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New Technology and Past Imagination in Alexander

and Thomson’s Observations of China
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Abstract

The West has long observed China. Some of the observations have changed over the centuries, while
others remain unchanged. The 18th century can be a watershed for the West’s observations of China: two
contrasting images of China can be seen before and after the century. Prior to the late 18th century, the
West’s understanding of China was mostly an imagination constructed through written materials and
images imprinted on objects. Actually, this was a subjective, selective imagination, through which
Western artists had found inspirations to express their ideas about China. However, increased direct
contacts with China transformed the West’s observations of the country in the late 18th and the 19th
centuries. Then, the West came face-to-face with the real China. However, very different landscapes
could be seen through William Alexander’s (1767-1816) paint brush and John Thomson’s (1837-1921)
camera lens. Although the observers and the recording tools they chose contributed to the vastly different
styles, their works have one thing in common: the Western viewpoint. Putting the West’s observations of
China in the historical context, we can realize easily how they can be connected to the Western viewpoint:
the artists saw the same China but brought up with different images of it. This is an evidence that one
culture‘s imagination with another can be very different in different media. And different imagination of
China can result in different ways of reading it.
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