top. two portraits of Cixi by Katharine Carl, 1903—1904
bottom: portraits of Cixi by Hubert Vos, 1905

details
[cx212] [cx302]
[cx303] [cx317]

In 1903 Sarah Conger, the wife of the American envoy to Beijing, approached Cixi
regarding the commissioning of a large oil painting, to be displayed at the 1904 St.
Louis World’s Fair “in order that the American people may form some idea of what a
beautiful lady the Empress Dowager of China is." The commission was carried out by
Katharine Augusta Carl (1865-1938), who took up residence in the New Summer Palace
between September 1903 and August 1904.



Katharine Carl in Chinese dress, in
an image from her 1905 book With
the Empress Dowager of China.

detail [cx310]

In her memoirs about this rare experience, Carl describes persistent pressure by both
court officials and Cixi herself to conform to traditional standards of portraiture:

As the portrait progressed I found myself constantly running up against
Chinese conventionalities as to the way it was done. They wished so much
detail and no shadow....no fantasy could be indulged in painting the portrait
of a Celestial Majesty. It was necessary to conform to rigid conventions. [4]

Carl also wrote that on the 19th of April, with the painting near completion, a reception
was held for foreign guests and imperial princes. The painting was temporarily placed in
its carved wood frame, and:

...a young Manchu, who had been attached to a Legation abroad and had
learned photography in an amateur way, had been ordered by Her Majesty
to make a photograph of the portrait. This was done while the Princes and
nobles were still in the court. When it was photographed, and the Princes
had retired, the scaffolding was again put up, the picture was raised out of
this carved wood pedestal and was replaced in my studio. All this took the
greater part of the day.
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Cixi at the Fair
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The American artist Katharine Carl, invited to produce a painting
of Cixi for the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition, spent many
months living in the imperial court precincts in Beijing to carry out
this unprecedented commission. The flattering, life-size portrait
above (112 x 64 inches [284.5 x 162.6 cm]) produced by Carl was
placed in a massive frame said to have been designed by Cixi,
shipped to St. Louis accompanied by a large retinue of Manchu
officials, and given a prominent place in the exposition's art gallery.
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above: Carl's painting being
shipped to St. Louis, with
Manchu officials lined
up on the right.

[cx240]

left: The portrait in
its wooden frame.

[cx239]

below: The portrait on
display at the exposition.

[cx241]
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After the exposition closed, the portrait of Cixi was presented to
President Theodore Roosevelt by the Chinese ambassador in a
ceremony at the White House, and subsequently transferred to the
Smithsonian Institution. Katharine Carl, for her part, coupled
publication of her 1906 book With the Empress Dowager of China
with an extensive book tour. All of these choreographed activities
were designed to establish Carl's flattering portrait as the public

face of imperial China's “great lady” in the United States.
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This feature article in the
September 24, 1905 issue of
The New York Herald
coupled Carl's imposing
portrait with the visit to
China of President
Roosevelt's daughter Alice.

[cx214]
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The Empress Dowager and the Camera
Photographing Cixi, 1903-1904

by David Hogge

Photographing . . Sources
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Xunling’s photographs are often cited to illustrate the permeation of photography
throughout Chinese society at the turn of the century, penetrating even the inner
recesses of the imperial court, with its wary conservatism and archaic traditions. As the
preceding analysis suggests, however, court officials at the highest level were by no
means passive photographic subjects. On the contrary, the court took an active role in
the production of a public identity, with China’s supreme political figure engaging with
the camera, exploring its technical capabilities and uses, and finally employing it in the
creation of a new, hybrid expression. In that sense, the photographs represent a sincere
but belated attempt by the court to engage visually with the modern. They reflect a
desperate attempt to remain relevant by conforming to emerging mandates to
personally engage with political allies, subjects, and the international community
through portraiture.

The ambiguity of many of these photographs may not be a result of our own failure to
understand their context so much as a failure of the court to effectively grasp the
potential of this new technology. If anything, the photographs convey
disorientation—the shock of naive technological initiation that may be excitingly novel,
but whose actual usefulness is not clearly described or discerned. Nevertheless, there is
undeniably a richness to many of the the photographs that largely reflects Cixi’s unique
and innovative artistic sensibilities, with their rich floral profusion and dense decorative
assemblies.

Regardless of the original intention of the photographs, their impact on the enduring
popular image of the Empress Dowager is convoluted. Did casting off court traditions of
concealment and inaccessibility have the intended effect of establishing a more
sympathetic public image of Cixi? Her domestic reputation certainly did not improve
over the remainder of her reign. Overseas Chinese reformers such as Kang Youwei
continued to target Cixi as the primary culprit responsible for China’s failures. Through
the Republican period (1912 to 1949) and subsequently the People's Republic, little
positive could be seen in the historical depictions of her reign. Outside of China, the
photographs also had little positive impact on popular attitudes toward China’s rulers.
Like the ethnographic lens employed by Western explorer-photographers of the 19h
century, Xunling’s images were a supreme trophy, providing glimpses of the fading,
insular court of an oriental woman-despot to an eager Western audience hungry for a
steady stream of visual exotica.

While the photographs may have somewhat mitigated the demoniacal images of
Chinese and other Asians that appeared so frequently in the turn-of-the-century foreign
media, Cixi's overall arch-evil persona remained largely intact. The few highly
complementary books by those who knew her personally, such as Sarah Pike Conger,
Katharine Carl, and Princess Der Ling, were more than offset by subsequent historical
surveys. The general trend was to follow the model established by the 1910 tome China
Under the Empress Dowager by Sir Edmund Backhouse and J.0.P. Bland. Long
considered the authoritative reference on Cixi, this book—which used two of Xunling’s
photographs as illustration—claimed to present a neutral view of Cixi, yet consolidated
many of the popular rumors:
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Despite her swiftly changing and uncontrolled moods, her childish lack of
moral sense, her unscrupulous love of power, her fierce passions and
revenges, Tzu Hsi [Cixi] was no more the savage monster described by
"Wen Ching,” than she was the benevolent, fashion-plate Lady Bountiful of
the American magazines.

Flattering descriptions by the likes of Conger were dismissed as the product of simple-
minded women, easily swayed by honeyed words. Ironically, many of the more sordid
tales conveyed by Backhouse and Bland were derived from documents subsequently
discovered to be forgeries. Predictably, Cixi’s self-portraits as the compassionate
bodhisattva Avalokitesvara were frequently cited as evidence of a ruler out of touch with
reality, immersed in her own self-aggrandizement.

In cinema, the dominant image-creating medium of the mid-20th century, visual traces
of Xunling’s camera work remain. The ubiquitous flanking pyramids of fruit, for example,
strongly suggest that set designers frequently consulted the photographs for inspiration.

The Empress Dowager is portrayed in a film still from
“The Last Tempest,” 1976

Wikipedia [cx247]

More interesting, however, are the frequent references to the camera itself. From the
unrestrained villainy of the Cixi character in “Sorrows of the Forbidden City” (1948)
through the more nuanced and even sympathetic figure of more recent treatments such
as in “Li Lianying, the Imperial Eunuch” (1991), allusions to Xunling's photography
project recur.

Cixi confronts the camera
in the 1948 film “Sorrows
of the Forbidden City.”

Wikimedia Commons
[cx256]
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Perhaps this signifies unbridled consumption of Western technology for the sake of
personal vanity, the subtext being that, like Cixi’s infamous marble boat pavilion paid for
with Chinese navy funds, photography was an extravagant and self-centered
amusement even as the country at large suffered and declined in technological
stagnation. In the 1976 Hong Kong film “The Last Tempest,” a depraved and thoroughly
Westernized Der Ling herself operates the camera as Cixi plots and schemes to maintain
power and obstruct reform.

Against this flood of sensational imagery, Xunling’s photographs were only grist for the
inevitable mill of cultural stereotyping.

In the 1976 Hong Kong film “The Last Tempest,” Der Ling—the sister of the
man who photographed Cixi—herself operates the camera as Cixi schemes to
maintain power.

Wikipedia [cx232]

Cixi in the Movies

Film posters such as these suggest the enduring fascination with
Cixi and the decadent court life she epitomized. The movie at bottom
right was a Sino-Japanese production released in 2010 and starred

a Japanese actress as the Empress Dowager.

“The Empress Dowager” movie poster, “The Last Tempest” movie poster
China, 1975 China, 1976
Wikimedia Commons Wikimedia Commons 39
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"Der Ling and Cixi," a Hong Kong  “The Pleiades,” a Sino-Japanese series

Repertory Theater production, 2006 starring Yitko Tanaka as Cixi, 2010

Wikimedia Commons Wikimedia Commons
[cx237] [cx255]

On viewing images of a potentially disturbing nature: click here.

Massachusetts Institute of Technology © 2011 Visualizing Cultures Creative Commons License (u)

40



The Empress Dowager and the Camera
Photographing Cixi, 1903-1904

by David Hogge

Photographing

Cixi Piety & Power Diplomacy Cixi’s Afterlife

SOURCES | ENDNOTES | CREDITS

SOURCES

Google Books Links

Two Years in The Forbidden City

by Princess Der Ling, First Lady in Waiting to the Empress Dowager (New York: Moffat,
Yard and Company, 1911)

(complete view)

Imperial Masquerade: the Legend of Princess Der Ling
Grant Hayter-Menzies, Pamela Kyle Crossley (Hong Kong University Press, 2008)
(preview)

With the Empress Dowager of China
Katharine Carl (New York: The Century Co., 1905) (London: Eveleigh Nash, 1905)
(complete view)

Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Links
Freer and Sackler Archives home page

Cixi, Empress Dowager of China Images in the Freer and Sackler Archives

Bibliography

Backhouse, E and Bland, J.0.P. China Under the Empress Dowager: Being the History of
the Life and Times of Tze Hsi: Compiled from State Papers and the Private Diary of the
Comptroller of Her Household (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1910).

Willis, Bailey. Friendly China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1949).

Carl, Katharine Augusta. With the Empress Dowager of China (New York: The Century
Co., 1905) (London: Eveleigh Nash, 1905).

Chen Shen, et al. Zhongguo she ying shi (History of photography in China, 1840-1937)
(Taibei Shi: She ying jia chu ban she, 1990)

Conger, Sarah Pike. Letters from China: with Particular Reference to the Empress
Dowager and the Women of China (Chicago: McClurg, 1910).

Dan, Lydia. “The Unknown Photographer: Statement Written for the Smithsonian” (Freer
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives, 1982)

Derling, Princess. Two Years in the Forbidden City (New York: Dodd, Mead and
Company, 1911).

Ding, Ruqin. Qingdai Neiting Yanxi Shihua (A History of Theatre in the Qing Inner Court)
(Beijing: Zijingcheng Chubanshe, 1999).

Farquhar, David M. “Emperor as Bodhisattva in the Governance of the Ch'ing Empire.”
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies Vol. 38 (1978), pp. 5-34.

Feng Huang. “Cixi ban Guangyin (Cixi as Guanyin)” in Zijingcheng (Forbidden City). Vol.
4 (1980), pp. 34-36.

41



Goldstein, Joshua. Drama Kings: Players and Publics in the Re-creation of Peking Opera,
1870-1937 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007).

Hevia, James Louis. English Lessons: the Pedagogy of Imperialism in Nineteenth-
century China (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003).

Lin Jing, The Photographs of Cixi in the Collection of the Palace Museum (Beijing:
Forbidden City Publishing House, 2002) p. 30.

Liu Beisi and Xu Qixian, eds. Gugong Zhencang Renwu Zhaopian Huicui (Exquisite
Collection of Figure Photographs in the Palace Museum (Beijing: Zi jin cheng chu ban
she, 1994).

Longworth, Alice Roosevelt. Crowded Hours (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1933).

Ma Zhengyuan, et al. Zhongguo Sheying Shi (A History of Chinese Photography)
(Beijing: Zhongguo she ying chu ban she, 1987).

Pu Jia, Pu Jie. Wan Qing gong ting sheng huo jian wen (Beijing: Wen shi zi liao chu ban
she, 1982).

Rawski, Evelyn Sakakida. The Last Emperors: a Social History of Qing Imperial
institutions (Berkeley: University of California Press, ca. 1998).

Sergeant, Philip Walsingham. The Great Empress Dowager of China (London:
Hutchinson & Co., 1910).

Smith, Arthur Henderson. Chinese Characteristics (New York: Fleming H. Revell
Company, 1894).

Wei Jiangong et al, eds. “Qingdai Baozuo” in Suoji Qinggong (Beijing: 1990).

Wue, Roberta. “Essentially Chinese, the Chinese Portrait Subject in Nineteenth-Century
Photography.” In Body and Face in Chinese Visual Cultures, edited by Hung Wu
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005), pp. 257-80.

Yu, Rongling. Qing Gong Suo Ji (Miscellaneous Notes of the Qing Court) (Beijing: Beijing
chu ban she, 1952).

ENDNOTES

1. Backhouse, E and Bland, J.0.P. China Under the Empress Dowager: Being the History
of the Life and Times of Tze Hsi: Compiled from State Papers and the Private Diary of
the Comptroller of Her Household (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1910).

2. Philip Walsingham Sergeant, The Great Empress Dowager of China (London:
Hutchinson & Co., 1910).

3. In 2010, I oversaw the re-scanning of the plates at extreme high resolution, which
allowed thorough analysis of content and condition. The images and discussion
presented here are largely a product of that project. As my research advanced, I also
uncovered two original prints here in Washington DC that persuasively illustrate the role
of the photographs in the broader sphere of international diplomacy.

4. Dan, Lydia. “The Unknown Photographer: Statement Written for the Smithsonian”
(Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives, 1982).

5. Derling, Princess. Two Years in the Forbidden City (New York: Dodd, Mead and
Company, 1911).

6. Derling, Princess. Two Years in the Forbidden City (New York: Dodd, Mead and
Company, 1911).

42



7. Derling, Princess. Two Years in the Forbidden City (New York: Dodd, Mead and
Company, 1911).

8. Wei Jiangong et al, eds. “Qingdai Baozuo” in Suoji Qinggong (Beijing: 1990).
9. Willis, Bailey. Friendly China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1949).

10. Longworth, Alice Roosevelt. Crowded Hours (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1933).

11. The Washington Times, September 14, 1905.

12. Longworth, Alice Roosevelt. Crowded Hours (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1933).

CREDITS

“The Empress Dowager and the Camera” was developed by
Visualizing Cultures at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
and presented on MIT OpenCourseWare.

MIT Visualizing Cultures:

John W. Dower
Project Director
Emeritus Professor of History

Shigeru Miyagawa

Project Director

Professor of Linguistics

Kochi Prefecture-John Manjiro Professor of Japanese Language and Culture

Ellen Sebring
Creative Director

Scott Shunk
Program Director

Andrew Burstein
Media designer

In collaboration with:

David Hogge

Author, essay

Head of Archives, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery at
Smithsonian Institution

Freer Gallery of Art

Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution

43



SUPPORT

Visualizing Cultures is indebted to the following sources for images
presented in this unit:

Freer Gallery of Art

Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution

Funding for this website was provided by:

The J. Paul Getty Foundation

The Henry Luce Foundation

The Andrew Mellon Foundation
The U.S. Department of Education

On viewing images of a potentially disturbing nature: click here.

Massachusetts Institute of Technology © 2010 Visualizing Cultures Creative Commons License

44





