the collection.

“The wealth of rich detail about
street life was particularly fascinat-
ing — people gambling, the one of
the chiropodist working in the street,
the artisans, and again especially and
so noticeable, the many, many photo-
graphs of women, and their extraor-
dinary exotic hairstyles worn by both
grand and ordinary women.”

Seong Loh, a Singaporean who
moved to Ireland at a young age, also
found the photographs of ordinary
people fascinating.

“Life must have been hard for a
good number of his subjects,” she
says. “Thomson has managed to cap-
ture the pathos of their lives.

“I thought the exhibition would be
largely portraits of wealthy Chinese
and was delightfully surprised to find
that it wasn’t,” says Loh, who saw the
exhibition in Dublin.

This year the exhibition is return-
ing to China, to be shown at Shen-
zhen Museum, Jiangning Imperial
Silk Manufacturing Museum in Nan-
jing and China National Silk Museumn
in Hangzhou.

“I hope this exhibition will inspire
young artists, and China’s future
designers, to look at the jewelry,
hairstyle and shoes, and be inspired
to create something new;” Yao says.
“I hope the visitors will be able to
engage with the images, and not just
look at them as a part of memory and
history”

An example she gives is the differ-
ent women’s hairstyles in the north
and south, which you would not
expect to see in today’s China, when
dress styles are similar everywhere,

Top: Nankow pass near Beijing.

Above: A Manchu bride at her wedding (left) and a Chinese artist in Hong Kong.

and even some ethnic minority wom-
en wear modern clothes rather than
their traditional costumes.

“And of course in China today there
are a lot of television dramas set in
the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), but
I’d say maybe some of the costume
design is not authentic,” Yao says.
She believes that the Chinese found
it hard to document their own history
as local photographers in Thomson’s
era were not as well trained as he was.

Yao says she also found Thomson’s
depiction of Chinese women very
interesting. Her favorites are two
portraits of contrasting women, one
of a beautiful young bride showing
traces of sorrow and the other of a
boatwoman expressing her freedom.

“The young Manchu bride was
getting married, her clothes are very
beautiful, but if you look at her eyes
they are tinged with sadness. Her life
is predictable, and she has to fall into

the ways of her husband’s family and
live the rest of her life that way”

“That contrasts with the other pho-
tograph of a Guangdong boatwoman
wearing a simple cotton shirt. Thom-
son was able to capture her eyes, and
there is a sense of freedom in them.
She is not necessarily rich, but she
is free”

Thomson’s ability to capture such
intricate details of the women’s inner
feelings fascinates Yao, especially
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because his camera was heavy and
exposure times were slow. “Even
today, it’s hard to capture women’s
inner feelings, yet Thomson did it
quite successfully”

China: Through the Lens of John
Thomson 1868-1872 runs at Shenzhen
Museum from March 20 to May 20,
Jiangning Imperial Silk Manufactur-
ing Museum from July 18 to Aug 20,
and China National Silk Museum
from Aug 9 to Oct 7.



