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Brought to Asia in the early 1840s by 
European travelers, photography was 
both a witness to the dramatic changes 
in China through the early twentieth 
century and a catalyst to further 
modernization. Employing both brush 
and shutter, Chinese artists learned and 
adapted the new medium of photography 
by grafting it onto traditional aesthetic 
conventions. The photographs in the 
exhibition range from a portrait of a 
Chinese family taken near Shanghai 
in 1859 to unique glass slides of 

revolutionary soldiers taken in Shansi 
province in 1911. Featuring over one 
hundred objects, this exhibition includes 
rare images by Chinese photographers 
and striking oils and gouaches made by 
Chinese artists for export.

The related catalog of the same title 
(published by the Getty Research 
Institute and Hong Kong University 
Press) explores the introduction of 
photography to China, the cultural 
shifts that heralded the technology’s 
arrival, and photography’s reception by 
indigenous Chinese reformers.  

Brush and Shutter scrutinizes visual data 
in unprecedented ways, looking below 
the surface of the exposed photographic 
print to consider the often-obscured 
realities associated with portraiture, 
landscapes, and panoramas. And as  
never before, Brush and Shutter places 
the first Chinese photographers within  
a historical context. 

The essays shed new light on the  
birth of a medium within a culture 
defined by tradition. Jeffrey Cody  
and Frances Terpak, together with  
Edwin Lai, discuss the medium’s 

evolution, commercialization, and 
dissemination. Wu Hung insightfully 
examines the invention of a Chinese 
portrait style through the lens of Milton 
Miller. Sarah Fraser investigates how 
this style shaped China’s national image. 
And Wen-hsin Yeh addresses the place 
of the camera in Republican Shanghai 
and wartime Chongqing. This richly 
illustrated catalog (with 75 black-
and-white and 61 color reproductions) 
presents a fascinating history of China 
linked to the practice of photography 
during a century of radical change.
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