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THREE HISTORIANS:
THOUGHTS ON READING THEIR BOOKS

- My lecture today is about reading my colleagues’ books.
The only justification that I can think of for such an
exercise is that it may add a personal dimension to our
brief intellectual encounter here this month. Reading after
all is a private act. It has public consequences of course,
because we write reviews, invent or sustain polemics, teach
or dismiss the ideas of the authors we read, and thus
constantly reconstruct the critical discourse in our field.
Nevertheless our reading is filled with subjectivity. We
appropriate a book for ourselves when we read it. My
reading is different from yours even when we agree on the
critical strengths and weaknesses of a book. That is so
because reading habits, personal idiosyncracies and pre-
dilections, and critical sensibilites inscribe themselves on a
text as we read it. They affect our reception of a book
because they alfer it in the reading. It becomes ours,
individually, whether we like it or not.

I for example read slowly, hypercritically, attending to
style and texture. You may read more generously, indifferent

to kow the author makes an argument s/he makes it. If I
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am asked to review a book I overread it. I get to know
it too well. That distorts it for others even while it may

inform them. You and I may derive equal pleasure (or

pain) from a book, and equal knowledge of its subject,
but we may understand it differently. We may share the
same political predispositions, or cultural or social biases,
but we cannot inhabit the same mind. We are prisoners
of our own mindfulness. That being the case, my lecture,
if it is successful, ought to tell you more about me than
about the authors I want to discuss.

Those authors are Frederic Wakeman of Berkeley,
Philip Kuhn of Harvard, and Jonathan Spence of Yale.
I have chosen them arbitrarily, largely because 1 have
enjoyed my encounters with their work even when I have
disagreed with aspects of it. I do not believe they are
more important historians than others in the field, though
they certainly are influential, both as writers and teachers
of history. 1 have no way of telling which, if any, of
their works will stand the test of time and be read by later
generations. They belong to no “school” of historiography
so far as I can tell, though they represent an older inclina-
tion to regard political history, broadly conceived, as the
true vocation of the historian. They have been concerned,
that is, primarily with questions of power, authority,

privilege, legitimacy, imperial and elite temperament,
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organization and system. There are exceptions in their work
of course.

Spence (in The Death of Woman Wang) and Kuhn

(in Soulstealers) have made forays into the experience of
the underclasses, and Wakeman (in an article in the journal
Modern Chinag) into the structural and theoretical problems
of China’s role in the world economy. But even in these
writings, the focus has been largely on the state at the
source of moral judgement, conventional values, and
systemic might. Nevertheless they have helped to train. a
generation of scholars who have STEERED the entire field
of Chinese historical studies in the U.S. in new directions.
In that respect Wakeman, Spence, and Kuhn have produced
not disciples but strangers at their own gates.

Let me give you a few examples before returning to
their own contributions. In the last fifteen years there
have appeared within our discipline utterly new sub-fields
which are forcing us to redefine our perspectives as historians.
State and society are still useful conceptual categories, but
they are being stretched to the limit to contain new subjects
and analysis. The social and cultural construction of gender
roles is a burgeoning field. So is the historiography of
sexuality. Historical epidemiology, especially the study
of the social and cultural history of infectious diseases, is

helping to redefine macro-regional analysis, demographics,
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and the history of medicine and popular culture. Studies
in ethnicity are producing new and unexpected conclusions
about racial and vocational minorities (Manchus in their
19th century garrisons and Subei people in modern Shanghai
for example). Remembrance and historical memory—what
and how people remember and why—are now historical
subjects in their own right. Just a few years ago they were
barely words in our vocabulary. As the archives become
more accessible, the familiar fields of social and economic
history are producing -new interpretations and passionate
debates. We are being overwhelmed by creativity to the
point that no one individual can any longer control all or
even most of the literature in our fields. The result is a
deepening of knowledge and a narrowing of perspective.
We are becoming more learned and more ignorant at the
same time.

Wakeman, Kuhn and Spence, by contrast, were trained
in an era when amplitude of vision was both expected and
attainable. As a result their work has a sovereign sweep
to it. If they are intimidated by what they don’t know,
it doesn’t show.

Professor Wakeman began by introducing to American
sinology the rich possibilities of doing local history (Stran-
gers at the Gate, 1966). His is a restless intelligence,

however, and instead of immuring himself in local studies,
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he has gone on to study rebellions, intellectuals and the
limits of their autonomy, the philosophical milieu which
produced Mao Zedong, and numerous preliminary studies
for his great book on the Ming-Qing transition (ke Great
Enterprise, 1985). His early work, including the quixotic
intellectual study of Mao Zedong (History and Will,
1973), still resonates with the voice and ironic vision of his
mentor, Joseph Levenson. He has long since however
established his own distinctive style, marked by narrative
drive and a voracious appetite for detail: what the famous
anthropologist Clifford Geertz has called thick description.
This is most evident in the Ming-Qing book, a daunting
1337 pages.

The Grreat Enterprise is the closest thing in English
to the fongshi tradition of Chinese historical writing. On
the surface it is a gargantuan, fact-filled narrative of the
end of the Ming and beginning of the Qing. It is com-
prehensive, mindnumbing in its detail. For all that, it’s
story is familiar, though better documented than ever
before. The temptation, then, is to ask, “So what?” I
have a lot thought about that. It seems to me that the
book is really good at is precisely the dense textures of
violence and paralysis which it creates. All those names
of people whom we do not need to know, all the complex,

slow, day-to-dayness of imperial failure (and Qing success),
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all the marching of armies and spilling of words at court:
All of this works to decelerate the tempo of history,
weave a tighter fabric of narrative than we have had before.
It’s not that much is new or suprising, especially if one has
read Professor Wakeman over the last fifteen years. Not
new, then, but richer: dense with so much detail that
history becomes almost suffocating—a burden of human
lives which insist on a last (for many a first-and-last)
hearing before they spill off the pages forever.

Famous figures, of course, do not spill off the page.
They remain with us and require reinterpretation. This
Wakeman does with princes and rebels and fools—Hong
Taiji, Li Zicheng, and the rump Ming court at Nanjing,
for example, but above all he does this with intellectuals.

We seem fated in our field to believe that intellectuals
suffer better. Professor Wakeman certainly does nothing
to disabuse us of that. His intellectuals suffer and suffer,
whatever choices they made in that bleak and murderous
age. And they wrote endlessly about the quality of their
particular suffering. Collaborators penned essays of remorse
and guilt, Qian Qianyi the most prominent among them.
Stoics—Wakeman’s term for those loyalists who chose
neither to die for the old regime nor to serve the new one—
confessed a different kind of guilt. It was the guilt of

survival, a wrenching ambivalence which sent them into
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cool eremetic laments. Wan Shougi is Wakeman’s exemplar
here. Martyrs died by their own hand or by the enemy’s
sword, sometimes with just a whiff of madness about
them, as in the case of Fan Chengmo.

The problem here is a certain glibness. Wakeman’s
intellectuals seem at times too self-absorbed, too exquisitely
literary in their affirmations of guilt or loyalty. Our gaze
is thus deflected from the harsher realities of resistance.
Loyalist politics were, as we now know from studies of the
Fu-she and local Jiangnan resistance campaigns, sordid and
sometimes murderous, often selfish and mostly hopeless.
Extortionists, mobsters, and local strongmen were loyalists
too, and Fu-she sentimentalists sent whole cities to their
death because of their sanctimonious and foolhardy com-
mitments. Loyalism and collaboration were more problema-
tical than one might gather from Wakeman’s posturing
intellectuals.

Nevertheless, Professor Wakeman makes a telling and
important argument-about the transdynastic value of loyalty.
Qing emperors, after the conquest, honored the act of
loyalty more than the actors. By the Qianlong reign the
distinction between honored friends (loyal to the Qing)
and honorable enemies (loyal to the Ming) had been erased.
Shi Kefa was canonized by the Qianlong emperor along

with Fan Chengmo and the hapless officials in Beijing who
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drowned themselves rather than serve Li Zicheng. A
particular value was transvalued as a general creed. The
state was a timeless institution which transcended the
mereness of mortal dynasties.

Professor Wakeman’s book is filled with such insights,
and we come away from it with a new respect for the
resiliance and hegemonic power of the old imperial
institution. Jonathan Spence, in a very different way,
touches on similar things.

Professor Spence, as I am sure you know, is the best
known writer on China in the U.S. His books reach an
audience far beyond the confines of the historical profes-
sion, and in recent years he has become something of
" a literary personality, acclaimed for his artful use of primary
sources for almost novelistic purposes. In fact, two years
ago Caryn James, the New York Times’ critic included
Spence and his book, The Question of Hu (1988), in a
discussion of writers who have set out creatively to undermine
the distinction between reality and iilusion in their recrea-
tion of historical personalities. All the other writers in her
article were novelists. At the same time, however, Professor
Spence has recently produced a monumental new history of
China from late Ming to the present, The Search for
Modern China (1990), which conforms to the conventional

rules of chronological narrative, and which is indisputably
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a work of professional historiography. Which, we might
ask, is the real Jonathan Spence, the illusionist or the
historian? In so far as he has made illusion a legitimate
sphere of historical judgement, the answer must be both.

Spence’s first book ( T's’eo Yin and the K’ang-hsi
Emperor, 1966) gave no indication of the imaginative
world he was to create in his later work. It was a straight-
forward research monograph in the tradition of his teacher,
Mary Wright. Only with the appearance of his so-called
“self-portrait” of the Kangxi emperor, Emperor of China,
in 1974 did his new methodology appear. It was in essence
the restructuring of the words of his subjects to evoke not
biography or career but the inner emotional life of an
individual or an age. He sought to recover the psychic
temperament of the times. Dreams and thought processes,
the quality of remorse or fear or yearning: thése are the
stuff of Spence’s history. This is daring. It is also
problematic.

Two questions occur: Is it right—that is, is it history?
And is it possible? His readers have clearly answered the
first in the affirmative, even while historians have been
sceptical. Other historians, working in the social history
of other fields—French and Italian history, for example—
have gone some way to affirming the second question.

Emmanuel Le Roi Ladourie, Natalie Zemon Davis, Robert



10 Excursions in Reading History: Three Studies

Darnton, and Carlos Ginsberg, for example, have become
justly famous for recreating the mentalités of ordinary
people in the French mountains and cities and in the
butcher shops of urban Italy. Their materials, however,
have been very different from those available to Spence,
and their successes not necessarily prove the Chinese case.
To make his mental world work, Spence rearranges the
written words of his subjects into painterly montages. He
prefers of course their private reflections, but as we know,
even these, at least for the emperor, and probably for many

of the scholars and writers he studies in other books, were
carefully edited before being printed. Spence draws on them
and on the much-edited public records, for example, to
construct his autobiographical sketch of the Kangxi emperor.
He shows us the monarch “unrehearsed.” Xis sources
however are much rehearsed. Is there an unresolveable
contradiction here?

With the Death of Woman Wang (1978) Spence had a

problem. An illiterate, much abused woman left no written
record. Her murder was recorded but nothing else. To
recover the mental world of a poor victim of a violent
backcountry town, he had to go to fiction. Pu Songling’s
demonic universe provides Spence with the materials for a
curious, affecting, yet utterly unconvincing dream which is

meant to be Woman Wang’s legacy to history. It is only, I
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fear, a legacy of Spence’s imagination.

The most successful of Professor Spence’s excursions
into the mind of modern China is his Gate of Heavenly
Peace (1981). Ostensibly this is a history of Chinese
revolution from the late Qing to 1980. But no one interested
in chronology and event would derive much benefit from a
reading of it. Rather it is a series of resonances, an evoca-
tion of what it must have been like for intellectuals to
reflect on their condition and to respond to the tensions of
the times. This is not intellectual history. It is a psycho-
logical reinvention of temperament. And it is enormously
effective. Professor Spence has an ear for the apt quote,
a feel for both focus and ambiguity. His work is remarkably
cinematic in its effect, and I have heard highly trained
sinologists proclaim that “finally, we have a sense of what
the revolution was really like.” What I think they meant
was that they felt as if they had been allowed inside the
radical dislocations of mind that the first half of the 20th
century wreaked on thoughful people, whichever side they
were On.

In all of Spence’s work violence is close to hand. It
may be implicit in imperial commands, explicit in the
degradation of women; palpable in a physical environment
of earthquakes, floods, and deprivation, intangible in the

stratified social relationships of status inequality. This is
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no more evident than in his new big general history of the
modern epoch.

The Search for Modern China began as a textbook but
ended as a trade publication aimed at a general audience.
The decision to market it as a popular work was the
publishers, and the result is a glossy, lavish production,
beautifully printed and illustrated. It has been much reviewed,
both favorably and unfavorably. Professor Vera Schwartz,
for example, praises its evocative sweep (New York Times
Book Review, May 13, 1990); Andrew Nathan identifies it
as a central text for the study of modern mass cruelty

(New Republic, July 30 & August 6, 1990); Mark Elvin
admires its skills at reconstructing events but dismisses it as
lacking any conceptual rigor that might help explain why
things happened (The National Interest, Fall 1990).

If there is a unifying theme in this 876-page it is the
estrangement of state from society. The two moved along
different trajectories. The state, whether dynastic, republican
or communist, was concerned above all with continuity and
system maintenance. Society by contrast was concerned with
survival and the retention of scarce resources. And over
four-centuries, from Ming to Tiananmen, this historical
disjunction accounted for both the power and weakness of
the Chinese state and the mobilizations and exploitation of

society.
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Within this doleful story ironies abound. The old
Confucian moral community and the modern intellectual
community of the universities never break free of the state
they are committed to serve and to criticize; nor do they
ever succeed in representing the voiceless, a class apart.
They may be moved by altruism or condescension, but not
by the spirit of representation. This intelligentsia, old and
new alike, is thus frozen in place, privileged in status yet
dependent on the state for definition. Chinese history,
Spence and his critics seem to agree, has had no room for
real autonomies.

Autonomy and authority are two of the great themes
that Professor Philip Kuhn has studied with much sophis-
tication over the last twenty years. Though he writes
infrequently (and in a spare prose reminiscent of his teacher,
John Fairbank), he does so with concentrated focus on the
structure and dynamics of the old ruling order—both under
the Qing and the Republic. His book, Rebellion and Its
Enemies in Late Imperial China (1970), was the first
functional study in English of the Chinese gentry, asking
not who they were (the question debated so long by He
Bingdi, Zhang Zhongli, Mary Wright and others), but what
they did. This work did much to fix in our minds the

notion of “gentry activism”-—political behavior which made
local elites sometimes friends and sometimes enemies of the
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state. In his influential article, “Local Government Under
the Repbulic,” (in Wakeman and Grant, ed., Conflict and
Control in Late Imperial China, 1975), he shifted his
attention to modern times but still the central question for
him was that of accomodation between state power and
local authority—between mobilization and autonomy. This
work more than any other, I believe, has inspired the
application by others of modern theories of state-building
and nation-making to the Chinese case.

Professor Kuhn constantly returns to the question of
government: how it worked, how rulers maintained control,
how people were ruled. To many it seems an old-fashioned
subject, but Kuhn finds original things to say about it.
Nowhere is this more evident than in his new book, Soul-
stealers [jiaohun] (1990). This is the tale of a panic of
superstition against sorcerey in the middle years of the

Qianlong reign, and the government’s reaction to it. It is

an intricate, absorbing story, expertly told. At its heart is
a startling campaign led by the emperor to subdue his high
provincial bureaucrats, whom he accused of malingering—
of failing to find the sorcerers.

Out of this, Kuhn develops a new analysis of the
relationship between throne and bureaucracy. His purpose
is to question the old Weberian notion of mutual incom-

patibility between the two components of absolutist power
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wherein the ruler either dominated or was consumed by his
bureaucracy; the more rules he imposed on the system, the
more he was constrained by them. Kuhn draws on French
sociological theory to say that things didn’t work that way.
He acknowledges that emperor and bureaucrats were simul-
taneously opponents and co-conspirators in the maintenance
of the imperial system. But, he argues, this was not a
zero-sum game. The two spheres of power did not wax
and wane symmetrically.

Instead what happened was the confrontation of two
kinds of power, arbitrary and routine, which dialectically
kept the system from disintegrating. Both parties had a
stake in maintaining things as they were. Bureaucratic
routine, Kuhn says, was the great enemy to the autocrat.
It blunted imperial initiative. It erected barriers of in-
difference or inaction which protected highly placed officials
in the provincial bureaucracy. To break this routine exercise
of power,f’ the emperor had to inject into the system a
strong dose of arbitrary power. And, key to Kuhn’s
argument, this got harder and harder to do as the imperial
system grew old in the years of the late empire. Thus
the emperor was required to invent political campaigns,
remarkably similar to those mounted by modern autocratic
regimes. He had to identify certain behavior as political

crime, behavior, that is, which threatened to undermine
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the very values and institutions of the political culture.
Such campaigns jolted bureaucrats out of their complacency.
And once routine was broken, the arbitrary power of the
throne could be reaffirmed. Kuhn argues that this is just
what happened in the soulstealing case. “The imperial
spleen, ” he says, “could be vented upon provincial officials
for failing to turn up master-sorcerers—a failure that was
inevitable because no master-sorcerers existed. ” Intimidation
worked, the imperial institution was reinvigorated, and
those officials who survived the imperial wrath, as most
of them did, could settle once again into the routine that
assured them of continued status, honor and influence.

Kuhn’s argument is elegant and complex. It is also,
as I have recently argued elsewhere (JAS 50. 3, August
1991), anachronistic. There is no evidence that I know
of that indicates that politics in the 18th century underwent
a quantum change in the structure or culture of government.
There is as much evidence that similar things went on in
the Ming, if not earlier, and one is forced to conclude
that the nature of Chinese imperial despotism has not yet
been definitively understood. To his credit, however,
Professor Kuhn has advanced the argument further than any
one else in the field.

Wakeman, Spence, and Kuhn have given me much to

think about as I have read Chinese history over the past
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forty years. They compel one to be critical, to read with
a sceptical eye. I mean that as praise, for why else read
if not to take issue?

If you press me to assess their relative significance, I
will equivocate. Some may consider them already obsolete,
superceded by more challenging agendas. I don’t. Professor
Wakeman seems to know all those agendas, in fact has
helped construct many of them. He is a muscular historian,
overwhelming a subject with voracious reading and command
of all the latest theory. His next book, already in ma-
nuscript will be a massive study of the Shanghai police in
the 1920’s and ’30’s. And I would not be surprised if the
one after that was located in the Yuan dynasty! All of
history seems to be his province.

Professor Spence will continue on his Proustian project
to recover the illusive fragrances of a past age. His next
book is to be on Hong Xiuquan and the Taiping rebellion,
and we can be sure that a very different Hong will emerge

than the one we have read about before. Spence is himself

a gifted reader. He has an unerring feel for what can be
extracted from other people’s stories for his own reflections
on the past. Often writers are violated by those who cite
or paraphrase them. This is not so with Spence. He enhances
them. We should all learn to read so well

Professor Kuhn has made his life’s work the study of
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Chinese government. He is our physiologist of power, and
his descriptive analysis has been as original as it has been
delicately crafted. He seems always a step ahead of the
rest of us. I do not know what his next book will be,
though some say he is going back to the project on which
he has worked for over twenty years, a study of government
in the transitional years from dynasty to republic. We

shall be required to read it.
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IMPERIAL TASTE:
THE MONUMENTAL AND EXOTIC IN THE
QIANLONG REIGN*

You would be right to be skeptical about today’s
lecture, for it deals with a question best left to art critics
or historians of manners. I am neither. This gives me great
latitude to be both opinionated and wrong. The question
of taste, howéver, interests me not in the matter of con-
noiseurship—the reading of paintings—but rather as a discourse
of power. Ishall try to develop an argument which suggests
that there was an important political dimension to imperial
style. It reinforced the ambience of absolutism and gave
both physical and metaphorical dimension to the arbitrary
power of the throne [figure 1]. 1 am not at all certain that
what I have to say was unique to either the Qianlong
emperor, on whom I shall concentrate, or Qing monarchs
as a late imperial cohort. I think there is something much

older and more deeply imbedded in Chinese imperial culture

* This lecture is drawn from a longer piece, “A Matter of Taste:
The Monumental and Exotic in the Qianlong Reign,” originally:
published in Ju-hsi Chou and Claudia Brown, ed., The Elegant
Brush, Chinese Painting under the Qianlong Emperor, 1735-1795
(Phoenix Art Museum, 1985), pp.288-302.
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that permitted the celebration of the monumental and
indulgence in exoticism. Nevertheless it was during the high
Qing that such celebration achieved its apotheosis in the
reign of the great 18th century emperors. And as taste is
always contextual, I want to start by sketching a familiar
portrait of the age before turning to the.emperors themselves.

The 150 years that mark the early and middle Qing,
from the Kangxi reign to the end of the Qianlong period
was an age of superlatives, the last brilliant epoch of the
old Chinese imperial order. It began with the young Kangxi
emperor reimposing order on a nation still riven by doubts
and factions and the bitter aftertaste of wars of conquest
and dynastic succession. As the chorus in the famous play,
Taohuashan ruefully sang, “Alas, ’tis never easy to decide/
Which be the winning, which the losing side. ?® The age
ended in the last decade of the 18th century with the Qianlong
emperor, supremely confident and too old, proclaiming to
King George III of England in an edict, that “The produc-
tions of our Empire are manifold, and in great Abundance;
nor do we stand in the least Need of the Produce of other
Countries. ”®

This was true; the empire was still politically and

@ K'ung Shang-jen, Peach Blossom Fan (Berkeley, 1976), p. 30.

@ Hosea Ballou Morse, The Chronicles of the East India Company
Trading to China, 1635-1834, Vol. II (Oxford, 1927); Da Qing
Lichao Shilu (Qianlong), Vol. 1435, p. I5b.
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economically self-sufficient. But now it was racked internally
by rebellion and corruption and beset by a population so
great that long familiar social relations and institutions
could no longer bear the strain. China was about to come
apart at the seams.

But in between Kangxi’s youthful, iron-fisted reunifica-
tion of the realm and Qianlong’s octogenarian complacency
about it, there grew in size, uneven wealth and complexity
as diverse a society as China had ever known. Landless
peasants, household slaves, tenant and sub-tenant farmers,
private smallholders, entrepreneurial landlords and absentee
landlords, peddlers, bandits, demobilized soldiers, tax
farmers, pawnshop owners and usurers all competed with
each other for increasingly scarce resources. The ruling
classes constructed networks of patronage, literary style,
and philosophical outlook in their country houses and
metropolitan offices. Professional artists and writers produced
family portraits and funeral orations, pinups and hackneyed
verse, and a lot of local history for their patrons; other
artists, amateurs (by profession), dabbled in the market
but made their name by painting and writing for each other.
Buddhist bonzes and Daoist charlatans, storytellers and
music masters, courtesans and female impersonators, jugglers
at country fairs and schemers at court made Ilife rich and

perplexing and the question of taste daunting.
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étraifigféphies ‘of Taste

At its lowest level, taste is a subjective matter, defined
by that unassailable dictum, “I don’t know anything about
art but I know what I like.” In the High Qing period, this
was exemplified by such monsters of vulgarity as the
nouveaux riches salt merchants of Yangzhou. They were
among the richest men in the world and they consumed
conspicuously. Over forty years ago He Bingdi gave us
examples of their grostequerie, quoting from a contemporary
source: “There was one who erected wooden nude female
statues. in front’ of his inner halls, all mechanically controlled,
so as !to tease and surprise his guests... Another...built
for :himself a huge bronze  urinal... five or six feet tall.
Every night he climbed up to relieve himself.”® At the
other end of the aesthetic  spectrum were those with such
refined tastes that they were almost paralyzed by their
exquisite :sensibilities.  As findividualistic and idiosyncratic
as the merchants, they proclaimed, in effect, “We know
everything about art and thus what you should like.” Li
Yu:in:the 17th century wrote a series of little essays on
the high ' purpose of dilettantism. He insisted on correct

taste. (his) in women’s makeup, landscape gardening and

® Ho ng ti, “The Salt Merchants of Yang-chou,” HJAS, XVII
(1954), p. 156.
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architecture, utensils and curios, haute cuisine, flowering
and decorative plants, “ways to enjoy life and to treat
illness without medicine. ”®

Beyond individual expression of likes and dislikes,
however, were what might be called collective canons of
taste—shared traditions and expectations which gave definition
to the perceptual world of individuals as members of social
classes, regional groups, cults, factions, schools of thought,
belief, and behavior. We know a lot about this sharing
(and contesting) of values ‘among China’s literati. and
almost nothing about it among China’s commoners—the
anonymous and the poor. The Qianlong emperor made, the
grand tour of the south six times but came no closer to
Chinese farmers and artisans and their local aesthetics than
did his magistrates and connoisseurs. ,

The imperial palaces were of. course filled with curios,
the highest examples of specialist craft traditions, but
beyond and beneath that, the gulf between “fine” and
“folk” art was vast. Ordinary people could not afford to
see, let alone buy, butin their crafts they lefta stratigraphy
of taste—shards of functional necessity and private delight,
liturgical affirmations and mechanical skills. Their crafts

and tools constitute a rich source for an archaeology- of

@ Robert E. Hegel, The Novel in the Seventeenth Century (N. Y.,l984j,
p. 54. :
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popular aesthetics. And when social historians get round
to these matters they are certain to show us a world of taste
as much bounded by canonical prescription as the sphere of
high art; an aesthetic defined in the first instance by use-
value but no less decoratively and regionally distinctive for
that. The domestic imagination awaits discovery.

Moving up the social ladder, into the academies, country
mansions, urban villas and imperial court, individuals and
households with literacy, leisure, land, and money had
access to High Culture. This was an accumulation of
values and sentiments that permitted gentlemen and some
gentlewomen, courtiers, princes, —monarchs—even some
merchants—to share an aesthetic that they believed was
universal, true, and beautiful.

Within the mental walls of High Culture was much
diversity. Young 17th century gentlemen made something of
a cult of individualism. A bare generation removed from
the violent world of dynastic war which destroyed so many
of their families’ fortunes, they lived for the moment while
proclaiming that they created for posterity. They read
scholastic philosophy of course, but also pornography and
garden manuals. They mooned about martyrs and the
victimizations which accompanied the fall of the Ming.
There was a rash of retirements into monasteries, a con-

venient “getting away from it all.” This was the age of
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the great eccentric painters. Chinese history is littered with
hermits and angry old men.

By the time of the Qianlong reign, however, the cult
of individualism had given way to an orgy of conformity.
The state no longer looked the other way at radically
idiosyncratic behavior; orthodox taste and conduct were
much prized and highly rewarded. Eccentricity was much
tamed. Defiance had been routinized, the venom of the
Ming-Qing transition largely drawn. The middle decades
of the 18th century were marked in social manners, intell-
ectual purpose, and artistic pratice by notions of orderliness,
by a glittering, complacent, sometimes self-indulgent fasci-
nation with “order, regularity, and refinement of life,”
to borrow G.M. Young’s apt description of Victorian
England. ®

This turning back and in to familiar orthodoxies—a
kind of cultural involution—was both the strength and the
limitation of high-culture concerns in the Qianlong era. It
was possible, of course, to be passionate, engage, even
dangerous in the cultivation of scholastic familiarities. The
garden of orthodox after all was large and the labor-intensive
intellectual aesthetic which it required kept 18th century !]

scholars and artists busy and at times contentious.

® G.M. Young, Portrait of an Age (London, 1957), pp. 5,7.
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The Politics of Monumentalism

The emperor on the throne was both part of the high
culture he patronized and above it. He had license to be
both greater and different: to flaunt monumentality and
indulge, if he chose, the exotic. It wes through precisely
these two “modes, ” the universal and the decorative, that
the Qianlong emperor created a legacy of taste for unshakable
imperial pomp, massive projects, and occasional displays
of what can only be called elephantine delicacy.

It Was practically an imperial requirement to awe—to
sponsor that which was monumental, solemn, and ceremo-
nial, literally to be bigger than life. The Qianlong emperor
was not exceptional in this respe:ct. Universal kingship,
after all, embraced the cosmos, and that grandiose posture
demanded suprahuman in architecture, ritual, and the
performance of the manifold roles required of the emperor.
Thus the mausolea and palace cities, encyclopedias and
variorum editions, harems and armies of earlier monarchs
set the imperial precedent of doing things big. Qianlong,
the quintessential inheritor. completed some of these projects,
copied others, and started several of his own devising.

The Qianlong emperor understood as well as any who
came before him that monumentalism was essentially a

political aesthetic. It did not need to please, only to inspire
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and command—respect, fear, loyalty, belief. It was a
public but not popular art, meant to reaffirm hegemonic
sovereignty, omnicompetence, imperial legitimacy and the
natural, harmonious order of things. These principles were
most notably embodied in the architecture that surrounded
the Son of Heaven and made him mysterious. The imperial
city, walls within walls, comprised almost a thousand
palaces, pavilions, terraces and courtyards, pleasances and
residence halls. It recapitulated the spaciousness and sym-
metry of the cosmos. Within its 723,600 square meters it
encompassed all of humankind, both hid and elevated the
emperor, and exhausted, sometimes beyond endurance,
generations of officials and courtiers who trod the vast
spaces between audience halls in service and submission to
the state.

The history of the construction of the imperial city is
well known, and I would only remind you that the palace
complex burned down so often that though it was begun in
1406 by the Yongle emperor, it was not completed as we
know it today until the Qianlong period—a period of three
and a half centuries. Everything about its construction was
monumental. Stupendous quantities of treasure and natural

resources were consumed: fine hardwoods (#anmu from the

far southwest), marble, ceramic tiles, glazes, clays, gold

leaf, mortar, and legions of craft specialists and corvée
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laborers. Thus for example the 180-ton slab of seamless
marble earmarked for a newly installed dragon way (reserved
for the emperor alone) in the late Ming, took 20, 000 men
twenty-eight days to haul from the quarries outside of
Beijing to the palace over carefully ice-slickened roads, the
only manageble means of transporting such an unwieldy
burden. ® And during his long reign, the Qianlong emperor
spent at a minimum 76, 482, 967 taels of silver on his
reconstructions and additions. The ability of the treasury
to meet such expenses represented merely another face of
the political economy of monumentalism.

The imperial custodians of this culture of mass and
ritual order might be frivolous or profound, intellectually
curious or dull-witted, sentimental or ruthless, but they
approved the claustrophobia of universal sovereignty, its high
solemn walls, and its mythic purpose. When the Kangxi
emperor fingered his harpsichord, when the Qianlong
emperor sat for his portrait by Jesuit painters, all the while
engaging the missionary Benoist in talk of the French and
Russian royal succession, they were dabbling, condescending
to be dilettantes. What counted were home truths. Universal-
ism was incompatible with cosmopolitanism, which implies

not just tolerance but acceptance of the validity of competing

Yu Zhuoyun, comp. Palaces of the Forbidden City (N.Y., London,
1984), pp. 20-22, 32; for the Qianlong-era expenses, pp. 326-327.
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claims. Neither Kangxi nor Qianlong in this sense were
cosmopolitans. In their institutional roles as patrons and
collectors, ritualists, patresfamilias to all humankind, as
administrators and militarists, they and other emperors
preferred or provoked the grand, reiterated gesture [figures
2-6]. Their eyes and, one suspects, their hearts, were firmly
fixed in the past.

The measures of monumentality were personal as well
as public. Kangxi, like Polonius, was wont to lecture
his sons on the arts of moderation: “. ..avoid,” he told
them, “too much sex when you are young...I keep only
three hundred women around the palace [and send home to
be married those who reach the age of thirty]. You sons
should do the same.”® And like Polonius, he did not
always listen to his own counsel: He fathered his first child
when he was only 13 years old and ended up with 56
children who lived for at least some time past birth.
Qianlong by contrast had but 27. One dares not think too
long on the armies of wetnurses, nannies, chambermaids,
concubines, comsorts, and wives required to produce and
maintain this little mass of humanity.

The quantitative graend geste was a signature of the

Qianlong reign. The emperor of course was capable of

(D Jonathan D. Spence, Emperor of China (N.Y., 1974), r. 123.
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temperance, even of ambivalence. It took him. over six
years at the beginning of his reign to determine just how he
should come down on the matter of important fiscal reforms
initiated by his father, the Yongzheng emperor. He was
concerned lest draconian measures against corruption be
misinterpreted as the work of a tyrant. ® He could be
cautious to the point of being dilatory, and for one long
stretch in the middle years of his reign appears to have
refused to name, even secretly, an heir apparent. But his
taste for grandiosity could not be contained, as his famous
“ten glorious campaigns” attested.

These expeditions served to show the flag and reassert
imperial supremacy on the frontiers. They were expensive.
As Zhuang Jifa has shown us, the Taiwan in 1787 required
the shipment of almost one-and-a half million piculs [ski]
of rice to the front; the total cost of all ten campaigns
exceeded 151 million taels. ® They were legendary in scale.
Above all they were imspirational, or meant to be. The
emperor on a memorial steel compared himself to Tang
Taizong, and then sent off to Paris, via French East
Indiamen at Canton, to have his exploits graven on

copperplate. By 1784 sets of the engraving were widely

® Madeleine Zelin, The Magistrate’s Tael (Berkeley, 1984), pp. 266-
277.

@ Zhuang Jifa, Qing Gaozong Shiquan Wugong Yanjin (Taipei, 1982),
p. 494. - ‘
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distributed throughout the realm, hung in imperial villas,
palace buildings, garden pavilions and temples. @ Long
after the reasons for the campaigns were forgotten, buried
in massive campaign chronicles [ fanglue), the formal
pantomimes of victory, frozen in these heroic tableaux,
celebrated the emperor’s virtue and accomplishments in the
field. The representations of the triumphs became the
triumphs themselves, transcending mere event and historicity.

It was not as a warrior, however, but as a collector
and patron of the arts and letters that the Qianlong emperor
excelled as a monumentalist. Himself a writer and painter,
he produced more than 42,000 poems, huge volumes of
prose writings, massive collections of state papers (as the
recent publication in over 75 volumes of his zhupi zouzhe
attests).

The emperor’s two most enduring accomplishments in
the field of collecting were the compilation of the Siku
quanshy and the building of the Imperial Palace art collec-
tion. Again, I want here merely to quantify the familiar.
The Siku project, over a period of 12 years from 1773 to
1785, employed some 15,000 copyists to produce 3,462
complete works (out of a total of 10,230 inspected) in

36,000 juan. 2,262 others were burned or censored.

@ Nie Chongzheng, “Qianlong pinding Zhunbu, Huibu zhantu he
Qingdai di tongbanhua,” Wenswu, 1930, No. 4, pp. 63-64.
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The numbers game is equally monumental with respect
to the great palace art collection, largely the work of the

Qianlong emperor. My figures are doubtless out of date
and probably understate the case for monumentality. But
they still do service as a mark of the Qianlong emperor’s
acquisitiveness. = The Gugong collection here in Taiwan
includes roughly 8, 800 paintings and examples of calligraphy,
27,870 pieces of porcelain, 8,369 pieces of jade, numerous
bronzes and countless curios. I do not have figures for the
Beijing collection, but it may be larger. Under Qianlong’s
auspices the unified collection may have been even greater,
for since his time it has been periodically devastated by
deliberate destruction (at the hands of the British and French
in 1860), rebellion (in 1900 during the Boxer uprising),
dispersal (after 1911 when the Manchu rump took part of
it off to Manchuria), arson (which destroyed at least 1, 157
paintings in 1923), and civil war (1945-49).

The Qianlong emperor, who assembled so much of the
palace holdings, was clearly an avid, and some say reasonably
discerning, collector. He had a keener eye and certainly
a more grandiose vision than his forbears. (The Kangxi
emperor, for example, was prey to unscrupulous dealers

who appear to have pawned off second-rate scrolls and

@ James Cahill, “Collecting Painting in China,” Arts Magazine (April,
1963), p. 70.
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forgeries on the court.)® Qianlong’s collection would be
the summa of imperial taste, an act of historical preserva-
tion of what was rarest and best; it would also be an
affirmation of splendor: most would be best.

This tension between throne and merchant over the
disposition and ownership of works of art was mnot excep-
tional. The 18th century was a collector’s century and art
changed hands often as merchant princes, art dealers and
intermediaries, private individuals, artists and statesmen
used paintings and curios as media of exchange, payment
for debts, collateral for loans, marks of invidious social
or intellectual accomplishment, gifts, bribes, and hoarded
wealth. @ It is tempting, in this respect, to seek a pattern
of competition between private (largely merchant) capital
and public (bureaucratic) capital—between, that is, a
commercial bourgeoisie and the imperial court—for the
scarce resources of the art market. It might help explain
the remarkable drive by the court under Qianlong to collect
art quantitatively as well as qualitatively; it might also
explain the art dealers’ holding back of authentic works in
expectation of better prices from the great private collectors.

Yet, though commercial capital was accumulated in

vast amounts in the 18th century it was, as we know, never

@ James Cahill, “Types of Artist-Patron Transactions in Chinese
Painting,” (Unpublished ms, 1983; cited with permission); also the
same author’s “Collecting Painting in China,” pp. 66-72.



52 Excursions in Reading History: Three Studies

permitted to create an independent bourgeoisie, a middle
class with different, independent, more influential tastes
than the gentry-imperial culture of court and bureaucracy.
Merchant wealth was legally unprotected and always
vulnerable to predation by the state. Its sumptuary pretensions
were no match for the immense fiscal wealth and cultural
hegemony of the throne. Competition was uneven; the
market was skewed. And if the art dealers now and then
made a Killing, their profits, like their paintings, remained
subject to expropriation by the state. The emperor’s claim
to- the lion’s share of the market was primary and assured.
An enthusiast, he could indulge his whims and buy up
paintings in job lots; a critic, he could force an owner to
present a desired piece to the throne as a gift; an autocrat,
he could  break a merchant to get what he wanted.

A final aspect of the Qianlong emperor’s penchant for
the monumental was the periodic mobilization known as
the imperial southern tour of inspection. Ostensibly organized
for reasons of state—to show the crown and inspect water
works—it was largely an exercise in self-importance and
flattery. The mobilization of resources for such a trip was
massive, the logistics complex. A flotilla of barges and
boats had to be requisitioned to carry all the palace ladies
and attendants who insisted on following in the emperor’s

wake. One such expedition also require 900 camels and



Imperial Taste: the Monumental and Exotic 53

6,000 horses. ® The emperor might inveigh against extra-
vagance: All those lanterns and awnings and flower boats
were vulgar, the fireworks unnecessary, the woodwind and
string ensembles impermissible. @ But no provincial governor
or retired grandee would have dared take the Son of Heaven
at his word, and the southern tours remained lavish displays
of local wealth and overpreparation. The dignity of the
throne would be preserved.

Much else was also preserved on these tours: architecture,
repaired before the imperial eyes could be set upon it, art,
and the removal back to the court of local artistic tribute,
landscape and garden styles, and whole colonies of artists,
scholars and writers who impressed the monarch en route
with their works. ® In fact the tours may be considered to
have redressed the aesthetic imbalance between the Yangzi
delta culture and the north: They removed the product
from the buyers, the market, as it were, from the merchants.
What was not acquired as gifts was purchased by the throne.
The currency used was silk and the idiom that of rewards
conferred: so many bolts of satin for so many scrolls or

annotated collections of verse or antique curios. ® There

Gao Jin, comp., Nanxun Shengdianm (Preface, 1771), juan 114:7b.
Nanxun Shengdian, 68:3b, 4a, 6a; 69:2b; 70:2b; 71:4b.

Chen Congzhou, Yangzhou Yuanlin (Shanghai, 1983), p. 4 also
Wang Wei, Yuan Ming Yuan (Beijing, 1957), p. 4.

Nanxun Shengdian, 68:3b, 4a, 6a; 69:2b; 70:2b; 71:4b.

® ©6e86
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was much decorum in the transfer of this cultural treasure
and much prestige conferred upon the donors, but in the

end the throne was enriched because it could not be ignored.
The Limits of Exoticism

Monumentality, then, served as a magnet. It over-
whelmed, as it was supposed to and created in the process
the very public it was meant to impress. The court’s taste
for the exotic, on the other hand, seems to have been
limited in influence--a private affair between the emperors
and the Western world. The 17th and 18th centuries were
the great age of the Jesuits in China. They were admired
by the emperor and used by him, as interpreters and
diplomats, engineers, armorers, astronomers, architects,
landscape gardeners. They were appendages of a world-
embracing court and sources of incidental knowledge and
pleasure. The operative word here is “incidental. ” Beijing
in the 18th century did not ape or adapt their manners or
dress as 8th century Chang’an did the styles and wares of
the Turks and Persians at the outer limits of the Tang
empire. Europe in the age of Qianlong was still beyond
the horizon to all but a few traders, Catholic converts, and
courtiers. Many officials attuned themselves to court tastes
without assimilating them. They bought the clockwork

automata which the Qianlong emperor prized so much and
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sent them along to Beijing. They earned points, the emperor
wound his clocks, and James H. Cox, the purveyor in
London and Canton, and his Swiss counterparts in Geneva,
made money. The appropriation of Europe in this fashion
was almost an exact stylistic equivalent of the decorative
fantasies of = Chinoiserie which swept Europe in the same
century.

The Yongzheng emperor posed for Lang Shining
(Castiglione) (figure 7] in the manner of Versailles but knew
nothing of .it.. The Qianlong emperor, much taken with great
houses of Europe as he saw them in his Jesuits’ books and
in his. mind’s eye, built his famous Italianate chateau in
the . Yuan Ming Yuan, complete with formal gardens, an
aviary, “a maze, reflecting pools and fountains.

.. 'The whole was an exchange in superficialities. European

monarchs constructed-Chinese pagodas and pavilions; Chinese
rulers built Buropean mansions. European painters imagined
fabulous creatures or simply quaint ones and called them
Chinese; .Chinese artisans, working from European models
and designs sent out in the porcelain trade, rendered
Europeans fabulous and funny. If few on either side
understood the other, a lot of people profited from the
trade in China ware, silks, and tea, and a lot of others
derived harmless pleasure from their fanciful borrowings.

There was room for the frivolous and self-indulgent in
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the great years of the high Qing. After that, pleasure parks
and spinets would not do. Beleaguered nineteenth century
court officials looked back nostalgically on the Qianlong
reign: Power had been sublime, and if taste had sometimes
been ridiculous, it didn’t really matter. It was after all the
expression of a people still in command of native values.
Never again in Chinese history would those values and the
taste they generated go unchallenged from without.

The Qianlong emperor, like Kangxi and Victoria, lived
too long. His improbable durability became, like theirs,
his greatest monument. His longevity was much celebrated,
for it reaffirmed the gerontological basis of wisdom in a
culture which prized precedent and regularity as the sources
of order and refinement. His life became an Age, to
which were attached styles, predilections, norms of behavior,
schools of thought, prescribed expectation. It became a
cultural as well as political reference point, the last time
that a unified and universal Chinese world view would make
sense and seem to work. Qianlong was the last of the

giants.



Ch'ien-lung in middle age. A remarkably vibrant portrait, which stands in marked

contrast to the official portrait (see figure 4), completed about the same time.

Figure 1 Qianlong in middle age
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Figure 2 Qianlong as a Daoist priest
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Ch'ien-lung as the Buddha, in the middle of a traditionally composed mandala
{detail). This is the most striking exampie [ have found of the emperor's
ecumenical claims and of his apotheosis in paint.

Figure 4 Qianlong as the Buddha
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Qianlong in hunting

Figure 6
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Figure 7 A portrait of Yongzheng by
Castiglione
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DRAWING CONCLUSIONS:
ILLUSTRATION AND THE PRE-HISTORY
OF MASS CULTURE*

Introduction

During the past ten years the study of Chinese popular
culture by my colleagues in the U. S. and Europe has
become a thriving cottage industry. An entire program has
been created at the University of California at Berkeley to
conduct research on the subject. Librettos of country operas
are examined for what they can tell us about mentalités—
about the unlettered imagination. Nienhue and lay Buddhist
scriptures are examined for evidence of canons of popular
taste and exaltation. Professor Joseph Esherick discovers in
rituals of spirit possession and village theatre the sources
of Boxer inspiration and self-definition. Professor Rudolf
Wagner deconstructs Hong Xiuquan’s heavenly vision as a
literalist text, symbolically familiar to his congregation—a
local roadmap to the gates of Heaven, if not beyond.

Professor William Rowe regards Hankou’s late-19th century

* In the interests of brevity, I did not supply notes to this lecture.
1 will, however, be pleased to supply full documentation for both
text and illustrations upon request.
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dragon boat races as an early expression of popular municipal
consciousness even while acknowledging the fierce regional
and vocational competitiveness of those involved. Other
scholars trace the transformation of parochial gods into
transregional dieties as Song merchants traveled greater
distances from home, taking their faith with them (Professor
V. Hanson); or the appropriation of local cults by the state
for reasons of normative compliance. (P. Duara)

It is clear that popular culture, once the preserve of
ethnographers, has been infiltrated by historians. And as
that has happened, sources (as well as subjects) have
changed. Historians will never escape their primary reliance
on texts, but non-verbal sources, such as symbols, signs,
architecture, and artifacts, and quasi-textual sources, such
as songs and spells and inscribed pictures, are beginning
to force themselves on us as affirmations of things past.
Among these, the Dignshizhai huabao, China’s first major
illustrated newspaper, has been rediscovered as an archive
of late Qing urban taste and behavior. English and Japanese
translators have published selections from the more than
4,000 items which appeared over 15 years from 1884-1899.
Philip Kuhn, William Rowe, David Arkush and Leo Oufan
Lee, to name just a few, have drawn on this source to
illustrate their monographs. Ye Xiaoqing at Australian

National University has just completed a 400 page Ph. D.
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thesis on the Dignshizhai huabao, ® and of course my old
friend Dr. Wang Ermin has written the major study in
Chinese in your journal (Jindaishi yanjiousuo jikan).

The concensus is that DSZ is a unique source for the
study of early modern popular culture. For example, it
can be used to illuminate the building of a modern urban
infrastructure: public and private transport (and traffic
accidents), fire-fighting, police, running water, electrifica-
tion (figures 1-5); the increasingly public role of women
(figure 6]; the emergence of a middle class which went to
western-style restaurants, the theatre, the circus (figures 7-83;
the appearance of modernized dandies or playboys, adorned
with “shades” (sunglasses) and umbrellas (figure 9). This
type of evidence is almost independent of the texts which
accompany the illustrations. It derives from the pictorial
representation alone—what we might call artifactual evidence
for the modern sociologist. If, however, we read DSZ as it
was meant to be read—as news—then it becomes something
more than a collection of shards for an archaeology of
popular culture. Rather it becomes a landmark on the road

to mass culture, and it is that role which interests me here.

Toward a Pre-history of Mass Culture

News in the age of mass audiences and mass media

@ Ye Xiaoging, “Popular Culture in Shanghai 1884-1898”,Ph. D. Thesis
Australian National University, 1991,
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is a subject in itself, and is being studied with growing
sophistication today. ® It is its pre-history which interests
me: news before the existence of mass culture. Mass culture
may be defined as a culture anonymous in membership,
trans-national or national in scope, “universal to all classes,
and (often] consciously engineered and controlled from
above.”® The pre-history of mass culture then requires
us to reduce our vision from the universal to the
particular: from culture to cultures. These cultures may
be regional in scope or local (specific to marketing areas,
or villages—there is of course a debate over how local
was); they may be vocationally specific (merchants wanted
different news, one imagines, than itinerant doctors unless
they both needed information on medicinal herbs or the
whereabouts of the police, their activites often being illegal);
particular cultures might be demographically defined (urban
audiences being more differentiated, for example, than rural
audiences), or constrained by class, race, gender (Manchu
female highwaymen [figure 10] presumably having tastes and
values different from butchers, bravos, or Bao tribespeople. )
There were also of course private cultures and public ones.

Some news was meant only for kinfolk, some for a parti-

® Cf. Leo Ou-fan Lee & Andrew Nathan in Johnson, et al, Popu-
lar Culture in Late Imperial China; Nathan’s earlier article on mass
media; ongoing work of R. Stross.

® Lee & Nathan, p. 360.
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1

cular diety, some for the world at large.

It would be absurd, of course, to argue that these
particularistic communities were mutually exclusive. The
very act of being placed everyone in several of these, and
many people in most of them. And we know a good deal
about how information got to its targets from ancient times
on: by the manifold mechanisms of word-of-mouth: night
watchmen calling out their rounds, traveling salesmen and
boxing masters trading or selling information to their
clients, teahouses and temple fairs which were the equivalent
of News Central, theatre troups, refugees, deserters, officials
home on leave, riverboat sailors.

There were almost as many written media, though
their target audiences were smaller. There were gazettes—
official and unofficial, private and public maijl services,
woodblock prints, big and little character posters (#of a
post-revolutionary phenomenon), simplified popularizations
of imperial sentiments (the moral equivalent of editorials),
prescriptions and charms, and messages from the gods
transmitted through mediums who would inscribe the word
in sand. The list could go on. '

Of all the sources of the news, pictorial illustration was
a radical departure in the 19th century. New tech'nolo‘gies
of reproduction made this an age of cheap, accessible,

graphic illustration, first in Europe, then America, finally
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in East Asia.

We are so imbedded within an illustrated culture today
that it is difficult to recall that linear type, not pictorial
representations, once dominated public discourse. The assault
on our visual sensibilities really began recently, even though
historians can point to antecedents back to very early times.
We know, for example, that as early as the ¢ Dynasties period
in China ( 3rd-6th c. AD) cartoon-like illustrations were
being made: lianhuan tuhua. Nianhua [figure 11] may be
considered single page cartoons and were produced in large
numbers during the Qianlong period. Formal celebrations
of imperial accomplishments were painted, drawn, and
engraved on copper plate, such as those made at Paris in
the 1770’s and ’80’s for the Qianlong emperor. [figures 12-
13]) These representations of victories over the Dzungars and
Vietnamese serve very much the function of the equestrian
statue in the West, an iconography of martial valor. But
they weren’t news. Nobody saw them except the Court
itself. The same is true of a series of thirty-three paintings
celebrating the Chinese victory at Langson in Vietnam near
the end of the Sino-French War in late March 1885.
{figures 14-16] These were presented to the court with an
explanatory commentary by Su Yuanchun of the Guangxi
military command. The pictures were newsworthy, but

there was no public to view them. (The DSZ by contrast
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covered the war for a much wider viewership, as Wang
Er-min has shown us. )

The notion of illustrating the news was also old. Im
1567, for example, a French news report of “monstrous and
frightful serpent” observed in Cuba was accompanied by a
woodblock illustration of a “two-headed winged serpent.”
[figure 17) And three years later the same illustration was
used to document a story of a “serpent of flying dragon,
grand and marvellous,” over Paris. Anomalies struck the
Chinese pictorial imagination equally powerfully, though
they were usually confined to encyclopedias, like the Sancai
tuhui. (figures 18-19] Incidentally it was not unusual for
DSZ later to emulate the French model and reproduce for
contemporary purposes some of the old favorites. Thus this
news report from Italy of a headless child born to a female
criminal. [figure 207 The illustration of course derives
from the Shankai jing, and was reproduced in the Sancai
tuhui. (figure 217 (There is no evidence that the Italians
knew of either of these works.)

Woodblock prints, however, were expensive to reproduce
in large quantities for ephemeral events, and it was only
with the development of lithography that mass-produced
illustration became feasible and desireable. It made possible
a fateful revolution in perception, from a reading public to

a viewing public.
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Lithography and the Popularization of Illustrated News

Lithography was the accidental invention of Aloys
Senefelder a young Bavarian printer and playwright who
lived from the late Qianlong period into the Daoguang era
(1771-1834). We have a laundry list to thank for the
invention. One day in 1796 Aloys, the sole supporter of
his mother and § siblings, ran out of paper just as the
laundress came to fetch the family wash. In a stew, he
grabbed a greasy homemade crayon and wrote out the list
on a slab of stone. Later, on a hunch, he applied a mild
acid to the stone which ate away about a playing card’s
thickness of the stone in every place except where the
crayoned list stood. He then washed the stone in water,
applied a greasy ink which adhered only to the crayoned
laundry list—because oil and water don’t mix—and printed
a clean (though verso) image. And another. And another.
In his long and careful memoir of the invention, he does
not tell us that he ran out into the streets of Munich
crying “Bureka!” but well he might have. By 1798 he had
perfected the new printing technique, no longer needing to
etch the stone. Merely by applying ink to oiled crayon,
wetting the rest, and pressing very hard with crude, home
made presses {figures 22-23], he produced the first litho-
graphs.
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Printing on stone required no engraving or etching
skills. Only the skills of making copy as it were: creating
the drawing first on specially treated paper, transferring it
directly to the limestone and then pulling a heavy wooden
scraper over a clean piece of paper laid on the stone. This
was quick, easy, and above all cheap. Multiple copies
could be “pulled.” Industrial lithography was born; illust-
rations of current or historical events were soon affordable;
so were reproductions of high art. Technology was to
transform popular culture into mass culture, though the
process would take another century to be complete.

By the 1820’s. Daumier was applying the new technology
to his own political vision [figure 247, and the French press
transformed mass-produced illustration into a political art,.

In the dawning age of capitalism lithography became
the hand maiden of the profit motive. If you were living
in London or New York in the 1840’s and were literate,
you got your news in long doses of linear type. Then
Henry Ingram, a tough-minded entrepreneur married art
with news in the first English illustrated newspaper, the
London Illustrated News, which came out for the first time
on May 14, 1842. It contained 32 drawings in its 16 pages,
and was sensationally received: 26,000 copies sold at 6d,
though circulation dropped considerably -once the novelty
wore off. Its contents were a mix of the domestic and
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foreign, society news, exotica and sensation. ([figures 25-30:
BURNING OF HAMBURG (MAY 14, 1842); ATTEMPTED
ASSASSINATION OF THE QUEEN (6/5/1842); EXOTICS
(the functional equivalent of “Manchus” in the Ming, or
Westerners in the Qianlong period); THE QUEEN’S FIRST
RAILROAD JOURNEY].

The equivalent in the U.S. to the London Illustrated
News was the “penny press,” every bit as competitive and
fixed on sensation to sell its papers. Fires were big items;
all sorts of natural and human disasters were. [plates 31-32:
THE NEW YORK SUN’S “AWFUL CONFLAGRATION
OF THE STEAMBOAT LEXINGTON”; GREAT FIRE
AT CHICAGO, OCT. gth, 1871. Both Currier, later
Currier and Ives].

Fires appear to have been of universal interest. Thus
the Chinese joined in with the BURNING OF CANTON
1856 [figure 33; an oil painting].

Natural disasters were matched by human disasters,
above all by war. If the U.S. civil war was the first
modern war, the reporting of it, through photographs and
lithographs may also have been the first modern vicarious
experience of the battlefield. [figures 34-36: STORMING OF
FORT DONELSON, TENN., FEB. 15, 1862; TAIPING
ATTACK, JAN (?) 1856 (Xianfeng 5/11 mo.); ATTACK-
ING THE TAIPINGS 1860’S. Court-commissioned painting. J
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By 1884 the Chinese burghers of Shanghai had their
equivalent of the penny press, and with it joined the
technological drive to a mass culture. In May of that year,
DSZ appeared for the first time. Produced lithographically,
it was started by two Englishmen, Ernest and Frederick
Major, failed tea merchants who 12 years before had gone
up to Shanghai to start the famous Shenbao. Professor Wang
has given us a comprehensive history of DSZ so I shall not
repeat it here, only reminding you that it appeared three
times a month over a period of fifteen years, resulting in a
total of 4,653 illustrations, created by 24 graphic artists
who appear to have had a free hand in selecting and
captioning the stories they illustrated.

Like the Illustrated London News, the Shanghai version
was above all aimed at making its owner richer. Putting
out a newspaper in China in the 1870’s and ’80’s was a
risky business, for there wasn’t yet something out there
which we now call a reading public—a body of people who
expected and were expected to be informed on a regular
cycle of periodicity whether they knew each other or not.
Officials were supposed to be informed. The literate classes
expected to be informed. (figure 37: SINO-FRENCH
EXCHANGE OF TREATIES at Tianjin 6/9/1885.] The
notion that an at-large public was eligible to share such

official news was not so much unthinkable as unthought.



84 ) . Excursions in Reading History: Three Studies

And the experience of seeing one’s officials at work must
have seemed to some readers almost an act of voyeurism.
Merchants, wealthy commoners, local wheeler-dealers, the
underworld—all bought or traded or privately transmitted
the information they needed. They often knew as much as
the official classes what was going on, but they weren’t
supposed to.

What the earliest newspapers did was to legitimize
access to public information. They may thus be seen as
vehicles for the expansion of the community of gossip.
Localism and provincialism were beginning to embrace a
larger world. It would be wrong, however, to exaggerate
the claim and thereby transform DSZ and Shenbao into
mass media organs. Circulation was tiny. Skenbao began
in the early 1870’s with a press run of around 600, and
even as late as the 1890’s it was printing no more than
15, 000-20, 000, with DSZ numbering perhaps 10, 000-15, 000.
This was spread over most of the provincial capitals of the
empire, as Wang Er-min has shown. Yet until the advent
of modern postal delivery by train and steamship, the very
notion of general-circulation media was unthinkable. (I
remind you that before steam, sailboats took 3 days and
nights to get from Shanghai to Suzhou, now a 2 hour
train ride;: This inhibited the spread of general-circulation

newspapers. )
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Their early readership was urban, cosmopolitan, classi-
cally educated, highly literate, and at first limited to what
one historian has called “a narrow sector of Western-
influenced treaty port society” in Shanghai. Ye Xiaoging
argues that women, children, and the unlettered lower
classes also enjoyed DSZ, presumably by osmosis as they
certainly could not read the text which accompanied each
illustration. The language was archaic and difficult, filled
with classical tags, allusions, vernacular localisms, and

haphazard punctuations. Dr. Ye exaggerates, I think.
What was News?

Scholars today debate the significance of DSZ. Wang
Er-min takes issue with those who dismiss its contents as
little more than a sort of updated Ligozhai zhi yi, filled
with exotica and wonderment. He notes that only one-sixth
of its contents can be considered of that ilk, the rest being
an important vehicle for the transmission of new ideas and
contemporary events. This is undoubtedly so. But I should
like to cast the problem in a somewhat different light. The
news, I think it can be argued, is @lways selective and
usually atypical. This being the case, juxtaposition counts
for much. The placement together of the sensational and
sober, convention and innovation, event and story, fact

and fiction, gossip and official pronouncements creates a
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cognitive universe which we call the news. It may be
shockingly inaccurate or trivial, or entertaining; it may be
informative or educational; it may be a combination of all
of the above. But it must be culturally rooted. It must
resonate with contemporary expectations, whether those
expectations are shopworn or fresh, alienated or complacent.
As we know, the readers of DSZ were a little of all of
these things. Thus a report from the front lines [figure 38:
Battle of Majiang/Pearl Harbor] may be more current but
not necessarily more compelling than a report of the
execution of two felons by strangulation [figure 39].

The point I am trying to make is that both reports are
useful to the historian. Both reflect the state of public
discourse however inelegant or unenlightened it may seem to

us in retrospect. DSZ’s subscribers got both what they

deserved and what they wanted, and historians thus get an
insight into a community reasonably comfortable straddling
two worlds, the old and the new. So if DSZ chose to share
its pages equally with Pu Songling and Li Hongzhang that
is not reason to dismiss either as out of place or out of
time, Shanghai’s cosmopolitans were also provincials.
Old fashioned morality sat cheek by jowl with Progress.
Readers of DSZ could thrill simultaneously to the satisfying
(if accidental) drowning of a rebellious son [figure 403, to

the grotesque tale of a man impaled through the rectum by
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a wooden spar of a rotted bridge [figure 41), and to the

impossibly exotic world of steam rollers, submarines, ma-
chine guns [figures 42-44), and hot air balloons. Railroads
were big news in Shanghai, as they were in Philadelphia
and New York [figures 45-48].

These modern contrivances were magical, strange beyond
all normal experience. And precisely because of that, they
fit easily into Pu Songling’s symbolic universe. So did
contemporary abnormalities. Midgets and giants exercised
an attraction and repulsion on both sides of the Pacific
[figures 49-523, confirming, I suppose, that the age of capital
was filled with distortions and extremes. DSZ’s readers
must have loved it. The affection for allusion was not
lost in the rush for national news.

And plenty of national news there was: the Sino-French
war (the first Chinese war covered by reporters in the
field), Korean and Burmese politics, the Sino-Japanese war,
to name just a few of the current affairs reported in its
pages. Yet for all that, DSZ was remarkably apolitical.
We see in its reporting a glimmer of patriotic sentiment, a
hint of a modern national consciousness, but not yet of
modern polemics. Still, this sort of news is not local. It
transcends the particularities of the little community to
whom it was first addressed. And by the first decade of

the 20th century a national political consciousness and
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critique was emerging in a radicalized press. (figure 53
“SELF GOVERNMENT”] Popular culture was merging with
political culture, and the nationalization of consciousness

was beginning its tempestuous course down the long years

of the Twentieth Century.
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figure 9 Dandy (huahua gongzi)
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figure 10 Manchu female robbers with firearms



Nianhua

figure 11



12 Qianlong victories:

figure 13 Vietnam 1789




figure 14 Battle on Luc Nam River. One gunship is
sunk, its captain killed; the other 4 retreat
under fire from both banks and are
damaged.

CARTE GEMERALE DES OPERATIONS

figure 15 Map



figure 16

Chu.
sue for peace.
the same aim.

DESCRIPTION

DV SERPENT
MONSTRVEVX
ET ESPOVVENTABLE

_.TROVVE DEPVIS
N’AGVERES.
w .

A PARIS,
Parlean d'Ongois, Imprimeuc-Libraire, t=nant
faboutique enla court du palais, pres le Trclor.

M. D. LXXVI,

Aucc paunithon.

French sue for peace after falling back to
Six French officers on their knees
Others carry a letter with

DV
SERPENT OV

DRAGON VOLANT,

GRAND ET MERVEILLEVX,
apparu & veu par vn chacun,
furla ville de Paris,le Mercre-
di xviij. Feburicr 1579. depuis
deux heures apres midi, iuf-
qussau foir.

A PARIS,
Parlean d’'Ongoys, en larucdubon Puits,
pres la porte S. Victor,

figure 17 French two-headed winged serpent




fisure 18 Anomalies from Sancai tuhui
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figure 20, 21 Headless Child (2)



One of Sencfelder's crude hand-operated presses. (Munich Museun. )

figure 22, 23 Senefelder’s presses (2)



figure 25 Burning of Hamburg, May 14, 1842



ATTEMPTED ASSASSINATION OF THE QUEEN., FROM THE ¢ ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS,’ JUNE 6, 1842,

figure 26 Attempted Assassination of the Queen,
June 5, 1842

figure 27 Exotics (blacks from the colonies)
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figure 28 Chinese exotics:
of a Manchu

Ming depiction



figure 29 Chinese exotics: Qing sketch of foreigners
(Swedish barbarian and an Englishman)

THE QUEEN'S FIRST RAILWAY JOURNEY. FROM THE ‘ILLUSTRATED LONDON NEWS,’
JUNE 19, 1842,

figure 30 The Queen’s First Rail Journey,
June 19, 1842
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Awful Conflagrarion of the Steamboat LEXINGTOS In Long Istard Sound. Nathaniel Currier, 1340
(N Sarony/W. K. Hewitt). The first itlustrated news “extra.”

figure 31 The New York Sun’s : "Awful Conflagration
of the Steamboat Lexington,” Jan. 13, 1840.




. The Great Fire at Chmaga October 8!.h 1871 Cumer & Ives, 1871.

figure 32 Great Chicago fire, Oct. 8, 1871

figure 33 Burning of Canton 1856 (oil painting)




THE STORMING OF FORT bONELSON; TENIN. FBE. I5th 1862

figure 34 Storming of Fort Donelson, Tenn,
Feb. 15, 1862

figure 35 Taiping attack, Xianfeng 5/11 mo.
= Jan 18567
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war, 1885
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figure 38 Battle of Majiang
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figure 39 Execution by strangling of two felons



ek

4»m&m1JMWA¥$T&
otk (T
B o
4 F LA R T T
He GG
QT I A LT
B L AL
S SR EE
e R | A
KA P Al S
EUPIOE SR IV NE 2
HEHE IO S E )
TR S R
Al Y QA o
ALyl ush b ¥
HIHEEAR
IR T R
Rl H R Ao
B2 s

figure 40 Drowning of a rebellious son
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figure 41
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figure 42 Street repairs: precursor of the steamroller

figure 43 Machine guns (Photo ca. 1868)
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figure 45



. PHILADE

LpHIA’S FIRST RAILROAD STATION, ¢ 1831
Print List Entry 305 . o -

figure 46 1st Philadelphia railroad station, 1831

figure 47 China’s first railroad, 1876, Shanghai to
Wusong (30 li)



U The P gress of the Cenitury, - The Lxghtr;ing Steam Press. The Electric Telegraph.:
The Locomotive. The Steamboar. Currier & Ives, 1876, .

figure 48 Progress of the Centruy



figure 49 Giant Baby
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figure 50 An American Giant
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