











Visual Representations of China 195

Figure 2. Isidore-Stanislas Helman, Cérémonie du labourage faite par I’Empereur de la
Chine, 1786, online collection, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam.

the frontispiece of volume I of Abbé Raynal’s Histoire des Deux Indes (La Haye,
chez Gosse, 1774) and Helman’s Cérémonie du Labourage Faite par I’Empereur
de la Chine (1786) (Fig. 2). The third example of appreciating the majesty of
imperial power is found in admiration for the architecture of imperial residences
and parks, mirrors of imperial grandeur and care for nature. This admiration is
visually conveyed through a series of illustrations: the 36 views of Jehol’s Summer
Palace by Matteo Ripa (1711-1713), which so influenced the English desire for
oriental-style gardens via Lord Burlington and William Chambers;'® the 40 views
of Yuanmingyuan commissioned by Qianlong (1738-1744); the 20 later views of
European-style palaces (1783-1786) (Fig. 3) known in France among the Bertin
circle, and Louis-Frangois Delatour in particular;'® and the 96 engravings by Le
Rouge inspired by silk paintings from Beijing.?

The theme of agriculture brings us to another recurring iconographic motif: not
only the diligent cultivation of fields and skilled irrigation, but the industriousness

18. Ideas of Chinese Gardens: Western Accounts, 1300-1860, ed. by Bianca Maria Rinaldji,
Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015, ch. 8, “Matteo Ripa (16821746)”, pp. 83-
90.

19. Delatour later dealt with this in his Essais sur [’architecture des Chinois (1803).
See John Finlay, “Henri Bertin (1720-1792) and Images of the Yuanmingyuan in Eighteenth-
century France”, in Collecting and Displaying China'’s “Summer Palace” in the West: The
Yuanmingyuan in Britain and France, ed. by Louise Tythacott, London-New York, Routledge,
2018, pp. 124-137.

20. Georges Louis Le Rouge, Le jardin anglo-chinois a la mode. Cahiers XV-XVI-XVII,
1786.
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Figure 3. Giuseppe Castiglione, from drawings by Yi Lantai, Yuanmingyuan, Garden of
Perfect Brightness, “East Facade of the Room of the Calm Ocean”, 1783-1786, Special
Collections, Getty Research Institute.

of the Chinese people and their harmonious relationship with a bountiful, fertile
nature.?! This theme is well rooted in traditional Chinese iconography, for instance
the Gengzhitu (Pictures of Tilling and Weaving), a classic Song dynasty scroll
collection about rice cultivation and sericulture that was often reprinted under
the Qing; other albums were also dedicated to cultivation.”? The Gengzhitu was
reprinted and expanded in 1696 at the initiative of Emperor Kangxi, who added
his own verses, and Castiglione made painted reproductions. This repertoire also
spread to Korea and Japan, providing decorative motifs for export crafts such
as porcelain, fans, wallpaper, and screens, and it was certainly very familiar
to the Jesuits.”? Although there is no evidence of Gengzhitu-derived printed

21. To get an idea of the image of Chinese botanical beauty as seen through the eyes of the
Jesuits, one must refer to the splendid unpublished collection by Pierre-Martial Cibot, Plantes
e fleurs de la Chine, 1772, available online in the Bibliothéques numériques of the Institut de
France.

22. For example on cotton cultivation, see “Les tres riches heures de la cour de Chine:
chefs d’oeuvre de la peinture impériale des Qing, 1662-1796: exposition présentée au musée
Guimet du 26 avril au 24 juillet 2006”, Paris, Réunion des Musées Nationaux- Musée des arts
asiatiques Guimet, 2006.

23. Nathalie Monnet, Le Gengzhitu. Le livre du riz et de la soie. Poémes de |’empereur
Kangxi, Peintures sur soie de Jiao Bingzhen, Paris, J. C. Lattés, 2003; Jia Luo, “A Study on
the Historical Evolution, Value, and Inheritance Innovation of Farming and Weaving Pictures”,
Al-Qantara, 9/3 (2023), pp. 12-27; Roslyn Lee Hammers, Pictures of Tilling and Weaving. Art,
Labor, and Technology in Song and Yuan China, Hong Kong, Hong Kong University Press,
2011.
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Figure 4. “Barques chinoises: Maniére singuliére de pécher”, in Jean-Baptiste Du Halde,
Description de la Chine, Paris, Le Mercier, 1735, vol. I, p. 162, Archive.org.

illustrations in 18"-century European publications, Du Halde does extensively
describe Chinese agricultural and sericultural techniques and provides detailed
illustrations, although apparently not directly from the Gengzhitu.** Other
illustrations in his Description convey the idea of nature’s generosity as well as
Chinese industriousness, inventiveness, and harmony with nature in the fields and
waterways. A recurring iconographic theme in this sphere is cormorant fishing
(Fig. 4), found in Nieuhoff (1665), Dapper (1670), Staunton (1797), Jean-Baptiste
Benoit Eyri¢s (1822), Bazin de Malpicre (1825), and Allom (1845).

The final theme to briefly consider is Chinese religion — a complex subject,
here suffice it to note that 17"- and 18%-century iconography oscillates between
unsympathetic depictions of pagan idolatry and Buddhist priests, and representing
Confucius. The latter is presented positively in Jesuit publications, from Confucius
Sinarum Philosophus (1687) to Le Comte and Du Halde, where Confucius is
depicted as a sage philosopher, assuming a hieratic pose with draped robes, ritual
headgear (mianguan), and a calm, unperturbed gaze. In the 18" century, the Jesuit

24. Du Halde, Description de la Chine, vol. 11, p. 208 ff.
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affinity with Confucius found new and more important outlets of iconographic
expression. The Mémoires (vol. XII, 1785) feature a “Vie de Confucius” compiled
by Father Amiot from Chinese texts, accompanied by 18 plates engraved by
Helman, freely reinterpreting drawings copied by Amiot most probably from
Shengji tu (“Illustrations of the Sage’s Deeds”), a Ming-era illustrated biography
released in several versions, one from 1758, with images numbering from 30 to
over 100. Amiot’s “explications” created on the basis of the plates, especially
those depicting Confucius’s posthumous veneration, underline — in line with the
Jesuit view of Confucianism — that he is revered as “the Doctor of the nation and
the Sage par excellence, Master of the nation”, not the object of superstitious
devotion.

5. Changing attitudes and new visual regimes

By the late 18" century, two important changes had occurred: one contextual,
the other specifically concerning “Chinese” illustrations. The first, evident in the
last quarter of the century, was a marked shift in European opinion on China that
involved abandoning the admiration that had characterized much of 18"-century
culture and adopting a view of the Middle Kingdom as “stationary” (Smith,
1776), obstinately closed to the West, and plagued by official corruption and
imperial oppression — no longer paternal.?® The Macartney Embassy reinforced

25. Chao-Ying Lee, “Integration of Foreign Culture with Local Culture: The Icons of
Confucius in Mémoires concernant les Chinois (1776-91) in France”, Commenti accademici
sul cristianesimo cinese, 4 (Deceber 2007), pp. 109-135; Julia K. Murray, “Illustrations of the
Life of Confucius: Their Evolution, Functions, and Significance in Late Ming China”, Artibus
Asiae, 57, 1/2 (1997), pp. 73-134. A 1758 version of Shengji tu comprising 53 b/w xylographies
on paper is available online in the Irish Chester Beatty Online Collections.

26. On this, I would like to refer to some writings in which I have explored this issue
from various angles: Guido Abbattista, “European perspectives on China: a prescriptive turn”,
Diciottesimo Secolo. Rivista della Societa Italiana di Studi sul Secolo XVIII (SISSD), 7 (2022),
pp- 35-44; Guido Abbeattista, “The Despotism of the Plough, Throne and Tradition: Commercial
Enlightenment and China in the Histoire des deux Indes”, in Le Siécle des Lumiéres. VI. Qu est-
ce que les Lumieres? Nouvelles réponses a [’ancienne question, Moscow, Naouka, 2018, pp.
84-109; Guido Abbattista, “Chinese Law and Justice: George Thomas Staunton (1781-1859)
and the European Discourses on China in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries”, in Law,
Justice and Codification in China and the European Thought, Trieste, Eut, 2017, pp. 1-135;
Guido Abbattista, “How to Deal with China. New Questions in the Third Edition of the
Histoire des Deux Indes (1780)”, in Autour de [’abbé Raynal. Geneése et enjeux politiques de
["Histoire des deux Indes, ed. by Antonella Alimento and Gianluigi Goggi, Ferney-Voltaire,
Centre international d’étude du XVIlle siécle, 2017, pp. 171-187; Guido Abbeattista, “Europe,
China and the ‘Family of Nations’: Paradoxes of the ‘Commercial’ Enlightenment in the
Sattelzeit (1780-1840)”, in China’s Development from a Global Perspective, ed. by Maria
Dolores Elizalde and Wang Jianlang, Cambridge, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017, pp.
122-195; Guido Abbattista, “At the Roots of the ‘Great Divergence’: Europe and China in an
18th Century Debate”, in Cultural Transfers, Encounters and Connections in the Global 18th
Century, ed. by Matthias Middell, Leipzig, Leipziger Universitétsverlag, 2014, pp. 113-162.
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these opinions through works such as Staunton’s official Account (1797), and
especially John Barrow’s Travels to China (1804). The shift affected not only
English culture, already less susceptible to Enlightenment infatuations, but also
European culture more broadly as the latter was increasingly influenced by the
perspective of Western merchants active in Canton and subjected to countless
restrictions and abuses.?’” A new era in Sino-Western relations began, marked by
growing pressure from European mercantile nations, soon joined by the United
States. These pressures led to further embassies — the Dutch Isaac Titsingh
(1794-1797), the Russian Yurii Golovkin (1805), the British William Amherst
(1816-1817) and Lord William Napier (1834) — whose failures only exacerbated
Western frustration with the Chinese empire, but had the positive result of greatly
increasing the quantity and quality of visual accounts of China. This work was
now produced by artists accompanying diplomats and by compilers, editors, and
artists eager to satisfy growing European curiosity about every aspect of China,
especially its everyday reality.

An additional factor was the public’s growing familiarity with Chinese objects
due to the increasing importation of luxury and mass-consumption goods and
memorabilia, including illustration albums produced in Canton for the Western
market by specialized Chinese artists such as Lamqua, Tingqua, and Puqua, who
ran true artistic workshops.?® This familiarity resulted in a profound typological,
stylistic, and thematic change in the illustrations available to the European
public and in the resulting image of China. Whereas previously Jesuit-produced
illustrations, even those disseminated via the Mémoires, had been destined mainly
for small circles of collectors and intellectuals, especially in France, from the
early 19" century onward a much broader typological and iconographic variety
became widely available through mass-market print editions.

To conclude, let us briefly examine some aspects of this change and the
authors of illustrated collections on China published between the early 1800s
and 1845. Alexander (1767-1816) stands out: as an artist with the Macartney
Embassy, he was the first European artist to observe the Chinese interior. He
produced nearly 1,000 sketches in China (now in the British Library, with a
selection of 111 included in the 2004 edition of Macartney’s Journal) and, upon
his return, he developed watercolors that were repeatedly used as models for
published engravings. The most important of these were the 46 plates in the Atlas
accompanying Staunton’s Account (1797), itself enriched by 35 small engravings
from Alexander’s drawings. But above all there were the 48 plates of his Costume
of China (1805) and the 48 images of Picturesque Representations of the Dress
and Manners of the Chinese (1814): a monumental testimony to late 18"-century
imperial China as viewed by an English artist. The value of this extraordinary
series lies in its lively, ideologically unfiltered depictions, not so much of places
and institutional figures as of urban and especially rural scenes and the lifestyles

27. 1 have dealt with this mainly in the previously cited “Chinese Law and Justice”.
28. See n. 10 above.
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Figure 5. William Alexander, “Dwelling of a Mandarin”, in The Costume of China, London,
W. Miller, 1805, Archive.org.

of lower social strata.” While such subjects had sometimes featured in earlier
illustrations — even in Kircher, Dapper, and Du Halde in the late 17" and early
18" century — Alexander offered works of great artistic refinement, attention
to detail, chromatic taste, and a naturalistic realism never before seen, akin to
the innovations of contemporary English landscape artists such as Turner and
Constable.’® There are no interpretive distortions or biases: what prevails is a
taste for faithful, sympathetic representations of individuals, groups, landscapes,
architecture, and work techniques (Figs 5-6). Notably, Alexander produced the
first image of foot-binding — a practice known to and textually described by
Western observers, but never illustrated until his ethnographic sketch appeared
in Staunton’s Account (Fig. 7).3' Yet, if one seeks among Alexander’s images the
critical stance toward Chinese society found in Staunton’s text, or even more so
in Barrow’s or in later early 19"-century writings, one is disappointed. At least
in this case, the illustrations run counter to an increasingly unfavourable climate
of opinion toward China. Iconographically, this climate is evidenced by the first

29. Alexandra Loske, “Shaping an image of China in the West: William Alexander (1767-
1816)”, Brighton & Hove Museum, s.d. [probably 2016].

30. See William Alexander. An English Artist in Imperial China, Brighton, Brighton
Borough Council, 1981, p. 14. On Alexander (and Mason), see also Chen Yushu, “William
Alexander’s Image of Qing China”, Monumenta Serica, 67 (3 July 2019), pp. 397-440,
available online; William Alexander and George Henry Mason, Views of 18th Century China:
Costumes, History, Customs, foreword by Lord Maclehose of Beoch K.T., London-New York,
Gramercy, 1988.

31. An Authentic Account of the Late Embassy, London, Nicoll, 1797, vol. I, p. 423.
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Figure 6. William Alexander, “A group of trackers of the vessel at dinner”, in The Costume of
China, London, W. Miller, 1805, Archive.org.

Western satirical image of a Chinese subject: James Gillray’s famous depiction
of Macartney’s imperial audience (1793-1794), the progenitor of a vast series of
satirical prints on China that went on to flood the British and European public
sphere during the Opium Wars, Taiping Rebellion, and Boxer Rebellion.
Alexander’s work circulated widely, was translated into French, and was
reused or even plagiarized by French authors such as Bazin de Malpiére and
Allom: “For at least half a century, it remained the only unquestionably authentic
and composite depiction of China”, and it stimulated a late vogue for chinoiseries
in England at the turn of the two centuries.’> To fully appreciate Alexander’s
contribution, two other aspects of the early 19"-century visual panorama on China
deserve mention. First, the widespread European diffusion of Chinese-produced
illustrations, especially from Puqua’s Canton workshop, with collections in the

32. William Alexander. An English Artist, pp. 14-15.
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Figure 7. William Alexander, “The foot bandage”, sketch in G. L. Staunton, An Authentic
Account of an Embassy from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China, London,
Bulmer & Nicoll, 1797, vol. I, p. 423, Archive.org.

British Museum and Victoria & Albert Museum.®*® The most famous of these
are colour albums of Chinese social types, full-length, decontextualized, and
done in a modest, schematic, even naive style which, while retaining distinctly
Chinese aesthetic qualities, were also adapted for English publications. Mason,
for example, explicitly states that the 60 plates of his Costume of China (1800)
(a different work from Alexander’s) derive from drawings purchased in Canton
(where Mason stayed in 1789-1790) and engraved in London by John Dadley:
“Pu-Qua, Canton, delint. Dadley, London, sculpt”. Mason is also known for
another collection, The Punishments of China (1801), which perfectly expresses
the changing climate of opinions and perspectives on China. The theme of
corporal punishment, appearing in earlier illustrations since the mid-17" century
(even in Alexander), was emphasized so as to highlight its singularity, such as
the use of the “cangue”, or portable pillory. Montesquieu’s claim that China was
governed “with the stick” refers to the practice of bamboo beating, generalizing
its significance. By the late 18" and early 19" centuries this theme became
central, treated independently to document the cruelty of Chinese justice, its
invasive regulation of individual behaviour, and its distinctiveness as compared
to European customs. Western encounters with Chinese justice were not only
documentary or figurative but also direct, as shown by the cases of crew members
of the British East Indiamen Lady Hughes (1787) and Neptune (1807) in Canton;
the latter is famous by virtue of Staunton’s positive role as an interpreter and the

33.Iside Carbone, Glimpses of China Through the Export Watercolours of the 18th-
19th Centuries. A Selection from the British Museum's Collection, PhD dissertation, School of
Oriental and African Studies, London, 2002.
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contemporary painting of the Chinese court scene.** Especially when highlighted
by Mason’s commentary, therefore, a survey of the variety, harshness, and even
ingenious sophistication of corporal punishments inflicted daily on Chinese
subjects (Figs 8-9) — the phrase “Chinese torture” still denotes particular cruelty
— could only confirm for Western audiences the idea of China’s radical otherness.
Such representations inspired compassion for “suffering Chinese humanity” and,
above all, fostered complacency among Europeans secure in the conviction that
they lived in a part of the world where such cruelties were not permitted, thus
creating a new element in Orientalist stereotypes.*

As in Mason, the tension between image and text is even more evident in
other illustrated collections about China, revealing how text tends to overshadow
or even contradict the image. A French precedent appears in Costumes Civils
actuels de tous les Peuples connus (1788), where the future follower of Babeuf
Sylvain Maréchal, in his “Notice historique sur les Chinois”, writes scathing and
negative judgments while the six accompanying colour illustrations of Chinese
social figures are devoid of denigrating aspects. The most significant example,
however, is Allom.

The four volumes (in two tomes) of China, in a Series of Views (1842-
1845), with its 128 beautiful black-and-white steel engravings by the architect
and topographer (who apparently never visited China), reinterpret earlier
drawings, sketches, and illustrations by missionaries, diplomats, and artists.>
Allom develops an array of themes inspired by the encyclopedic desire to
document Chinese society in all its facets, from nature to institutions, from
daily work to ceremonies and leisure (Fig. 10). His is an idealized, “romantic”
vision dominated by landscapes and views of rivers, waterfalls, and mountains,
with high-quality images characterized by strong naturalistic realism and lively
representation. Allom constructs a spectacular and picturesque visual geography
of China where nature and human actions intertwine through highly scenic
depictions of productive activities, agricultural practices, lifestyles, rituals, and
places of worship; the landscape and natural elements are always key players,
even in “genre” scenes. Beyond their descriptive effect, the plates convey an
exotic atmosphere and a sense of fascination that certainly shaped the European
imagination of the first half of the 19" century, thanks in part to subsequent
English, French, German, and Spanish editions. The collection’s accompanying
text by Anglican clergyman and Irish author George N. Wright, however,

34. For a discussion of Staunton, son of George Leonard, secretary to Macartney’s
embassy, and himself a very young participant in the mission before becoming an employee of
the East India Company in Canton, Chinese interpreter and translator of the “Qing Penal Code”,
see my publication “Chinese Law and Justice”.

35. On Mason, see Eric Hayot, The Hypothetical Mandarin: Sympathy, modernity, and
Chinese Pain, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009, pp. 61-94.

36. An easily accessible digital edition of China, in a Series of Views is available online
in The New York Public Library Digital Collections. On the French edition, see Charline
Monseur, “Spotlight on China — An Analysis of L’Empire Chinois Illustrated by Thomas Allom
and Described by Clément Pellé”, MaRBLe, 6 (1 July 2014), available online.
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Figures 8-9. George Henry Mason, “IX. The Rack” (above) and “XIII, The wooden collar”
(below), in The Chinese Punishments, London, Miller & Bulmer, 1801, Archive.org.

presents a very different picture. Political-institutional aspects, economic
practices, productive techniques, social forms (rigid social distinctions), customs
(foot-binding, infanticide), and religious cults (Buddhism), according to Wright,
reveal a stagnant country hopelessly mired in tradition and incapable of technical
revitalization where the exploitation of vast manpower has hindered the
introduction of machinery, symbol of Western progress. Wright even approved
of the recent war — the First Opium War, 1840-1842 — in the name of civilization,
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Figure 10. Thomas Allom, “An itinerant barber”, in The Chinese empire: historical and
descriptive, illustrating the manners and customs of the Chinese, in a series of steel engravings,
2 vols, London-New York, The London Printing and Publishing Co., 1858 [1842-1845], vol. I,
p. 73, Archive.org.

deploying the rhetoric of commerce, free enterprise, and civilizing mission, thus
counterposing the rhetoric of modernity against a pictorial apparatus inspired by
a naturalist and traditionalist picturesque style.

Ambiguity, caught between fascination and Orientalist alienation, also
characterized other contemporary illustrated works such as Borget’s La Chine et
les Chinois (1842). Unlike Allom, Borget travelled the world and spent 10 months
in China, representing it in sketches and drawings, 34 of which became plates in
the 1842 illustrated work that was subsequently reissued in England; Borget’s 200
sketches later illustrated Paul-Emile Daurand-Forgues’s La Chine ouverte (1845).
These works combine a documentary approach with a naturalistic attention to
detail and a penchant for the picturesque, portraying China as both alluring and
fundamentally foreign. The representation emphasizes China’s sophistication
yet underscores its stagnation (“stationnaire”), presenting it as a subject of
both curiosity and critique. This depiction highlights a society dominated by
oppressive (“écrasant”) despotism and suggests that China is no longer suitable
for the idealized mythologization previously offered by Jesuit accounts. Far from
justifying British imperialism, however, this vision lacked the sense of Western
superiority and the idea of a civilizing mission aimed at “opening up” and
transforming the Celestial Empire: “Il faut bien reconnaitre” — Borget conceded
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to the Chinese — “ce qu’il y a de logique dans le mépris dont les Chinois accablent
les Européens™.?

From Alexander and Mason onward, throughout the first three to four decades
of the 19% century illustrated collections and works revealed, in their choice of
subjects, figurative style, and intended audience, an immeasurable distance
from the great age of Jesuit erudition, aristocratic collecting, and Enlightenment
polemics. China continued to exert an extraordinary fascination on the West —
a magnetism which, unfortunately, coexisted with the pursuit of policies and
objectives that, for the late Qing empire, marked the beginning of its “century of
humiliation”.

37.“A Penvisager d’une maniére philosophique, le gouvernement chinois n’est qu’un
despotisme infertile, maintenu par un espionnage actif et par une responsabilité sans limites,
une sorte de patriarcat tyrannique dont la terreur assure I’autorité”: Paul-Emile Daurand-
Forgues, La Chine ouverte, Paris, H. Fournier, 1845, pp. 122 and 366.
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Clement XI (Albani, Giovanni Francesco),
pope, 19, 36, 40, 42, 81



Index of Names 209

Clement XII (Corsini, Lorenzo), pope, 40 and
n

Clement XIV  (Ganganelli, Giovanni
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and n, 64 and n, 65 and n, 66 and n, 67
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Hsia, Ronnie Po-chia, 15n, 18n, 20n

Hu, John, 24 and n

Huang, Arcade, 7, 25 and n, 26 and n
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Nelles, Paul, 46n

Nellis, Steff, 190n

Neuville, Frey Charles de, 185 and n

Neveu, Bruno, 58 and n

Nicolini, Fausto, 63n

Nieuhoff, Johan, 188, 190, 191, 192, 197

Nobrega, Manuel da, 92 and n, 93

Noél, Frangois, 8, 20n, 75 and n, 76 and n, 81
and n, 82 and n, 83 and n, 84, 86 and n, 87
and n, 88, 140 and n, 146

Northeast, Catherine, 44

O’Neill, Charles E., 13n, 34n
O’Shaughnessy, David, 138n

O’Sullivan, Michael, 170n
Onslow, Arthur, 49n
Osterhammel, Jiirgen, 34n

Padoa Schioppa, Antonio, 175n

Pagano, Mario, 160

Page, Frangois, 171, 172n

Pahl, Kerstin Maria, 24n

Palafox, Juan de, 95

Pallu, Frangois, 17n, 176

Palmieri, Matteo, 64n

Pantoja, Diego, 22n

Papelitzky, Elke, 117n, 189n

Parr, Adam, 178n

Parrenin, Dominique, 53, 58, 59

Paschoud, Adrien, 33n

Passionei, Lelio, 77n

Patapan, Haig, 65n

Paternico, Luisa M., 25n, 103n, 140n

Patouillet, Louis, 46, 51, 58, 186

Patrizi, Francesco, 65n

Pavone, Sabina, 8, 19n, 33n, 34n, 47n,
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