Captured Glimpses of Modernity and War in Late
Qing China
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Abstract: This chapter evaluates the role of photography in witnessing the modernising
process in China during the late Qing period and conflicts which stemmed from it. The
camera, introduced in China during the First Opium War (1839-1842), allowed Western
eyes to record the establishment of trade routes and associated facilities. The photos
examined here were taken immediately before and during the Russo-Japanese War.
The photographs appear to have been focusing on technological developments in trade
infrastructure, but they also captured the conspicuous Japanese and Russian military
presence. Consequently, the photographs reveal the Western role in the «development»
of China by its incorporation into global trading networks and violent conflicts fought over
control of this infrastructure.
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Some pictures are easily appreciated at first glance, but others
- and these are often the most rewarding —

require some exploration before they can be fully understood.
Susan Woodford (2018, 6)

Introduction’

The history of photography in China started as a glimpse into the East for
the West. The First Opium War (1839-1842) offered a chance to bring back pho-
tographic testimony of China. Although most of the photographs taken dur-
ing the war are long lost, during the span between the First and Second Opium
Wars, ephemeral and lasting photographic studios, and known and unknown
photographers flourished in China. At the same time, the conflict initiated by
Britain against China in order to open the Middle Kingdom to foreign trade,
which had been confined to the port of Canton and its factory system, led to the
irreversible decline of the last ruling dynasty. The Qing paid a high toll, because
this clash between China and the West started a long series of conflicts, which
opened China not only to foreign trade, but also to a permanent foreign pres-
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ence driving an inexorable modernisation process which inevitably proceeded
on foreign terms. This modernisation processincluded and was documented by
the technology of photography.

In the late Qing period, the Qing court was struggling with internal insurrec-
tions, such as the Taiping Rebellion, while external threats were eroding the trib-
utary system on which they had established their dominant position in East and
Southeast Asia. During the last 70 years of the Qing Empire, the Chinese fought
against the British and French armies in the Second Opium War (1856-1860),
against France for the dominion of Tonkin and Annam in 188S$, against Japan dur-
ing the First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895), and against a range of Western na-
tions during the Boxer Rebellion 0of 1900-1901. Their reduced power was ultimately
signified by the fact that, during the Russo-Japanese conflict of 1904-1905, they
were mere spectators to a war fought by other states over their former territories in
Manchuria and Korea. These conflicts were all products of Western forms of mo-
dernity and the technology of photography was part of the modernising process.

This chapter aims to analyse how photography was used to document the
modernising process in China and the conflicts that accompanied it. To do so,
it examines photographs belonging to the Sir Robert Hart Collection and spe-
cifically, a selection of snapshots taken by Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs
officer, Richard H. Strangman, as well as a number of glass slides and photo-
graphs taken by other amateur photographers. All these photos are black and
white and, despite involving different media — paper and glass — all bear witness
to the period immediately preceding and during the Russo-Japanese War. These
photographs offer a simple visual framing of the establishment of new trading
networks in the concrete form of railways, warehouses and port facilities. They
also reveal the conspicuous military presence both Russians and Japanese put
in place around thisinfrastructure. The images taken by amateur photographers
captured in material form a series of transitory moments, which reveal how war-
time reality differed from that of peacetime.

The camerais a visual tool and, while photographs provide visual information,
they are humanly produced artefacts that require interpretation through being
contextualised and scrutinised in their medium, design, structure and compo-
sition. We should ask, then, what these photographs, in all of their dimensions,
reveal about the modernising process in China and the accompanying conflict,
including the role of photography in these processes. The chapter will answer
these questions, first by discussing the state of the art of photography in China
and the modernising process in the China of the late Qing period; then it will
examine photographs as a witness of modernity and war, to finally pinpoint how
photography in China can be considered a cross-cultural sight between China
and the rest of the world.

Photography in Late Qing China

The first photographic images of China to reach the West were taken by
Westerners travelling in the country, described by Clare Roberts (2013, 7) as
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«visiting military personnel, diplomats, traders and wanderers, who sought to
document what they saw in the interests of geopolitical ambition and trade, and
to satisfy the curiosity of people back home».

Photography was invented in Europe and it is widely agreed that the first
successful photograph was produced by the French inventor Joseph Nicéphore
Niépce in 1826. The technique was then refined over subsequent decades. In
1839, Louis Daguerre developed a new technique, known as daguerreotype,
which produced a one-of-a-kind image impressed on a highly polished, sil-
ver-plated sheet of copper.” In February 1841, William Talbot patented the
«calotype», a photographic impression obtained in seconds by exposure of
chemically treated paper coated with salt and brushed with a solution of silver
nitrate.®* While Daguerre’s invention was limited to a single positive, making
each daguerreotype unique,* Talbot’s invention allowed multiple positive im-
ages to be printed. The first photographicimages of China were daguerreotypes,
such as those taken by the French diplomat, Jules Itier, at the signing of the first
Sino-French Treaty on board L'Archiméde on 24 October 1844 (Roberts 2013,
10-12; Bennett 2009, 3-6).

While the initial phase of photography required complex processes to take
and develop pictures, Roberta Wue (1997, 28) explains that the wet collodion
process, invented in England by Frederick Scott Archer, «enabled an unlim-
ited number of paper prints to be pulled from a glass negative, and it produced
clear, useable images more efficiently and reliably than the earlier calotype,
or paper negative, process». Consequently, «it is only with the invention and
widespread adoption of the wet collodion process after 1851 that Hong Kong
photographers can begin to be linked with surviving photographs>. The great-
er practicality of the wet collodion process not only offered glimpses of China
to the West, but also led to a growing interest in photography within China.
Between the two Opium Wars, the first photographic studios opened, located
in the Crown Colony of Hong Kong, as well as in the major treaty ports, such
as Canton and Shanghai. While most were owned by foreigners, the Chinese
photographer, Lai Afang had opened his own studio in Hong Kong by 1870.°
Most of these photographic studios did not last long, yet they produced many
of the historical images of China still known today. In addition to the studios,
there were also itinerant photographers, who practised their art as pedlars. All
of them contributed glimpses of China to Western audiences, and many, such
as Pierre Rossier, who worked for the London-based Negri and Zambria com-

Daguerre continued the work started with his partner Niépce who died in 1833. Together,
they aimed to solve the question of «<how to make a permanent image usinglight and chem-
istry>. Though Niépce obtained rudimental results in 1826, it was not until 1839, when
Daguerre patented the equipment necessary to produce the daguerreotype, that the process
of photography took off. See Daniel (2004a).

3 For further information about Talbot, see Daniel (2004b).
For more details on the two types, see Lai (2011, 20).
Lai Afang (sometimes spelled Afong) is the best known of the early Chinese photographers.
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pany, played a role in making the commercialisation of Chinese photographs a
successful business. While studio and itinerant photographers were all profes-
sionals, many more amateur photographers also enjoyed the new art, and their
images also contributed to the picture of China available in the West at the time.”

Technological advancements in photography resulted in shorter exposure
times and the production of multiple-prints became a common business in Chi-
na. From the mid-1850s, cartes de visite became a popular usage of studio pho-
tos. These business cards, which included a photograph mounted on a sturdy
board, were the first mass-produced portrait photographs. The success of the
format rested on the fact that a single glass plate could cheaply produce up to
eight different photos. Being cheap they could be sold and bought by the dozen
and their dimensions were practical. It became fashion for both foreigners and
Chinese alike to add an inscription, an autograph or a message to the cards,
which were used as mementos or keepsakes, and they became collectible items
from the start (Roberts 2013, 27).

Between the First and the Second Opium Wars, the foreign presence was
limited to Hong Kong and the treaty ports of Canton, Fuzhou, Amoy (now
Xiamen), Ningbo and Shanghai.

Foreigners were not allowed into inland China, and this was reflected in the
pictures produced by foreign photographers during this period. The Second
Opium War was a watershed for photography in China because, thanks to the
Convention of Beijing signed in 1860, foreigners were subsequently allowed to
travel and reside in inland China, and so new subjects appeared before the pho-
tographiclens. However, Hong Kong, Canton and Shanghai remained the most
importantlocations for foreign photographic studios, thanks to their coastal loca-
tions. The treaty ports had a growing expatriate population who bought portrait
sessions and scenic pictures enabling the studios to flourish economically (Lai
2011, 23-24). The opening up of the whole of China to foreigners created oppor-
tunities for other foreign photographers with no connections to the treaty port
studios. The influx of new photographers can be divided into two groups: first,
those who travelled to China to open a business and second, those who travelled
to China with the intention of photographing the country and returning shortly
to their countries. Well-known Western photographers who worked in China,
sometimes maintaining their own studios for a period, were Louis Legrand,
William Floyd and William Saunders in Shanghai. Among those who travelled
and returned home, John Thomson is the most significant. All these Western
photographers played a role in portraying China to the West, as well as offering
their services to an expatriate clientele, and also training the first generation
of native commercial photographers, including Wen Dinan of the Canton Pun

For further information about Rossier’s contribution to the photography of China as a prof-
itable business, see Bennett (2009, 53-66).

For more information about the first photographic studios, itinerant photographers and
amateur photographers, see Bennett (2009).

140



Lun studio, Luo Yuanyou in Shanghai, Ren Jinfeng in Beijing and Liang Shitai
(also known as See Tay), who first worked in Hong Kong, then Shanghai, and
finally in Tianjin (Lai 2011, 26-9). The first Chinese photographers learnt the
art from Western photographers based in Canton and Hong Kong in the 1840s
and 1850s. From the 1860s onwards, Chinese photographers, attracted by new
business opportunities arising from the increased trade between China and the
West, secured training from commercial photographic studios wherever they
were established (Cody and Terpak 2011, 35).

The Second Opium War saw the birth of war photography and, indeed, was
the first conflict in which photographic images of war circulated widely among
the Western public. Although two British army officers, Major George Malcolm
and Dr Richard Woosnam, took a daguerreotype on board the British Fleet as it
navigated the Yangzi River during the First Opium War in 1842, none of their
images have survived (Lai 2011, 20).® Therefore, the very first images of war in
China are those taken by photographers accompanying the British and French
armies as they confronted the Chinese. These photographers included soldiers,
some high ranking, and also diplomats. The most famous images of the Second
Opium War, however, were taken by a commercial photographer, Felice Beato.

From 1860 onward, the whole of China was opened to Western merchants,
traders, diplomats and missionaries. Although now at peace with the foreigners,
Chinese military forces faced the massive and bloody Taiping Rebellion. The
turbulence of the rebellion impacted photographic activity in the early 1860s.
Terry Bennett (2010, xi) explains that business «was slow and the commercial
viability of full-time studios in Shanghai and Hong Kong was not apparent until
the end of the Taiping Rebellion in 1864>. In fact, it was hard to make a living,
and «when a photographer went out of business, the stock was generally sold,
invariably becoming part of the buyers’ inventory and traded under the name of
the new studio, or just plain pirated>. Roberts (2013, 27) underlines how such
practices create difficulty in determining with any certainty which photographs
were taken by which photographers during this period.

Despite the difficulties caused by the Taiping Rebellion, the growing interest
in photography in China after the Second Opium War can be attributed, in part,
toanewmodernisation process known as the Self-Strengthening Movement.” Jef-
frey Cody and Frances Terpak assert that the Self-Strengthening Movement was

a means of learning from foreigners so that ultimately Chinese practitioners
could surpass foreigners in the use of technologies — military and otherwise
— that foreigners seemed to have mastered [...]. Within this historic context,
photography can be viewed as one of several technologies — along with weaponry,

® They are «recorded to have taken a daguerreotype of Se-shan while sailing up the Yangtze

River on July 16, 1842, the eve of Britain’s victory in the First Opium War. [...] Sadly the
photographs they took have not survived; otherwise they would constitute the earliest
known photographic images of China ever made». See also Bennett (2009; 2010).

°  Onthe Self-Strengthening Movement, see Kuo and Liu (1978).
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therailroad, and the telegraph, to name a few — that became significant catalysts
for reform during a period of intense upheavals in late Qing China (Cody and
Terpak 2011, 34-35).

By the end of the nineteenth century, another type of photograph had gained
impetus: the lantern slide. Photographiclantern slides were invented in 1849 by
the Langenheim brothers of Philadelphia. They replaced the hand-painted glass
plates previously projected by use of a lens with photographs (Shepard 1987).
The wet collodion process, discussed above in relation to prints, «enabled details
to be captured in higher quality, using cheaper materials and shorter exposure
periods>» and was in turn substituted by the dry plate in the 1870s (UC Arts
Digital Lab, n.d.). This process was even cheaper and more efficient, as the plates
could be prepared in advance and the photographer did not need to transport
the plates, chemicals or a conveyable dark room for immediate development,
which would have been cumbersome for travellers. The reduced size of the lan-
tern slides (for instance 8.25 cm square) made them light to transport and easy
to take. A glass plate was covered with another thin layer of glass and both were
kept together by strips of gummed paper tape. Originally in black and white,
colour could be hand-painted using transparent oil pants, aniline dyes or water
colours. In the twentieth century, paint specifically designed for lantern slides
was developed. The technical evolution oflantern slides transformed them from
atool for storytelling to an acceptable instrument for education, scientific study
and travelogues and they became a favourite device for missionaries, who used
them in their evangelising lectures in China, as well as in fund-raising presen-
tations in their home countries (Kuo 2016, 29)."°

By the turn of the twentieth century, photography in China had again been
transformed by the snapshot revolution resulting from the appearance of the cut-
price Box Brownie camera, which allowed anybody to take cheap photographs
in large numbers. Supplies of photographic materials and facilities for develop-
ing film rolls became available in all large cities in China (De Angeli and Reisz
2017, 4; De Angeli 2018, 164-65).

Photographs and Historical Context

The sets of photographs presented in this chapter have not been selected so
much for their aesthetic qualities as for the amount of information they can pro-
vide to the viewer and the historian. These black and white images were taken by
amateur photographers in two different formats: paper prints and glass slides.
Some printed photographs come from albums of snapshots taken by Richard
H. Strangman, a customs official based in Tianjin."" Strangman took 98 pho-

Cody and Terpak (2011, 53) provide the examples of the French Franciscan missionary
Michel de Maynard who «used lantern-slide images to record daily life and, subsequently,
to raise funds back in France for the work of his mission in Chinax.

I For Strangman’s career in the CIMC, see De Angeli (2018, 174).
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tos on the border of Zhili Province on two occasions, the first in the winter of
1903-1904 and the second shortly afterwards, although the precise date was not
recorded.” A second set of printed photographs belong to the personal collec-
tion of Sir Robert Hart. The photographer who took these pictures has yet to be
identified, but it is thought that most were probably taken by an official in the
Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs in order to illustrate to the inspector gen-
eral the situation in Niuzhuang during the Russo-Japanese War."?

The glass slides are part of a collection which belonged to Kathleen Carrall
(1883-1971) composed of three sets of slides. One set is hand-tinted and was
produced by the Lantern Slide Bureau, the Methodist Episcopal Churchin Chi-
na and the Mission Photo Bureau, Shanghai, while the other two boxes contain
black and white glass slides taken by another anonymous amateur photogra-
pher, apparently as mementos and keepsakes. These two boxes contain 118 glass
slides, none of which are labelled or annotated. Nonetheless, these images were
all taken in a short span of time just before or during the Russo-Japanese War, a
period which foreshadowed the launch of the last reforms by the ultra-conserv-
ative Manchu court, which hoped to retain power. Although the conflict was a
battle between two other powers in the Northeast of China, it was the fate of the
regional trade and network infrastructure and its tax revenues that was at stake.

The Russians and Japanese battled on the plains of Manchuria and in the Yel-
low Sea following a surprise Japanese attack on the Russian navy docked in Port
Arthur. The conflict was short but entailed heavylosses on both sides. From Feb-
ruary 1904 to September 1905 the total number of causalities «fluctuates slightly
according to the various sources, it is often cited at around 130,000-150,000, of
which the Japanese lost about 88,0005, of whom 70% in action or wounded, and
30% from disease (Kowner 2006, 80-81). The war resulted in a Japanese victory
over Russia, whose imperial government in February of the same yearhad to face
the First Russian Revolution. News of the attempted revolution of 1905 in Russia
influenced the emerging Chinese bourgeoisie and students, who constituted the
first form of modern public opinion in China. Internationally, the conflict was
interpreted as the victory of a constitutional monarchy over an autocracy, and
this galvanised anti-Manchu opinion in China and encouraged Chinese revolu-
tionaries, who, in the 1900s, saw Japan as an example for their own revolution.
Indeed, many Chinese radicals lived and studied in Japan during this period.
In 1911, the Xinhai Revolution succeeded in bringing down the Qing courtand
establishing the Republic of China, the first republic in Asia. Qing China had
survived the succession of internal rebellions scourging the country since the
late eighteenth century, but it crumbled under the pressure of competing em-

12 For more information about Strangman’s collection, see De Angeli (2018, 163-65).

13 MS15/6/4is a collection of various formats and topics, mostly giving account of the foreign
presence in China, for example, the commemoration at the arch dedicated to the German
plenipotentiary Baron von Ketteler, killed in June 1900 (MS16/5/4/9-11, 13, 15-16), or the
photos of the signature of the Boxer Protocol on 7 September 1901 (MS16/5/4/21-22).
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pires which had «carved up the Chinese melon». The demands of war indem-
nity payments indebted China to European powers and Japan’s bondholders,
and a plethora of foreign powers established spheres of interest in China. From
1898 onward, Britain, France, Germany, Japan and Russia all established naval
bases on Chinese shores, took control of railways running through most Chi-
nese provinces, even the remotest, and obtained concessions for the exploitation
of Chinese mines. Consequently, the already indebted Qing Empire was fur-
ther impoverished. The Russo-Japanese War marked the end of an era, as it was
the last major conflict between competing imperial powers in China before the
Xinhai Revolution of 1911. Although the republic was an emerging weak power
in the region, and its beginning was ravaged by a dozen years of warlordism, the
established Western powers were, from that moment on, in retreat, while Japan
emerged as the growing power in the region. The images of the Russo-Japanese
War were an exceptional, first-hand account of the ending of an era.

How Photography Bore Witness to War in China

In China, war and photography were linked from the arrival of the technology
in the mid-nineteenth century and, as noted above, war photography as a genre
can be traced back to the work of Felice Beato. The images of the Second Opium
War, which made Beato famous in the West, were taken with a technology that
was primitive when compared to what was available during the Russo-Japanese
War, almost half a century later. In 1858, Beato used albumen on glass negatives
to produce albumen silver prints. Explaining Beato’s technique, Anne Lacoste ob-
serves that the albumen technique available in the 1850s «allowed negatives to be
made in advance before being exposed and was remarkable for its sharpness and
overall penetration of details» (Lacoste 2010, 25), but that the process required
long exposure and was more suitable for immobile subjects. From 1855, however,
Beato started to use the wet collodion method, reducing the exposure times to
very few seconds, «although the negative plate had to be prepared, exposed, and
developed promptly while it was still damp> (Lacoste 2010, 25). Therefore, Be-
ato’s travelling photography still required him to carry «cumbersome and fragile
equipment, including camera and tripod, a dark tent, potentially dangerous chemi-
cals (collodion contained an explosive ingredient), and large, breakable glass plates
of about 25 to 30 centimetres (the size of his final images). Beato had to adapt
the complex processes involved to the field and weather conditions, which could
interfere with the final result>» (Lacoste 2010, 25). Besides the mastery of these
challenging techniques, Beato is remembered for «his innovative work portray-
ing death in war photography> and, therefore, for opening up a new pathway in
the genre (Lacoste 2010, 28). He is considered the forerunner of war photojour-
nalism. Owing to the technical limitations that existed at that time, Beato need-
ed the image in front of the camera to be almost stationary. In time, however, the
camera evolved to make photography instantaneous, thus able to cut through the
heat of the battlefield and trigger the emotional reaction in the viewer that comes
with the sight of death (Ritchin 2010, 119-20). By the late 1880s, commercial
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photography had been democratised by the invention in 1888 of the Kodak, the
first ready-to-use camera, by the American George Eastman. The next generation
model of the Kodak was the one used by Richard H. Strangman for his snapshots.

The images of the Russo-Japanese War from the Sir Robert Hart Collection
were the snapshots of amateur photographers, who appear to have taken them
as mementos for themselves or to be seen by a close circle of people. The inten-
tion with these images does not appear to have been to please an audience or
for them to be commercialised.

The glass slides of the Russian Imperial Navy ships, Askold and Tsesarevich,"*
present a different kind of war image from Beato’s work. These photographs are
historically significant as they are the only contemporary images of ships en-
gaged in the Battle of the Yellow Sea, the first ever naval confrontation between
modern steel battleship fleets. The Askold was a first-rank protected cruiser built
by the Krupp Company in Kiel, Germany, in 1898, to fulfil the 1897 Russian
special programme of accelerated shipbuilding for the needs of the Russian Far
East (MS15/6/21B/3). The Askold’s role was to carry out long-range reconnais-
sance for a squadron. The favourite ship of Tsar Nicholas II, who visited it twice
while it was docked in Kronstadyt, it sailed from the main base of the Russian
Baltic Fleet to the Russian Far East, arriving six months later in February 1903
at Port Arthur, where it joined the Pacific Squadron.

Figure 1 - The Askold in wartime black hull docked at Port Arthur harbour, summer
1904. MS15/6/21B/3.

'* For a detailed account of the blockade of Port Arthur and the Japanese blockade involving
the Askold and the Tsesarevich, see Grew (1904-1906, 11: 28-45, 200-40).
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The Askold appears in the glass slide with a newly repainted black hull used in
wartime. It was docked in a harbour and it can be seen that the photograph was
taken during the summertime, as the Chinese boatmen in the foreground were
dressed in light summer clothes and the passengers in their boats were using um-
brellas to protect themselves from the sun, while two lines of sailors’ clothing had
been hung up to dry from the bow to the mainmast. The Askold appeared to be in
perfect condition, prepared for battle. In fact, the Askold had prevented a surprise
attack by Japanese destroyers on the Russian ships in Port Arthur on the evening
of 26 January 1904, though the Japanese succeeded in their second attempt on
the night of 8-9 February, sparking the Russo-Japanese War. Then on 28 July, the
Russians exited the harbour trying to break through to Vladivostok. The Askold
led the line ahead of the cruiser squadron. When the Russian flagship lost con-
trol and the remaining ironclads turned back towards Port Arthur, the Askold, fol-
lowed only by the scout cruiser Novik," broke through under a hail of fire from
the Japanese ships. Thanks to her powerful engine capable of reaching 24 knots,
the Askold disappeared beyond Japanese range, but the damage was serious. Un-
able to reach Vladivostok, she retreated to the neutral port of Shanghai, where she
was interned until 1905. Therefore, the image could only have been shot in Port
Arthur before 27 July 1904 (Grew 1904-1906, I1: 207-208).

The other glass slide shows a detail of the stern of the shelled battleship Tsesarevich
(MS15/6/21B/7); one of the twelve Canet Model 1892 6-inch/4S5 quick-firing guns
mounted on a turret on the upper deck; and one of the eight Maxim quick-firing
37-millimetre (1.5 in) guns placed in the superstructure next to the military mast.

The Tsesarevich was a Borodino-class battleship built in France and charac-
terised by a «tumblehome> hull, meaning that it narrowed above the waterline.
Launched in February 1901 from the French Forges et Chantiers de la Méditer-
rannée shipyard in Marseille, the Tsesarevich entered service in August 1903 and
sailed for Port Arthur to join the Pacific Fleet where, like the Askold, she arrived
shortly before the Russo-Japanese War, on 2 December 1903. She was consid-
ered the best battleship of the Imperial Russian Navy.

The glass slide reveals details of the pounding taken by the Tsesarevich from
the Japanese on 7 August 1904, during the attempted breakout from Port Arthur,
when the temporary commander of the First Pacific Squadron, Admiral Wilhelm
Withoft, was hit by shrapnel.'® The Tsesarevich had just returned to service follow-
ing five months in dock after being torpedoed by the Japanese on the night of the
surprise attack which triggered the war. The paper photo, in contrast, shows the
Tsesarevich harboured at Qingdao after the Battle of the Yellow Sea, when, on 10
August 1904, the Russian fleet, led by the Tsesarevich, was engaged by the Japanese
fleet as it tried to exit Port Arthur harbour and sail to safety to Vladivostok. The
heavy fighting saw the Tsesarevich hit on the conning tower by two heavy calibre
shells. The effects can be seen in the photograph. Fragments bounced across the

'S The Novik was the fastest cruiser of her time reaching 25 knots.
16 He is also known as Wilgelm Vitgeft (1847-1904).
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unprotected bridge, which was destroyed, instantly killing Withoft, as well as the
helmsman and close to a dozen crew members. After the battle, most of the ships
returned to Port Arthur, but during the night, the Tsesarevich had to take refuge
in the Germany colony of Qingdao, where it was interned until the end of war,
from where it sailed in early 1906 to join the Baltic Fleet.

Figure 2 — Details of the shelled stern of the Tsesarevich after the pounding from the
Japanese on August 7, 1904. MS15/6/21B/7.

These three images of Russian Imperial Navy ships are snapshots taken by ama-
teur photographers standing on the pier and focusing on the Russian ships docking
at Port Arthur and Qingdao harbours before or after the battles. The conflict was
ongoing, but daily life continued as evidenced by the casual posture of people vis-
ible in the photographs. In the glass slide of the Askold, Chinese passengers can be
seen boarding a boat and the sailors’ laundry hangs in the sun on the stern, while in
the other glass slide, Russian sailors stand in casual posture, chatting and smoking
on the upper deck of the damaged Tsesarevich. The paper photo of the Tsesarevich at
Qingdao harbour shows Russian crew members standing on the upper decks, while
small steamboats approach the seriously damaged battleship, and a couple of row-
ing boats were taking on board and transporting part of the crew to shore. Mean-
while, other crew members were working on the starboard side of the upper deck
towards the stern, covering shell damage to the hull. These details suggest that the
photograph was taken soon after the Tsesarevich’s arrival at Qingdao in mid-August.

The last photograph of the Russo-Japanese War depicts another type of scene.
Taken from afar, it shows a Chinese crowd assembling in front of the main gate
and along the fence surrounding the Russian Civilian Administrator’s residence,
where the French flag was flying from the flagpole.
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Figure 3 — Capture of Newchwang by Five Japanese Scouts at 4.30 P.M. on Monday, 25
July, 1904. View of the Russian Civil Administrator’s Residence (French Flag Flying)
with the Victors at the Gate. MS15/6/4/5.

The photo was taken on the capture of Niuzhuang (now Yingkou) by five
Japanese scouts, who are standing close to the gate at 4.30 pm on 25 July 1904
(MS15/6/4/5). The image is different from the others not only in subject matter,
but also in size (28.5 cm x21.2 cm) and it appears to have been taken by a cam-
era using plates and not film, as suggested by the fact that people are not stand-
ingstill, but rather walking or running, and thus appear as shadows. This theory
is also corroborated by a second picture taken from exactly the same point one
hourlater, from which we can assume that the camera was mounted on a tripod.

Figure 4 — Capture of Newchwang by Five Japanese Scouts on Monday, 25 July, 1904. Depu-
tation of the Native Guilds at 5.30 P.M. to invoke the protection of the Victors. MS15/6/4/6
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This image again shows a crowd in front of the gate and it is captioned as the
«deputation of the native guilds at 5.30 pm to invoke the protection of the vic-
tors» (MS15/6/4/6).

Lying on the right bank of the Liao River and on the north-eastern shore of
Liaodong Bay, Niuzhuang was one of the treaty ports opened in May 1861 after
the Second Opium War (China 1904, 1-2). This locality, renowned as the larg-
est port for free trade in the north of China, remained unaffected by the Russo-
Japanese War until late July 1904, when these two images were taken.

On 25 July, the newly arrived Japanese scouts saw the Russians replacing
their consular flag with the French flag, as shown in the photograph, but the
building was neither the French nor the Russian consular premises, but rather,
the administration house and the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs (CIMC)
offices."” On July 29, the dragon flag of the CIMC was again hoisted over their
property, and later on that very same day, the flag over the West Chinese Cus-
toms changed again from French to Japanese. By this time, the Russian consul
and administrator, V. F. Grosse, and the manager of the Russo-Chinese Bank,
Mr Blanche, had left Niuzhuang for Tianjin. By 7 August, the Japanese were in
full control of the town (North China Herald 1904).

An insight into the event portrayed by the images is given by a Western
correspondent:

Four Japanese scouts rode into the square. They were mounted on sorry, tired
horses, all mud splattered, and rough. The men wore uniforms stained and torn by
campaigning. The people regarded them with interest but without any display of
emotion. They were not welcomed, nor was their intrusion resented. Then arrived
four more, and later another four, with a non-commissioned officer. To him came
the chiefs of the Chinese guilds with greetings. The foreign residents held aloof for
the expected army, the officers and the generals. A short while before British ladies
had provided free teas and free refreshments for the Russian troops arriving from
outlying camps, and for recruits doing their drill-ground exercises. No one had any-
thing to offer these tired, battle-worn men; they tendered not so much as alight fora
cigarette, or a drink of water to the thirsting horses the men rode. The Chinese looked
on with as much indifference as the foreigners showed (Grew 1904-1906, I11: 60).

The account shows a rare display of bias against the Japanese according to
Keith Stevens (2003: 144-45), and contrasts with the tone of the inscription in
the photographs; but both agree on the fact that the Chinese guild representatives
came to the gate of the seized CIMC premises to greet the Japanese scouts. This
attitude of the Chinese guilds towards the Japanese army is explained by the fact
that «Russian proclamations in the interior warned the people against conveying
their harvest> to Niuzhuang, otherwise they would sufferloss, while the Japanese
occupiers reversed the condition of trade, as they «closely invested, allowed unre-

7 A similar action had been taken previously by the Russians on 4 August 1900, during the
Boxer Rebellion (China 1904, 11).
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stricted importation and shipment> (China 1905, 2). The images were taken either
by a customs official or someone commissioned by thelocal customsin order to be
sent to the Inspector General, Sir Robert Hart. They are not images of battle, but
rather of actions contingent to the war itself. They do not represent the photojour-
nalism of well-known professionals like Beato, but they do contribute to display-
ing accessory details of the conflict, such as how the legacy of the battles affected
everyday life and business, and they can provide evidence against narrative bias.

Infrastructure Photography: Focus on Chinese Modernisation

The modernisation process in China started with the arrival of foreigners.
After the Second Opium War, the Manchu court launched the Self-Strength-
ening Movement, a modernising programme in which Western technology was
introduced into China in service to the country, but on the premise that such
technology would only be adopted as a tool and not as an element for a change
of mentality. The Chinese believed that, to fight and win against the Western
powers, they had to use the same weapons and equipment. And so, the Confu-
cian doctrine remained the central doctrine of the state until the abolition of
the imperial examination system in 190S. It is undoubtedly true, however, that
the modernisation of the countryled to the final abandonment of that doctrine.

The Self-Strengthening Movement covered along period of the late Qingera,
as it was launched in 1860 and concluded in 1895 with the First Sino-Japanese
War. The war was seen as proof of the failure of the Self-Strengthening Move-
ment. Yet, this modernising process drew China out from isolation to launch
itself on a path of technological progress. China started to build its first tranche
of modern infrastructure, including railways, steamships, modern harbours and
docks, lighthouses, telegraph and radio networks, shipyards and arsenals, to
name but a few. Photography was an extremely useful tool for bearing witness
to this modernising process. Photographs could show the advancement and ac-
complishment of projects, such as the construction of buildings, the laying of
ballasts and rails, the reinforcement of wharves, and many more.

The set of photographs of modern infrastructure in China reproduced here
belongs to an album compiled by a customs officer, Richard H. Strangman, from
January to February 1904 and sent to the CIMC Inspector General. We know
that Hart collected pictures of the customs service, because photographs of cus-
toms service compounds and related infrastructure allowed him «to keep a close
eye on staffand operations in remote corners of China even after he largely gave
up travelling in his later years» (De Angeli and Reisz 2017, 40). The album was
compiled between December 1903 and Chinese New Year (16 February) 1904
and of its 50 snapshots, half focus on customs activities in Tanggu and Dagu,
while the other halffeature a train journey from Shanhaiguan to Qinghuangdao,
including stops in locations along the Beijing-Mukden (Shenyang) line.”* The

¥ For more information about Strangman’s journey; its destination, and scope, see De Angeli (2018).
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CAPTURED GLIMPSES OF MODERNITY AND WAR IN LATE QING CHINA

following images show the state of the railways and customs service infrastruc-
ture in the north of China just before the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War.
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Figure 5 - Four fifth of Birds Eye View of Ching Wang Tao. C.E. s M C.so Ste Hsiping
out hanging at Pier. Japanese Transport «Nagata Maru> at Anchor. One fifth of the
Sealeft out. Jan, 1904. MS15/6/11E/33

The first is a panoramic view composed of a set of four superimposed pho-
tos' entitled Four Fifths of Birds Eye View of Ching Wang Tao [Qinghuangdao]
(MS15/6/11E/33). As the inscription explains, the fifth picture in the set was
left out as it showed the sea view. In fact, the four photos are paired, and the part
that is cut corresponds to the sea at the centre. The panorama taken from the
height of the hill beside the coal yards depicts, on the right side, the town of Qin-
ghuangdao, which, in 1904, saw the establishment of the Chinese settlement,*
and on the left the pier and the harbour located far from the town centre. At the
pier, the Chinese Engineering and Mining Company steamer Hsiping [Xibing]
is discharging mechanics and materials for building the pier and the harbour
infrastructure (China 1904, 147), while close by, the Japanese transport cargo
ship Nagata Maruis at anchor, and a steam locomotive is drawing a train back to
the station. In the foreground, a few men can be seen working on the rails. The
quality of the panorama is excellent, though incomplete, and provides a good
sense of the harbour and the rail infrastructure. Strangman’s bird’s-eye view
imitates a style in vogue in Europe and North America since the 1860s, which
aimed «to showcase the allure of cities in the context of industrial and capitalistic
expansion» (Codyand Terpak 2011, 57).If the Western professional photogra-
phers and their buyers wanted to show the capital and the potential of their go-
downs, customs houses, churches, and steamersin China to Western viewers, it
was, according to Cody and Terpak, because they «wanted to show the strength
and anchorlike extent of the Western presence» (Cody and Terpak 2011, 57).

' The Kodak snapshots were cut to a different length, but all were 5.9 cm in height with a
maximum length of 11 cm.

** Chinese settlement began in 1904 and by 1905 the town had a population of approximately
3,000 people (China 1904, 148; 158).
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The next two photographs were also taken in Qinghuangdao, but they were
close-ups of the construction and maintenance of the harbour and railway in-
frastructure. It seems that Strangman took the panorama view close to where
the following photographs were taken.

Figure 6 — Ching Wang Tao. Blasting Rock and boarding it on cars. MS15/6/11E/37.

In the first, a steam stone-breaker is blasting rocks on a barren hillside. On the
left of the knapper a worker stands close to the gatehouse door, while on the right
three workers are close to the cars, which are ready to load (MS15/6/11E/37).
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Figure 7 — Ching Wang Tao. Dumping Rock from cars to form breakwater. MS15/6/
11E/38.
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In the second, entitled Dumping Rock from cars to form breakwater
(MS15/6/11E/38), Strangman focuses his lens on the railway track, where the
cars loaded with stones have reached the end of the pier. Three men are unload-
ing a car, while on their left, another man works alone unloading another car.
It is noticeable that the stones are being unloaded next to the rails, as a boat is
docked at the bottom of the pier end, with only its mainmast visible. Built in
1901 and connected by rail to Tanghe station, the pier was partly destroyed by
a storm that very same year, and so the photograph shows the ongoing repairs
(China 1904, 147). Qinghuangdao harbour was built by the partnership of Sir
John Wolfe Barry and Lt. Col. Arthur John Barry. Established in 1891, they had
a long experience of engineering projects in China, such as the Shanghai-Nan-
jing and the Chinese Central railways, and the Chinese Engineering and Min-
ing Company Limited.”'

Figure 8 - Lanchow Bridge. MS15/6/11E/46.

The last photograph shows another panorama: the Lanchow Bridge
(MS15/6/11E/46) located on the Luan River at Luanzhou. This locality, like
Qinghuangdao and other sites visited by Strangman during his train journey
in early 1904, was considered of strategic importance, due to its location on the
still incomplete Beijing-Mukden railway line, which was built between 1881
and 1907. From the time that the line reached Mukden (now Shenyang), one
of the major cities in Manchuria, Mukden became a crucial rail hub, serving
those travelling from China, from Port Arthur (now Dalian) and from Harbin.

2 For information about some of their activities, see Crisp (1906).

153



The Mukden rail hub was built along the Japanese-controlled South Man-
churia Railway and was connected to both Beijing, via the Beijing-Mukden
railway, and Harbin, 350 miles further north, which served a major station on
the Russian-built Trans-Manchurian Railway. The Beijing-Mukden railway
and Qinghuangdao harbour were both major strategic infrastructural assets,
because they were vital to the transport and commercial networks connecting
the Chinese capital with the Northeast of China. The Beijing-Mukden railway
constituted the backbone of the railway system in Manchuria. Its first section,
connecting Tangshan to the Kaiping coal mines, built in 1879 on the orders of
Governor-General Li Hongzhang, was extended westwards towards Tianjin
and eastwards beyond the Great Wall at Shanghaiguan. The section between
Shanghaiguan and Tianjin came under British governance after the Boxer Up-
rising and the British extended the line to Beijing, while the Russians extended
the section east of the wall at Shanghaiguan. Following the British restitution
to the Chinese authorities in 1904, construction continued as far as Xinmindun
(Constant 1933, 121; Huang and Chen, 2014). Moreover, Shanghaiguan was a
key station on the Beijing-Mukden railway and an infrastructural hub connect-
ing the railway line to Qinghuangdao harbour, which served both commercial
and passenger steamers. Qinghuangdao was also the locality where the Great
Wall of China entered the sea. Both physically and symbolically, it marked the
border between Manchuria and Zhili province, the borderland and the centre.

The infrastructures of Qinghuangdao harbour and the Beijing-Mukden rail-
way were significant strategic objectives for both the Russian and the Japanese
empires in China. While Qinghuangdao was vital in linking maritime com-
munication and trade networks to rail networks, the Beijing-Mukden railway
offered a route penetrating deep into the Chinese heartland. The Chinese au-
thorities were well aware of the potential military, strategic and logistic uses
that Russia or Japan could derive from these infrastructures. Consequently,
the CIMC tried to maintain close control of them. Strangman’s photographic
images reveal both the infrastructure itself and the presence of the CIMC to
which he belonged.

Conclusion: Western Photography Appraising Chinese Modernisation

The series of images from the Sir Robert Hart Collection, despite being tak-
en by different amateur photographers and developed on different media, were
all taken during a short but pivotal period for China. These photographs record
war-related scenes and infrastructures just before or during the Russo-Japanese
War, the very first political conflict covered by anillustrated Chinese magazine,
the Shanghai Biweekly. The photographs published in the Shanghai Biweekly were
used to further debate around China’s resilience in the face of the imperialist
drive and the extent to which the Chinese had the ability to save their country
and culture from foreign domination (Wu 2011, 15).

The Russo-Japanese War photographs were conceptually different from
the images taken by Felice Beato during the Second Opium War, as, by the
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turn of the twentieth century, the technology available to photojournalists
had advanced considerably. Although not yet achieving the results attained
with the 35Smm cameras of the 1920s and 1930s, photographers during the
Russo-Japanese War were able to capture images that were more spontaneous
because they required less technical preparation (Ritchin 2010, 120). Kodak’s
Brownie camera provided amateur photographers with capabilities that made
«snapshots» of the ongoing conflict possible. There are no images of battle,
because the amateur photographers were not attached to any army involved
in the conflict. Yet, the glass slides provide a significant early example of pho-
tojournalism, depicting the damage sustained by the Russian Imperial Navy
on two of its Pacific Fleet ships, the Askold and the Tsesarevich. These images
differ, however, from the voyeuristic cliché of war photographs, because there
is no ongoing battle or depiction of death (Ritchin 2010, 120). Rather, they
show some Russian mariners casually standing on the decks of the ships, laun-
dry hanging from the superstructure and commercial boat passengers going
about their regular business.

The two sets of photographs on paper offer a different perspective. Both can
be attributed to people working for or connected to the Chinese Imperial Mar-
itime Customs and offer a glimpse into the activities of the service before and
during the conflict, which posed obvious dangers to Chinese sovereignty and
customs infrastructure. These images differ from the stereotypical images of
China that became widely available in the West following the Boxer Rebellion.
Sarah Fraser (2011, 106) observes that «scenes of itinerant workers, destitute
poor, and military captives at the time of the Boxer Uprising reflect racial de-
bates about the modern Chinese subject prevalent in international power rela-
tions>. The photographs taken by CIMC officials cover very different subjects,
because the lens is focused on Chinese modernisation.

Chinese modernisation was one of the outcomes of the cross-cultural encoun-
ter between China and the West, which passed through the camera shutter. The
impetus given to modern technology in China influenced the reforming Qing
state and a new group of artisans, technicians and engineers emerged from the
Self-Strengthening Movement, who recognised photography as a new tool for
modernisation. Photography was not a core technology of the Self-Strengthening
Movement «nor was it a technology like railroads or telegraph lines, which left
an obvious footprintin the landscape>. Nevertheless, it had already attracted the
attention of some of the highest-ranking Qing officials by the 1860s (Cody and
Terpak 2011, 44). In the mid-1870s at the Shanghai Polytechnic Institute, John
Fryer and Xu Shou displayed «several dozen photographs supplied by English
and Belgian firms of railwaylocomotives and cars, mining machinery, firearms,
artillery, and iron-framed buildings> as a didactic tool (Cody and Terpak 2011,
45). Accordingly, photography was both a product and a tool of modernisation
in China, and Cody and Terpak (2011, 47) assert that it eventually became an
integral part of the Self-Strengthening Movement’s culture and commerce. This
in turn tantalised Western audiences, who were eager for images and informa-
tion about China.
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Archives

Queen’s University Belfast, Special Collections and Archives, Sir Robert Hart
Collection:

MS15/6/4: Hart Photograph Collection, Part 4, ¢.1900-5.

MS15/6/11E: Hart Photograph Collection, Part 11, E: lacquered green album, 1903-4.

MS15/6/21B: Hart Photograph Collection, Part 21, B: Box (31/4» x 31/4>).
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