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Visualising China
A CONFERENCE LAST YEAR on the history 
of the Chinese treaty ports saw the launch 
of a resource easing access to one of 
their valuable inadvertent legacies, the 
immense archive of visual records of mod-
ern China now lodged in archives, libraries 
and in private hands overseas. Bristol 
University’s ‘Historical Photographs of 
China’ project, previously introduced in 
a supplement to The Newsletter 46 (2008) 
has continued to grow, and in 2010-11 
collaborated with a technical team to 
develop ‘Visualising China’, a new portal 
for accessing and annotating the collec-
tion. In addition, this free, open-access 
portal allows cross-searching across 
two additional collections of digitised 
photographs: the Robert Hart Collection, 
at Queen’s University Belfast, and 
photographs taken by Joseph Needham, 
held at the Needham Research Institute.

Well over 8,000 images are now 
accessible, ranging from the 1860s to 
the late 1940s, covering major Chinese 
cities, as well as rural locations, and 
maritime China. The images can be 
downloaded for research, teaching 
and learning, and the interface allows 
users to propose identifi cations or 
corrections directly into the record. 
The materials are still being added to; 
most recently the Bristol team digitised 
2,000 photographs held in albums at the 
British National Archives, which were 
rich in materials relating to Hong Kong, 
Weihaiwei and Shandong, and the 
1900-01 north China operations of the 
allied armies fi ghting in the Boxer war. 
The project’s new blog aims to introduce 
the holdings to users, and to off er 
suggestions about their potential use.

Most of the photographers are 
Europeans, but there is a signifi cant 
collection of photographs taken 
by Chinese diplomat and politician 
Fu Bingchang (1895-1965), and many 
of the images were bought from Chinese 
studios by foreign visitors and residents. 
A large proportion of the materials 
come from private collections, 
principally from descendents of foreign 
residents of the treaty ports including 
traders, diplomats, missionaries, and 
journalists, as well as foreign employees 
of the Chinese state in the Post Offi  ce, 
Maritime Customs or Salt Gabelle.

Why do we do this? The material is in 
most cases absolutely unique. The project 
rescues it for preservation, scholarship, 
learning, and general public use and 
enjoyment internationally. 

We have barely exposed the tip of the 
iceberg. Even within the British isles we 
are aware of other signifi cant collections 
of private family material, and more 
remains as yet undigitised in libraries 
and archives. Across Europe there must 
be much more yet. The Bristol team is 
working closely with Christian Henriot at 
the Institute d’Asie Orientale, and would 
welcome discussion with others about 
building on progress already made. 

Visualising China: 
http://visualisingchina.net
Visualising China blog: 
http://visualisingchina.net/blog 
Historical Photographs of China:
http://hpc.vcea.net
IAO Virtual Cities project: 
www.virtualshanghai.net/
Presentation/Virtual_Cities 

Robert Bickers, director of the 
Visualising China Project, and professor 
of History at the University of Bristol

1. Studio portrait 
of a group of four 
boys in a ‘boat’.  
Probably Shanghai, 
c.1930s. 
Unidentifi ed 
photographer. 
Carstairs collection 
© 2011 Jamie Carstairs 

2. Studio portrait 
of a Chinese woman, 
1930s.
Unidentifi ed 
photographer. 
Carstairs collection
© 2011 Jamie Carstairs

3. Bioscoping in 
Shanghai, 1923-1927 
Thomas Frank Crellin 
(1883-1949) was 
a photographer and 
cinematographer. 
He was based in 
Shanghai from 
c.1923-1927, 
working for East-
man Kodak. In this 
photograph, Tommy 
Crellin is playing the 
part of Charlie Chaplin, 
while being fi lmed 
in a studio with opera 
actors. A similar 
photograph to this, 
was published in 
‘The Kodak Magazine’ 
(Vol IV, No 2, July 1923). 
Unidentifi ed 
photographer 
(probably directed 
by Thomas Crellin) 
Crellin collection. 
© 2011 David Crellin

4. Viewing 
something like 
a kaleidoscope, 
at a peep show 
stall, maybe in 
Shanghai, c.1905. 
Unidentifi ed 
photographer. 
Hulme collection
© 2012 Charles 
Poolton

THE YALE HIMALAYA INITIATIVE (YHI) brings together faculty, 
students and professionals across Yale University, whose work 
focuses on the Himalayan regions of Nepal, India, Bhutan, 
Pakistan and China, as well as the Tibetan cultural areas that 
traverse the borders of all those states.

YHI is the fi rst comprehensive, interdisciplinary University-led 
initiative in North America to engage with the Himalaya as a 
trans-regional whole, while at once recognizing its ecological, 
social and political diversity. Focusing broadly on the themes 
of environment, livelihoods, and culture, we support the 
development of teaching and scholarship on topics related 
to the Himalayan region by drawing upon the combined intel-
lectual resources of members across the Yale community. We 
encourage the widest possible interdisciplinary participation, 
in collaboration with scholars, practitioners, and communities 
in the Himalayan region itself.

The Initiative’s scope spans the humanities, social sciences, 
natural sciences, and professional disciplines. It draws upon 
the expertise of Yale faculty members in the Arts and Sciences 
(Anthropology, History, History of Art, Religious Studies), 

Yale’s professional schools (Forestry and Environmental Science, Law, Management, 
Public Health, Medical), and other University centers including the MacMillan Center 
for International and Area Studies, and the Global Health Initiative of the Jackson 
Institute for Global Aff airs. The Initiative builds upon existing research projects 
and strong disciplinary networks to promote broader collaborative eff orts at Yale, 
while also developing lasting partnerships with research institutions, government 
agencies and NGOs throughout the region.

YHI was launched in 2011 and began operating fully in the 2011-2012 academic 
year. During that time, the Initiative has hosted an interdisciplinary seminar 
series, with ten events spread over the course of the year. Speakers have included 
anthropologists, foresters, economists, doctors, conservationists, geographers and 
policy makers, who addressed a range of issues in Bhutan, China, India and Nepal. 
The Initiative looks forward to expanding the scope of its lecture series – both 
geographically and thematically – in future years. 

A larger workshop focused on the theme of ‘Himalayan 
Connections’ is being planned for 2013. Additional activities  
have included consultations and partnerships in the Himalayan 
region. A workshop was held in Dehradun, India in August 2011, 
and a second workshop will be held in Kathmandu, Nepal in 
August 2012. These events are oriented towards developing 
shared research priorities, which to date include:

social and political issues

and practice

modern traditions.

For more information, please contact Dr Mark Turin 
at himalaya@yale.edu

Yale Himalaya Initiative

SINCE OCTOBER 2010, an international research team has 
been carrying out the project “The History of Perestroika in 
Central Asia (social transformation in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan 
and Mongolia, 1982-1991)”, sponsored by the Volkswagen 
Foundation. The project aims to add to the recent studies of 
social change in periods of structural crisis. In all post-socialist/
post-Soviet countries, a shift from a socialist state economy 
and communist party rule to the market-orientated model 
has been a painful process, which has led to economic decline, 
social marginalisation and polarisation among population 
groups. The diff erent development trajectories of post-socialist 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia can be explained by 
a comparative analysis of the socio-political dynamics and 
reform during perestroika, the status of diff erent elites vis-à-vis 
Moscow and particularities in cultural and religious institutions 
and identities. The ideological trends, which resurfaced with 
perestroika, have been determined by the course of social 

towards the reform.

This project studies the adaptive strategies of social groups 
in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Mongolia during perestroika, 
in a broader socio-cultural context, and seeks to explain how 
the newly introduced ideological trends and cultural ideas 
impacted on communities and personalities. Social groups are 

and cultural transformation, and power is understood to be 
concentrated not solely in state institutions, but dispersed 
among various social groups at diff erent levels. The titular 
nation concept was reframed and imposed upon the pop-
ulation by the ruling elites, while other identities, linked to 
ethnicity, religion and new ideological trends, often emerged 
in ambivalent forms and uncontrolled by the government. 
The comparative element is the core of research and aims 
to distinguish the similarities, diff erences and specifi cs 
of patterns of social consolidation in the three societies. 

The History of Perestroika in Central Asia 5th SSEASR 
Conference, 
Manila, 
16-19 May 2013
Call for papers 
and registration
WE ARE PLEASED TO ANNOUNCE our forthcoming 5th 
SSEASR Conference on Healing, Belief Systems, Cultures 
and Religions of South and Southeast Asia. The conference is 
co-sponsored as a Regional Conference by the parent body, 
International Association for the History of Religions (IAHR), 
Member of CIPSH, an affi  liate organization of UNESCO. 

The conference will cover various aspects of healing beliefs 
and practices in the cultures and religions of South Asia 
and Southeast Asia. The Philippines is a cultural playground 
of inter-ethnicity and an amalgam of hundreds of native 
belief systems that are spread over 7,113 islands. It is a place 
that displays ethnic harmony and showcases the cultural 
values of unity, humility, compassion, and peaceful 
co-existence. In an age of intolerance, religious tension, 

dedicated to providing an academic platform for discussing
the relationship between culture and religious healing 
through various scholars from all over the world.

The Conference is being organized by the National Museum 
of the Philippines in Manila from 16-19 May 2013, and will 
be held in collaboration with local Universities. We will also 
be organizing some pre/post conference tours too. 

Sessions and paper proposals dealing with the study of 
this phenomenon through various academic disciplines are 
invited. Complete information, including a list of sub-themes 
and registration form, can be found at www.sseasr.org. 

Email: SSEASRphilippines@yahoo.com
Show of interest: 24 November 2012
Early registration deadline: 15 January 2013
Abstract deadline: 24 February 2013

The research is based on fi eld interviews, open and published 
sources, media sources kept in national archives, memories, 
literature and literary criticism, and statistics. Although 
some materials extrapolated from the Soviet newspapers 
and public-political journals are published, most data remain 
untouched. The present time off ers us a unique opportunity 
to record narrative stories about perestroika in Central Asia. 
Oral history interviews are held with people from diff erent 
social, political and ethnic groups at republican, regional 
and local levels. Since the perestroika ideology was 
experienced variously by diff erent layers of the population 
and people’s perceptions of perestroika have been 

to describe social reality are contextualised and scrutinised. 
All the case and comparative studies will be situated in the 
broader framework of the project and brought together 
in the edited collective volume. 

The project team consists of project leader Dr Irina Morozova 
at the Seminar for Central Asian Studies, Humboldt University 
in Berlin; Dr Tolganay Umbetalieva and Ms. Saltanat
Orazbekova at the Central Asian Foundation for Developing 
Democracy, Almaty; Dr Gulnara Aitpaeva and Ms. Ainura 
Turgangazieva at Aigine Cultural-Research Centre, Bishkek; 
and Prof. Jigjidijn Boldbaatar and Mr. Enkhbaatar Munkhsaruul 
at the Ulaanbaatar University and the National University 
of Mongolia, Ulaanbaatar. The senior researchers supervise 
doctoral students, who write their PhD theses in the frame-
work of the project. 

Articles related to this project can be found on the 
following pages of this issue of The Newsletter. Dr Irina 
Morozova (page 6) and Dr Tolganay Umbetalieva (page 14).

More information on the project can be found at 
http://tinyurl.com/c7tgjqp

himalaya.yale.edu

The sale of bread at the “Mayak” sovkhoz in the Tüp region, Issyk-Kul oblast, 1991 (photo by Zhiganov). The photo is courtesy of The Central State
Archive of Cinema-Photo-Documentation of the Republic of Kyrgyzstan.


