















































HEDDA MORRISON'S PHOTOGRAPHS OF PEKING

still largely intact ... some temples were in poor repair and some had seriously

deteriorated, but most were open to the public ... 38

In 1934 Arlington and Lewisohn were appalled by the “loss by vandalism
and utter neglect of historical monuments and the numbers of buildings that
have been destroyed by official orders.”

Forty years later Simon Leys wrote an impassioned account of the
destruction of the city of Peking which he identifies as a legacy of Maoist rule:
“The destruction of Peking started in the 1950s, when all the pailous that
spanned the main thoroughfares of the old city were eliminated ... . In the
obliteration of Peking, the next step was to demolish the city walls. Here it
must be noted that Peking was not an ordinary city bomn of the meeting of
various economic, demographic and geographical factors. It was also the
projection in stone of a spiritual vision: its wallswere, therefore, not so much
a medieval defense apparatus as a depiction of a cosmic geometry, a graphic
of the universal order.”® Leys continues:

For those who knewv it in the past, Peking now appears a murdered town. The
bodly is still there, the soul has gone. The lffe of Peking, which created never-
ending theatre in its streets and squares, the noisy and enjoyable life of the city
has gone, leaving only the physical presence of a mute and monochromatic

crowd, oppressed by a silence broken only by the tinkle of bicycle bells.41

Hedda Morrison’s photographs capture something of the soul of ‘Old
Peking’ that was savoured by expatriates and described by Bredon,
Arlington, Lewisohn and, more recently, Leys. For those who lament the
destruction of the old city of Peking, and with it the disappearance of the
quality of life that could be enjoyed there by Westemers, Hedda Morrison’s
photographs provide awamiand poeticmemory. Whilst her primary interest
lay in portrayingtraditional cultures which were in the process of disappear-
ing, a thread that runs from German folk-culture to Old Peking and the
indigenous people of Sarawak, many of her photographs include disrupting
elements from the the present. Details such as the Nazi badge pinned to the
lapel of the old man at the folk festival in Stuttgart, the tram-tracks in the
funeral scene in Peking, or the Westem-style hats wom by male onlookers
inthe photograph of the young child acrobat at Tiangiao, place these images
finmly in the early to mid-twentieth century, and a world experiencing the
edges of change, disintegration and violence.

Hedda Morrison’s German photographic education emphasized the
traditional craft of photography and a formalist approach to the construction
of the pictorial surface. These skills she applied admirably to create her
own ordered and controlled vision of China. The photographs are
composed according to conventions that have their roots in a curious
combination of the picturesque and modernism. But Hedda Morrison’s
idiosyncratic interests and her unique personaljourney always seemto hint
at the broader social contexts beyond the picture-frame, making her work
a rich archive of visual material that is at once artistic and documentary in
its significance.
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38 Morrison, Photographer in old Peking,
pp.1-3.

%9 Arlington and Lewisohn, In search of old
Peking. The city walls were demolished
between the years 1950 and 1962 and
demolition work began on the city gates in
1967/68. During the Cultural Revolution,
destruction of cultural sites was officially
sanctioned by the governmentand promoted
under the slogan “destroy the old to estab-
lish the new.” Today, many of the parks that
characterized Peking are closed to the pub>-
lic and occupied by government instrument-
alities.

40 Simon Leys, Chinese shadows(New York:
Viking Press, 1974), pp.53-5.

41 Ibid,, p.6e.
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CHINA PHOTOGRAPHS

Figure 13

Hedda Morrison : Rickshaw Pullers,
Peking, 1933-46, gelatin silver
photograph (reproduced courtesy
Powerbouse Museum, Sydney)

—& Taken from a high vantage-point,
this memorable photograph of ‘Old Pe-
king' is one of Morrison’s most striking.
The strong composition created by the
diagonal positioning of the rickshaws and
shadowsis counterbalanced by the figures
of a mother and child. Morrison’s Euro-
pean training is evident in the tightly
controlled bird's-eye view, which has
been cropped to enhance the power of
the image.

In the extended caption which accom-
panies the image in her book of Peking
photographs (plate 107) Morrison states:
“The woman and the child bad been
hargaining with the rickshaw men in the

Joreground. As part of the bargaining

process she turns to walk away but will be
called backbythe man who acceptsthe fare
offered. It was arduous work for the pullers
who suffered especially during the bitterly
barsh north China winter.”

If viewed in isolation this photograph
does not convey the hardship of the rick-
shaw-puller’s life. The high vantage point
and the play of light casting strong shad-
ows on the road encourages a removed,
picturesque and formal interpretation. As
viewers, we are dependent on the written
word to appreciate the small drama which
is played out in the image.
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-,"t Morrison took this photograph in
Dashala K#E, looking east down
Xianyukou Street # i in the Chin-
ese city.

The decorative banners, neon and
electriclights, andhand-paintedand carved
wooden signs are the primary subject

matter of this photograph. The Chinese-
character signs, suspended horizontally
andvertically, create a layered image which
is graphically pleasing and exudes an air of
‘Chineseness’. By angling her camera
slightly upwards, Morrison has focused on

the look of the street rather than on street
life.

Figure 14

Hedda Morrison : Shoe Street, Peking,
1933406, gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse
Museum, Sydney)
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Figure 15

Hedda Morrison : Wooden Shop-Signs,
Peking, 1933-406, gelatin silver
photograph (reproduced courtesy
Powerbouse Museum, Sydney)

4
]

—;’t In this photograph Morrison focuses
on carved wooden signs hanging from the
eaves of a shop in the Qianmen area of
Peking. The hangings comprise medal-
lions carved with an openwork design
of the attributes of the Eight Duaoist
Immortals. Each medallion frames a
character and together they read “baiguo
yougao ARMER” which signifies a cake-
shop.

The shop-signs are elaborately carved
and stand as beautiful subjects in their own

right. The high degree of craftsman-ship
and the distinctive way in which traditional
symbolism and advertising are combined
make them an unusual and novel subject
of study. In this photograph, silhouetted
against the sky, they create a pleasing and
rather abstract image based on positive
and negative space. Whilst the photograph
conveys information of interest to a social
historian, the cropping serves to heighten
Morrison’s interest in the formal qualities of
her subject.
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—5& In this photograph Morrison captures
the routine of a child acrobat at a critical

moment of contortion and control.
Performances like this were held at
Tiangizo K#F andattractedlarge crowds.
Visitors and locals would ogle at freaks,
animals, and people
performing extraordinary feats.

The caption in A Photographber in Old
Peking reads: “Nowadays Chinese acro-
batics and jugsling are world famous but
they are descended from an ancient form
ofpopularentertainmentwhbichwasalways
to be seen at Tien Ch ‘ao (Tiangiao) during

strong-men,

holidays and festivals. Children started to
train in these skills almost as soon as they
couldwalk.”

In a4 book entitled Peking's Old Tian-
giao (Beijing Chubanshe, 1990), many of
Hedda Morrison’s photographs are repro-
duced without acknowledgment, inter-
spersed with photographs of similar subjects
taken by other unidentified photographers.
A hallmark of Morrison’s style and a legacy
of her German photographic training was
her ability to focus on a significant event
and create graphic order from the chaos
and complexity of everyday life.

Figure 16

Hedda Morrison : Child Acrobat,
Tiangiao, Peking, 193340,
gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse
Museum, Sydney)

This photograph may also be con-
sidered in the context of nineteenth-
century images of Chinga, created by
Westerners, which emphasized the sen-
sational and the bizarre. To their intended
audiences such images were 4t once
entertaining, educational and shocking.
They conveyed, with uncompromising
directness, the exotic ‘otherness’ of Chin-
ese society.

It is interesting to note that the gaze of
many of the onlookers is directed at the
photographer who, in their view, was more
extraordinary than the child contortionist.
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Figure 17

Hedda Morrison : Featber-Duster
Vendor, Peking, 1933-46,
gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse
Museum, Sydney)

—;’R The documentation of itinerant traders
was one of Hedda Morrison’s primary
interests. She photographed 4 wide variety
of street-vendors, including fortune-tellers,
reed-toymakers, rose-hip vendors, barbers,
and old men selling thread.

This close-up photograph of a feather-
duster seller was probably cropped to

achieve a greater sense of containmentand
intimacy. Framed byhis cock-feather dusters
and a cement pole, we focus on him rather

than the people immediately behind, or
the crowd of people in the distance who
have beendistracted by the photographer’s
presence.

It is interesting to compare this portrait
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Figure 18
Thomas Child : Peking — Street Life (120), 1871- ¢.1889

Postcard, George Ernest Morrison Collection

(reproduced courtesy of the Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales)

with a photograph of a similar subject
thought to have been taken by Thomas
Child, a gas engineer and amateur photo-
grapher who lived in Peking from 1871 to
around 1889 (see Figure 18). Child prociuced
aseries of 192 photographs entitled “Peking
and its Vicinity,”
postcards. Whilst Child’s photographs were

which later appeared as
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taken forty to fifty years earlier, street life
had changed litde in that time. Child’s
photograph is casually composed and
describes the streets in which the feather-
duster seller operated. It shows interaction
between vendor and customer and appears
to have been taken without the knowledge
of the subjects. In contrast, Morrison’s

photograph is a carefully composed
portrait which reveals something of the
personality of the trader and the curious
rapport between him and the photo-
grapher. The vendor’s face is gentle and
enlivened by an enquiring and curious
half-smile. Morrisondid notuse a telephoto
lens for portraits.
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Figure 19

Hedda Morrison : Women Assembling

Glass Grapes, Peking, 1933-46,
gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse
Museum, Sydney)

Morrison compiled two photograph al-
bums entitled “Handicrafts,” which now
form part of the collection in the Harvard-

Yenching Library.

2 Conversation with Sang Ye &

g’k Photography is by nature serial, and
generally photographers take numerous
images of a single subject. If exhibiting or
publishing work, one picture is invariably
selected which best represents the
photographer’s ideal.

This photograph, part of a large series
of images documenting Chinese arts and
crafts,! shows two young women assemb-
ling hand-blown glass grapes. The deli-

cacy of the work involved atfirms the
Western perception of the technical virtu-
osity and diligence of Chinese craftworkers.
The caption in the book reads: “Making
artificial fruit, an ancient craft derived
Sfrom glass-blowing which bad largely
bhecome an export business.”

The glass-grape factory is a family
business established by the Chang % family
in Pekingin the late Qing dynasty.? Initially
these ornaments were purchased by well-

to-do Chinese officials, but toclay they are
primarily sold to foreign visitors through
the chain of Friendship Stores.

Morrison utilizes the natural daylight to
highlight the glass balls so that they look as
ephemeral as soap bubbles. However, the
women, with eyes downcast and holding
their bunches of grapes as if working, look
rather static, for the photograph required a
long exposure and the co-operation of the
sitters.
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—3”‘1 Thisphotograph of youngmen making
glass balls relates to the previous one.
When placed side by side these images
describe the process of making bunches of
ornamental glass grapes. The men stand
heating glass rods from which the glass
balls will be blown. A metal tray placed in
front of the furnace carries the product of
their labour.

Morrison took many photographs of

people making things. This interest may be
traced back to her training in Germany and
the photographs she took for the book
Making Pottery.

In her quest to photograph workshop
procluction, particularly of art and craft
objects, Hedda hired a Chinese man to
assist her with introductions. She paid him
a fee to arrange visits to craft work-shops
and small businesses.

Figure 20

Hedda Morrison : Making Glass
Grapes, Peking, 1933-40,

gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse
Museum, Sydney)
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Figure 21

Hedda Morrison : Funeral Procession,
Peking, 193346, gelatin silver
photograph (reproduced courtesy
Powerbouse Museum, Sydney)

4{ In this photograph a funeral proces-
sion passes in front of the Zhengyangmen
IEBHIT, the southern central gate of the
Tartar city. Morrison captures the moment
when the discs of paper money have been
thrown into the air.

In pictorial terms the image is carefully
balanced, the figure in the lower-right
foreground being counterbalanced by the
funeral procession, and the arcs of the
tram-tracks (constructed in 1909) contrast
with the strong geometric lines of the
Zhengyangmen (rebuilt with allied
assistance in 1905-06 after having been
destroyed during the Boxer Uprising in
1900). Superimposed over these struc-
tures are the flutter of paper money and the

web of lines created by the tramway's
overhead wires. The money, a powerful
social and cultural symbol, doubles as a
potent pictorial device.

The caption in Morrison’s book reads:
“White was the colour of mourning, worn
by both members of the family and by

Suneral functionaries, bere throwing paper

money into the air to appease the spirits.
Paper money was also burned as it was
believed that in the bereafter it would be
miraculouslyconverted intoreal currency.”

Like most Western travel photograph-
ers, Hedda Morrison was intrigued by local
customs and street life. Having identified
her subject, the primary concern was its
artistic translation.
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Figure 22
Hedda Morrison : Funeral, Peking, 1933-40, gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse Museum, Sydney)
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-,’k In contrast to the preceding image,
which documented 4 funeral procession at
close range, this photograph provides an
urban context for this spectacular rite of
passage. Morrison has taken the photo-
graph from the top of the city wall. The
bird's-eye view was a modernist device
which served to accentuate distance,
physically and metaphorically, from the

subject. In pictorial terms, 4 high vantage-
point accentudtes perspectival space and
in so doing creates strong diagonal com-
positional lines which help to order the
complexity of the subject.
Chongwenmen Xidajie 3 4lipxit
paved with stone slabs, is lined with shops
and traders” stands. This is one of the few

of Morrison'’s printed photographs which
provide an expansive view of Peking’s
urban landscape. Today, this view has
changeddramatically. The right-hand side
of the road is now the site of the Beijing
Public Security Bureau, the buildings of
which obscure the view across to the

Qipanjie B
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Figure 23

Hedda Morrison : Jade Fountain,
Peking, 1933-40,

gelatin silver photograph
(reproduced courtesy Powerbouse
Museum, Sydney)

1 Arlington and Lewisohn, 2 search of old
Peking, pp.293-5.
2 Conversation with Sang Ye.

3 Geremie Barmé, Introduction to Arlington
and Lewisohn, In search of old Peking, p.ix.

—i Morrison took many photographs of
temples, parksand gardens inand around
Peking. Between 1912 and 1949 many of
the former imperial and religious sites
were open to the public. The Jade Foun-
tain (Yuguanshan FERi1), situated to
the west of the Summer Palace (Yibe-
yuan BIFIE), one of the ‘eight famous

Claire Roberts

Curator of Asian Decorative Arts
Powerhouse Museum
Sydney NSW 2000

sights of Peking’, was an imperial retreat

and pleasure-ground. The Jade Peak Pagocla
(Yufengta FEWEIE) picured, was built
during the Ming dynasty.' In addition to
providing water to the surrounding lakes
and paddyfields, the Jade Fountain sup-
plied the Empress-Dowager with fresh
spring drinking water.?

In pictorial terms this photograph has
been composed according to artistic
conventions of the picturesque. A zig-zag
line leads the eye from the lower-right
bank of the pool diagonally across to the
pavilions on the far bank and up the hill to
the primary subject—the Jade Peak Pagoda.
Trees on either side of the image frame the

EAST ASIAN HISTORY 4 (1992)

landscape and contain the viewer’s gaze.
The blanket of mist hovering over the pool
and the reflections of the pagoda heighten
the sense of the picturesque.

After the establishment of the People’s
Republic of Chinain 1949, theJade Fountain
was chosen as the site for 4 convalescent
home for high-ranking Communist Party
officials. The myth that water from this
springhadspecial curative powers perhaps
influenced this decision. Today the Jade
Fountain is a restricted area surrounded by
a high wall. It is occupied by the airforce
and used by high-level military leaders as
4 summer retreat.’



