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A Lasting Momento: John Thomson’s  
Photographs along the River Min

The Peabody Essex Museum (PEM)  
in Salem (MA) presents a voyage into 
19th-century China through one of PEM’s 

photographic treasures, John Thomson’s rare 
album Foochow and the River Min. More than 
forty striking landscapes, city views, and 
portrait studies will be on view, captured by 
Thomson as he traveled in the Fujian province 
in southeast China from 1870 to 1871. These 
prints are complemented by a selection 
of photographs by contemporary artist 
Luo Dan, who was inspired by Thomson to 
undertake his own journey in southwest China 
in 2010. A Lasting Memento: John Thomson’s 
Photographs Along the River Min is on view at 
PEM from 1 June 2019 through 19 April 2020.

From 1870 to 1871, Scottish-born 
photographer John Thomson traveled 160 
miles up the River Min to document the area 
in and around the city of Fuzhou (Foochow), 
one of the most picturesque regions in China. 
Thomson gathered eighty photographs from 
this voyage into an album titled Foochow and 
the River Min, which was sold by advance 
subscription to the foreign residents of Fuzhou 
— tea planters, merchants, missionaries and 
government officials — who wanted a way 
to share their experiences with friends and 
family back home. Of the 46 copies originally 
published, fewer than 10 survive today and 
PEM is privileged to own two of them, both  
of which are featured in the exhibition.

“Many people have a conception of China 
as very industrialized and modern, even 

sterile, but these photographs complicate 
that notion and reveal the country’s 
incredible beauty and geographic 
diversity”, says Sarah Kennel, former 
PEM curator and current Curator of 
Photography at the High Museum. “The 
roots of China’s rapid modernization go 
back to the 19th-century and are part of 
a larger history of maritime culture, trade, 
and globalization that are also entwined 
with PEM’s origin story. This exhibition 
affirms how photography can bring us 
back to another place in time and can 
change the way we see the world”.

Thomson was a renowned photographer, 
focusing on fine art, landscape, and 
architectural photos, and was often credited 
with being one of the first photographers to 
use pictures in conjunction with journalistic 
commentary. Foochow and the River Min is 
accompanied by introductory text, presenting 
a pictorial journey featuring the character  
of the growing city of Fuzhou, the beauty  
of the landscapes surrounding the River Min, 
as well as Thomson’s studies of the people  
he encountered there.

Documenting Eastern culture
Thomson is considered one of the first 

photographers to document East and South 
Asia. Born in Scotland, he learned photography 
while still in school, working as an apprentice to 
a maker of optical and scientific instruments. In 
1862, he joined his older brother William, also a 

photographer and watchmaker, in Singapore, 
where they established a studio. Thomson 
spent the next several years photographing 
throughout Asia, including Cambodia, India, 
and Thailand. By 1866, he had joined the Royal 
Ethnological Society of London, was elected 
a Fellow member of the Royal Geographic 
Society, and styled himself as an expert on 
Eastern cultures. In 1868, he established a 
studio in Hong Kong, a burgeoning center 
of photography and trade. For the next four 
years, Thomson traveled and photographed 
throughout China before returning to Britain in 
1872, where he remained until his death in 1921.

The exhibition follows Thomson’s journey 
up the River Min, from the city of Fuzhou to 
Nanping. Among the works on view are an 
extraordinary series on the Yuen Fu monastery, 
tucked high up a steep, rocky ravine. A strain  
of wistful romanticism is present, particularly  
in landscape photographs that incorporate  
a solitary figure. 

“Thomson’s extraordinary gifts as 
a photographer are evident in his 
compositions, including his famous view  
of the floating island pagoda”, says Kennel. 
“You can look at these as merely beautiful 
pictures, but if you unlock them a little bit 
they tell the story of an important moment  
of economic trade, cultural exchange,  
and political tension”.

In order to make his negatives, Thomson 
used the wet-collodion process. This required 
him to set up a large camera on a tripod and 
prepare the photographic plate on the spot 
by dipping it into light-sensitive chemicals in a 
makeshift darkroom, putting it in a plate holder 
and making the exposure within five minutes. 
He experimented with these processes while 
traveling by boat or ascending very steep hills 
and traversing rough terrain with a coterie 
of Chinese employees who not only hauled 

his equipment but also sometimes carried 
Thomson himself. Missionary and business 
colleagues helped facilitate introductions  
and provide access to unique locations so  
that Thomson could make his landscapes  
and portraits. The albums were printed  
using the carbon process, which imbues  
them with a rich, purplish tonality.

Inspired by Thomson
140 years after Thomson photographed 

China, his work directly inspired a series 
of photographs, titled Simple Song, by 
contemporary Chinese photographer Luo 
Dan (b. 1968). Trained as a photojournalist, 
Luo Dan’s work focuses on the impact of 
modernization and globalization in China.  
After seeing reproductions of Thomson’s  
work at an exhibition in Beijing, Luo taught 
himself the nineteenth-century wet-collodion 
process through videos found on the Internet. 
He then traveled to the remote Nu River Valley 
in southwestern China, where he lived with 
and photographed the Lisu and Nu Christian 
ethnic minority communities for nearly two 
years. Luo was especially interested in what 
he perceived as the villagers’ connection  
to local cultural traditions.

“Luo’s photographs challenge people  
to think about the passage of time and  
the tension between the past and present”,  
says Stephanie Tung, Associate Curator  
for Exhibitions and Research. “The portraits 
blend elements of modern life with a sense 
of enduring timelessness, inviting you to 
reflect on notions of progress in society  
and history.” 

A Lasting Memento features 10 works  
by Luo that reflect on and reverberate  
with the spirit and enterprise of Thomson’s 
19th-century project.

A Lasting Memento
John Thomson’s Photographs along the River Min

Left: John Thomson,  
The Island Pagoda,  
1873. Carbon print.  
Gift of the Estate of  
Mrs. Anthony Rives.  
© Peabody Essex  
Museum. Photography  
by Ken Sawyer.

Below: Luo Dan,  
Simple Song No. 7  
(Jin Ma Wei, Lao Mu 
Deng Village), 2010.  
Inkjet print from  
collodion negatives.  
© Luo Dan, Courtesy  
of M97 Gallery.
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