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Abstract: The Macartney Embassy, the first official British diplomatic mission to China, contributed
to the visual record and understanding of China in Britain. The embassy artists were ambitious in
their mission to deliver authentic visual knowledge of China to the British at the same time that
they were subconsciously influenced by both the old chinoiserie tradition, and the nascent British
Enlightenment thought process. In contrast to contemporary Britain’s scientific and humanitarian
advancements, the embassy’s portrayal of China was pastoral, barbaric, and autocratic, allowing the
British to revel in the humanism and progressivism of their own values and social system.
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The Macartney Embassy, the first British diplomatic mission to China, set out for
China in the late eighteenth century. The embassy was ostensibly intended to congratulate
the Qianlong Emperor, who hads run his reign from 1736 to 1796, on the occasion of his
eighty-third birthday, but in reality, it utilized the occasion to negotiate improved trade and
diplomatic arrangements between China and Britain. It was a huge undertaking, consisting
of a core team of ninety-five members and a backup support team of six hundred. The
embassy reached Beijing on 21 August 1793, with a reception held at the Chengde Mountain
Resort in Rehe on September 14. Regrettably, however, the Qianlong Emperor rejected all
of the British government’s proposals.

The Macartney Embassy has been the subject of numerous scholarly studies. The
publication in 1989 of Alain Peyrefitte’s book L'Empire immobile ou le choc des mondes drew
on Chinese historical archives and was one of the first scholarly explorations of the Macart-
ney Embassy, but it fell short due to its Eurocentric approach (Peyrefitte 1989). The 1993
Chengde Conference on the Bicentenary of Sino-British Relations, 1793-1993, was a wa-
tershed moment in the discussion of the Macartney Embassy, indicating a shift in the
perspective of scholarly work and the utilization of postcolonial theories. Both William
Rowe and Zhao Shiyu criticized Peyrefitte’s notion of China as an immobile empire that
served to justify the Qing government’s behavior during its meeting with the embassy
(Rowe 1993, pp. 46-52; Zhao 1998). The publication in 1995 of James Hevia’s book Cherish-
ing Men from Afar reexamined the Macartney event through a postmodernist lens influenced
by Paul A. Cohen’s concept of “China-centered history” (Cohen 1984). Hevia pointed out
that the international relations based on international law that exist today are the product
of European global expansion beginning in the sixteenth century and have developed into
a “naturalized hegemonic discourse”(Hevia 1995).

The late twentieth century witnessed a movement toward postmodernism and, along
with it, a gradual move away from the Eurocentric in historical studies, with China’s own
history and ideas receiving increased attention. This is connected not only to China’s
improved economic status following reform and opening but also to the rapid development
of postcolonial theories during this period. Key postcolonial scholars such as Franz Fanon,
Edward Said, and Homi Bhabha demonstrate a wide variety of responses to this turn
(Fanon 1952; Said 1978; Bhabha 1994).
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In the twenty-first century, postmodern ideas continue to inform the study of the
Macartney Embassy. Revisionist historian Henrietta Harrison, for example, vigorously
questioned the conventional historical narrative of the embassy, addressing questions
regarding the formation of the image of the “ignorant Qing (Harrison 2017)”. Meanwhile,
an increasing number of scholars have begun to expand the traditional historical narrative
with interdisciplinary inquiry. Ming Wilson and Harrison, for example, focused on the
embassy’s preparation of gifts (Wilson 2017; Harrison 2018). Harrison and Wang Hongzhi
examined the issue of the interpreters (Harrison 2021; Wang 2023), while Huang Yi-nong
examined party members’ editions of travel journals (Huang 2003).

From the 19th century onwards, British scholars claimed that Macartney’s mission
to China was intended as an invitation by Britain to the Qing court to establish modern
diplomatic relations but that the Qing government’s refusal to do so left Britain with no
choice but to start a war. This historical narrative clearly justifies violence and imperialism
and even describes it as a kind act of goodwill to enlighten the Chinese. In the 19th century,
Darwin’s “theory of evolution” led directly to the prevalence of the value of “natural
selection”. The new theory of evolution in the 19th century led directly to the prevalence
of social Darwinism. This led to the collapse of Enlightenment thinking, which preached
equality and provided the ideology for European hegemony in the 19th century.

In modern times, the Chinese, eager to find reasons and solutions for their country’s
poverty and weakness, easily accepted the historical narrative of the European hegemonic
idea, believing that the main reason for China’s lagging behind the West in modern times
was the ignorance and arrogance of the Qing court which made China miss the opportunity
to communicate and co-operate with the advanced Western civilizations in the event of the
Macartney Embassyn This self-attribution was not only due to the Western judgment of
China’s backwardness and closedness in the 20th century, but it was also influenced by the
Chinese people’s judgment of themselves in the process. The May Fourth Movement and
the New Culture Movement in the early 20th century opposed Confucianism, criticized
feudalistic principles, and introduced Western concepts of democracy and science. In the
second half of the century, the achievements of the “Reform and Open” policy prompted
the Chinese to recognize the importance of openness and exchange. In discussing the
Macartney mission in 1993, Dai Yi argued: “The Qing government still stubbornly refuses
to take the initiative to enter the trend of world history ...... This shows that there is a
great gulf between China’s feudal political and cultural systems and conceptual formations,
which were formed in a state of prolonged isolation, and the rest of the world. For China
to enter the world and carry out normal exchanges with other countries, it needed to go
through a long and difficult process of adaptation (Yi 1993)”. Contemporary ideology
would be implemented with huge inertia, and its use is often projected onto historical
reality. Even some scholars, such as Luo Zhitian, began to defend the Qing court’s diplo-
matic presentation to the embassy with the postcolonial ideology and revealed that the
Chinese self-reflection on the “ignorant Qing” is not based on real historical facts (Luo 2002,
p- 27). However, the view of the “ignorant Qing” is still widespread in Chinese popular
culture today.

The expedition resulted in a wealth of visual documentation regarding Macartney’s
travel to China. Peyrefitte amassed and published a sizable collection of images from the
mission (Peyrefitte 1990). Frances Wood and Stacey Sloboda have examined the mission
draughtsman William Alexander’s works and his process of creation (Wood 1998; Sloboda
2008), as have later scholars such as Lu Wenxue (Lu 2003) and Kara Lindsey Blakley (Blakley
2018). These studies emphasize the personal perspective of Alexander, either by situating
his works in an artistic context and investigating their connection to chinoiserie or by
viewing the works as evidence of a certain European observation of Chinese society. While
studying Alexander’s artwork is important, his works are not renowned for their artistic
achievement; rather, their primary value is as visual manifestations of a significant historical
event. Geographical variables and significant historical events serve as a backdrop for his
series of works, emphasizing their documentary relevance. Rather than artistic creations,
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then, the images should be regarded as visual documents of historical occurrences with a
certain artistic quality.

Nevertheless, simply considering these images as evidence of European observations
of Chinese society is incomplete, because the British interpretation of China necessarily
involves the process of British self-definition. Some recent works by David Porter, Robert
Markley, Eugenia Zuroski Jenkins, Chi-ming Yang, and Eun Kyung Min have demonstrated
that early British textual and visual records of China make a concerted effort to write China
into Britain’s national representation (Porter 2010a, 2010b; Markley 2006; Jenkins 2013;
Yang 2011; Min 2018). The development of early modern Britain must be seen against the
backdrop of a tendency toward globalization. Incorporating a perspective of China into
British self-awareness was one way the country could assert itself as a cosmopolitan nation.
As Jenkins has suggested, the British observation of China was part of a cultural strategy
to include things Chinese as fundamental elements of British culture (Jenkins 2013, p. 4).
Macartney’s journey occurred at the advent of the early modern period, a pivotal moment
for both China and the West. China was experiencing the “Kangxi-Qinglong Great Ages”,
the flourishing of the last imperial dynasty, while Britain was under the influence of the
Enlightenment and in the throes of a scientific revolution. Regardless of how China viewed
itself at the time as a prosperous economy, the embassy painters portrayed the country as a
pastoral, backward monarchy. Their images evoke complex, self-aware emotions, which
include nostalgia for a picturesque, pastoral China as well as contempt for the country’s
outmoded manufacturing capabilities.

The advancement of British industrial productivity and political idealism derived
much of its resonance and appeal from implicit comparisons with Qing China. In Porter’s
words, “The spirit of historical dynamism initially came into view as a hallmark of Western
modernity, after all, through an often-explicit contrast with the complacent and self-satisfied
inertia attributed to the backward-looking Chinese (Porter 2010a, pp. 300-1)". Recent publi-
cations have foregrounded the importance of images of China in early modern Britain and
established their relevance to a discussion of various broad issues. However, the cultural,
political, and psychological meanings of the specific stylistic features of images of China
produced by artists for the Macartney Embassy remain understudied. An investigation
into their roles in the cultural legitimacy for which the British strived or in the political
agenda for enacting and reenacting British superiority leads us to further challenge the
time-honored definition of the embassy’s images of China as merely chinoiserie or historical
visual documents. The purpose of this article is to provide a fresh reading of the Macartney
Embassy from the perspective of its image creation and demonstrate how Britain used
a narrative of China to establish a definition of itself and its supremacy during a period
of historical transition. The article will also evaluate the relevance of images as historical
evidence and construct mutually reinforcing and complementary relationships between
historical archives and visual images.

1. The Macartney Embassy’s Pictorial Chronicles and the Shaping of
Sino-European Perceptions

Commencing in the seventeenth century, the Jesuits, alongside intrepid voyagers,
emerged as pivotal conduits in the West’s assimilation of Chinese visual epistemology. Such
semi-authentic depictions of China were frequently esteemed by European scholars as indis-
pensable repositories of Sinological insights. Yet, these Chinese portrayals, encompassing
both human figures and expansive landscapes, diverged markedly from European aesthetic
paradigms, eluding integration into the tapestry of the European sociocultural milieu.

However, the Macartney Embassy distinguished itself as an exception to this nor-
mative pattern. Prior to its embarkation, it had already ignited fervent scholarly debates
within the British intelligentsia. Upon its repatriation from China in 1794, the embassy
secured unparalleled public acclaim in Britain, not merely for its diplomatic undertakings
but predominantly due to the publication of myriad journals and visual artifacts by its
members. Rather than mere artistic endeavors, these visual compilations proffered an
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illustrative chronicle, presenting the British populace with a nuanced perspective of the
“other”, thereby influencing and enriching British sociocultural narratives of the epoch.

The voyage must be understood in its complex sociocultural context. During the
eighteenth century, a range of European Enlightenment ideas were centered on society.
With the orientation of the spirit of “objectivity”, the European perception of China became
more realistic, partially as a result of the availability of more authentic documentation. The
European ideological transformation also affected the creation of visual images. With their
desire to make paintings for the purpose of pleasure, the earlier European Rococo artists,
particularly Francois Boucher (1703-1770), were keen to construct China as a fantasy land.
However, during the period of the Macartney Embassy, Europeans were eager for images
of China that were no longer simply for entertainment but were sources of more objective
knowledge. Consequently, the Macartney Embassy’s visit to China was also an endeavor to
further the level of knowledge about China through the lens of Enlightenment principles.

Influenced by the Enlightenment, the study of natural history from the mid-eighteenth
until the end of the nineteenth century developed rapidly alongside the process of colo-
nization, expanding from a collection of ancient specimens to embracing botany, garden
designs, and social customs, all of which were seen as evidence of human social develop-
ment. Drawing artistically on this, sensitive images of local customs and specimens also
became an important task. That is why the Macartney Embassy purposefully engaged
two professional painters, Thomas Hickey (1741-1824; the official painter of the embassy)
and William Alexander (1767-1816; the embassy’s official draughtsman), to produce visual
knowledge about China.

Hickey made a few of his works about China during the voyage itself. In contrast,
Alexander completed most of his works during the voyage and earned a great reputation
for his endeavors. Drawing was an integral part of a British gentleman’s education during
this period, so some senior officials in the embassy were able to draw. For example, Henry
William Parish (1765-1800), who was a military escort in charge of the brass cannon and
the artillerymen in the embassy, was specially trained by Macartney to draw plans. Parish
made a survey of the Great Wall of China and drew plans for it, thereby contributing to the
embassy’s official mission of military intelligence-gathering—at the expense of arousing
the suspicions of his Qing hosts. In addition to the plans, Parish also made a number of
sketches, some of which were used by Alexander as a basis for his drawings.

In addition to Alexander, Hickey, Parish, Macartney, George Leonard Staunton
(1737-1801) as Macartney’s secretary and minister plenipotentiary, and Sir John Barrow
(1764-1848) as Macartney’s comptroller of the household, all contributed a few visual im-
ages as amateur painters. While their works are inferior in quality and quantity compared
to those of the professionals, they remain an indispensable part of the embassy’s corpus of
images since their existence corroborates the involvement of other embassy members in
image creation.

While Alexander’s oeuvre may not align strictly with the conventions of scientific
illustration, his meticulous methodology is evident in the plethora of on-site sketches he
produced. These sketches served as foundational templates for his final artworks, estab-
lishing the embassy’s contributions as some of the most authentic visual representations of
China ever presented to a European audience. Barrow extolled the virtuosity of Alexander,
noting, “Mr. Alexander drew beautifully and faithfully in watercolors, and omitted nothing
that was Chinese, from the human face and figure, down to the humblest plant, and so true
were his delineations, that nothing before or since could be compared with them (Barrow
1847, p. 49) ”.

While Alexander adeptly integrated elements of traditional European chinoiserie into
his compositions, discerning audiences did not view these artistic inclusions as detracting
from the inherent authenticity of his creations. The credibility of Alexander’s works is
anchored in both his official standing and his rigorous, academic artistic training. As one of
the select British artists who had firsthand experience of China and subsequently produced
an extensive portfolio, he undeniably held a unique interpretative prerogative. Comple-
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menting this, Parish’s meticulous maps and architectural plans of Chinese edifices further
bolstered the mission’s visual credibility, especially given the precision and dimensional
annotations inherent in these renderings.

The proliferation of the embassy’s visual narratives to diverse European nations and
societal echelons was significantly augmented by advancements in printing technology.
William Caxton’s introduction of the mechanical movable-type printing press to Britain in
1477 catalyzed a revolutionary surge in affordable mass printing and the burgeoning of
newspapers in the waning years of the eighteenth century. Concurrently, the evolution of
printing techniques, notably mezzotint and fly dust etching, greatly enriched the visual
materials accessible to the populace. The embassy’s oeuvre resonated profoundly with
this burgeoning demand, aligning seamlessly with Enlightenment ideals and satiating the
public’s voracious appetite for visual depictions of the enigmatic Chinese realm that they
were on the cusp of diplomatically engaging.

In 1797, Staunton unveiled the seminal official chronicles of the Macartney Embassy to
China, titled An Authentic Account of an Embassy from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor
of China. Entrusted to W. Bulmer and Co. by the astute bookseller George Nicol (circa
1740-1828), this magnum opus spanned two comprehensive volumes replete with intricate
engravings, supplemented by an accompanying folio of plates. Remarkably, within a
mere two years post the release of the English edition, translations in diverse European
tongues graced the literary market. It is estimated that from 1797 to 1832, a staggering
15 editions of this account were disseminated across seven European nations and even
reached American shores (Lust 1987, p. 131). In a strategic response to audience demand
and the burgeoning market for affordable literature, three economically priced editions of
Staunton’s account graced London’s literary landscape in 1797. Concurrently, a selection of
Alexander’s illustrious illustrations found their esteemed place within King George III's
personal assemblage, which now resides in the British Library. It becomes palpably evident
that the embassy’s visual oeuvre reached both the regal echelons and the broader populace,
spanning not only Britain but also the wider European continent. These cost-effective
renditions even addressed the requisites of socio-economically marginalized segments. As
this invaluable information permeated across diverse regional and social strata, it fostered a
collective consensus. Consequently, the images metamorphosed from mere personal artistic
expressions of embassy members to canonical repositories of Sinological understanding in
European intellectual circles.

2. The Role of a Pastoral China in British Self-Awareness

At the time of the Macartney Embassy’s visit to China, Britain was undergoing a
technological revolution, which was the prelude to the Industrial Revolution. The nation’s
population was increasingly moving to the large cities that were centers of industrial
manufacture. This rapid industrialization and urbanization reawakened a yearning for the
pastoral and evoked nostalgia for a simple, preindustrial lifestyle, which is a sentiment
that was represented in both the content and the aesthetics of the embassy’s pictures. In
the eighteenth century, China was appreciated as an advanced agricultural country by
some influential European scholars, especially Francois Quesnay (1694-1774), whose idea
of “physiocracy” promoted the belief that agricultural work contributes the most value
to society’s products and a nation’s riches (Quesnay 1946, pp. 139-305). The embassy’s
pictures, while based on real experience, verified and enhanced this stereotype. Under the
influence of nostalgia for a pastoral life, China depicted in the embassy’s pictures was a
“poetic pastoral geography”. The idea of describing China as a “pastoral state”, on the
one hand, was formed by the Western observation of Chinese emphasis on agricultural
production. On the other hand, the French physiocratic scholars” advocation of the Chinese
agricultural economic model also reinforced the link between China and the “pastoral state”
in European notion. For instance, Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot (1727-1781), the physiocratic
economist, the Intendant of the généralité of Limoges from 1761 to 1774 and later the
Controller-General of Finances, has sought authentic knowledge and information onthe
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foundations and workings of Chinese economy. He posed a series of queries regarding
the Chinese government’s identification of agriculture as the primary source of wealth
to two Chinese young people in Europe (J. Finlay 2020, pp. 15-16). in accordance with
Britain’s aesthetic expectations. Embassy members exhibited a pronounced interest in
Chinese irrigation technologies tailored for agricultural landscapes. Alexander, with his
astute artistic eye, crafted a compelling series centered on water-wheel mechanisms, and
the British Library collected five of them: “Water-wheel” (WD959 £.23120; there are relevant
descriptions on the back of the paper), “Chain pump used in China” (WD 959 {.23 121),
“Description of a pump” (WD 959 £.23 122), “Chinese working the Chain Pump” (WD
959 £.23 123; this was later used as the 44th illustration in An Authentic Account of an
Embassy from the King of Great Britain to the Emperor of China, Figure 1) and “A Wheel for
raising water” (1865,0520.268). Alexander also represented the visual image of the plow
(Maps 8 TAB.c.8.37, Figure 2) and rake (WD 961 £.68v 207, Figure 3). Notably, while these
illustrations celebrated the agrarian facets of Chinese life, the manuscripts of embassy
members offer scant insights into China’s industrial endeavors, signaling a contrast in their
observational focus.

Figure 1. William Alexander, “Chinese working the Chain Pump”, 1792-1794, pencil and ink on paper,
The British Library (WD 959 £.23 123).
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Figure 2. William Alexander, “Plough”, 1792-1794, pencil and ink on paper, The British Library (Maps
8 TAB.c.8.37).

Figure 3. William Alexander, “Rake”, 1792-1794, pencil and ink on paper, The British Library (WD
961 £.68v 207).
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trees, and junk later became classic icons of chinoiserie. Some scholars hold that exported
paintings were greatly influenced by porcelain, and were even independent from exported
porcelain patterns (Hu 1998, p. 82). These Chinese images of exported manufactured goods
served as primary sources for European artists to mimic and from which to develop new
images of China in paintings, furniture design, room decoration, and gardening, all linked
to the idea of pastoral pleasure.

Another important artistic genre that implicated the pastoral image of China was
garden design, which also deeply influenced the Macartney Embassy’s artistic creations.
Chinese gardens are based on the idea of obeying natural law and on asymmetrical com-
position. The introduction of these design ideals into Europe challenged the conventional
French “formal garden”, which was based on the principles of symmetry, balance, and arti-
ficial order and forced an implementation of the “picturesque garden”. In 1692, Sir William
Temple (1628-1699) had already compared symmetrical European garden design with the
spontaneous irregularity of the Chinese example in his “Essay upon the Garden of Epicu-
rus” (Temple et al. 1908, pp. 3-68). Later, the Scottish-Swedish architect William Chambers
(1723-1796) visited China and discussed Chinese garden design in his Dissertation on Ori-
ental Gardening (Chambers 1772) and his “Of the Art of Laying Out Gardens Among the
Chinese” (Chambers 1757, pp. 14-19). He observed that “nature is their [Chinese gardens]
pattern, and their aim is to imitate her in all her beautiful irregularities” (Chambers 1757,
p- 15). Chamber’s opinion not only promulgated the knowledge of Chinese gardening
but also advocated the naturalized spirit of Chinese aesthetics. In the early eighteenth
century, gardens that imitated those found in China appeared in Britain, the most famous of
which is Kew Gardens in southwest London, where Chambers designed the Great Pagoda
and the House of Confucius along with Chinese-style rockery, waterfalls, and a bridge.
Kew Gardens, one of the most classical visual expressions of pastoral China in Europe,
provided a model for other European countries to imitate. It is worth emphasizing that
these gardens are not copies of Chinese gardens; rather, they were inspired by them. David
Porter observed that “Western readers would have been fully aware of the peculiarities of
the Chinese language and writing system. . .. and of course, the famously naturalistic style
in landscape gardening hailed by William Temple, Joseph Addison, and William Chambers,
and adapted into what the French came to call le jardin anglo-chinois” (Porter 2002, p. 398).
The dissemination of the naturalistic Chinese garden not only enhanced the European idea
of the Chinese naturalistic taste but also deemed the picturesque Anglo-Chinese garden as
a typical British aesthetic contribution.

The embassy artists also depicted some Chinese gardens in their works. Alexander
did not accompany those who presented gifts from the embassy to Qianlong at Jehol, yet
he still made works picturing the imperial garden there based on Parish’s unembellished,
true-to-life sketch, which is now in the British Library (Figure 4). Alexander modified
Parish’s picture in his watercolor with the title A View of the Eastern Side of the Imperial Park at
Jehol, which was published in 1804 (Figure 5)!. Alexander further enhanced the bucolic and
halcyon theme of his image by adding and accentuating a succession of traditional Chinese
visual elements: Chinese sailing boats and pagodas. All of the objects Alexander added or
accentuated, such as the pagoda, the willow, and the rockery, were prominent components
of chinoiserie in Europe, contributing to the aesthetic impression of a sense of harmony
between humans and nature. He was recording a typical Anglo—Chinese garden more than
a real Chinese imperial garden. In other words, Alexander used Parish’s image as a starting
point and added certain distinctive Chinese aspects to reinforce viewers’ perceptions of a
halcyon China inspired by the European popularization of Anglo-Chinese gardens.
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Figure 4. Henry William Parish, View of the Emperor’s Park at Jehol, pencil and watercolor, 1793-1794,
Add. 33931, fol. 9, British Library, London.

Figure 5. William Alexander, View of the Eastern Side of the Imperial Park at Jehol, black-and-white
engraving, 1793-1794, Add. 33931, fol. 10, British Library, London.

Indeed, lacking firsthand knowledge of the imperial garden, Alexander faced a choice
between remaining faithful to Parish’s original composition or embellishing the picture
with elements of chinoiserie recognizable to his British audience. He opted to take the
latter path, constructing an image dense with traditional indicators of China for a British
audience to easily comprehend. Alexander’s depiction of the imperial garden, in concert
with the intricate landscape motifs on Chinese vessels and the harmonious integration
of gardening elements, coalesce to form an idyllic representation of naturalistic rurality
and lifestyle. These compositions resonate with pastoral ideals, catering predominantly
to an urban demographic. Such audiences, distanced from the verdant tranquility of the
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countryside, are increasingly reliant on these artistic renderings to vicariously immerse
themselves in the pastoral serenity they yearn for.

It is worth emphasizing that Alexander’s visual signs in the picture are not fictitious
but are based on his on-site sketches. The signs are not only classic chinoiserie motifs
but also Alexander’s genuine visual records of China. He did not create a new vision of
China; rather, he used his own experiences in China to “validate” Europe’s long-standing
fantasy'ofiaipastoraliChina: To a certain extent, Alexander was also a typical British viewer.
In contrast to his limited exposure to actual Chinese objects and scenery, he had been
accustomed to seeing examples of chinoiserie for a significantly longer period of time. The
European cultural context unconsciously influenced his aesthetic decision-making as a
member of the Macartney Embassy. Before he first saw Parish’s sketch, he already had a
concept in mind of what should appear in a royal Chinese garden. However, his failure
to address the true visual experience had the unintended consequence of causing him to
focus exclusively on the typical. What was considered typical of China was often the result
of preconceptions, not years of on-site observation. Alexander’s picture and his Chinese
experience persuaded his audience that their preconceived notions of a pastoral China
were real.

Besides the theme of a conventional naturalistic China, the embassy artists” landscapes
also indicate a certain pastoral composition. Most of the landscapes show more interest
in the cult of the picturesque, a typical aesthetic convention developed in England in the
eighteenth century that aimed to represent the pastoral. A picturesque painting strikes
the balance between nature and art and can be recognized by its content and composition
(Archer 1969, p. 1:18).

A picturesque composition was one that followed strict rules and possessed a similar
spirit and moral appeal, which (against the backdrop of urbanization and industrialization)
valued ancient, ideal beauty and sublime composition as well as details. As a system of
representation, the picturesque determined not only the mode of depiction but also what to
depict and how to do so. A typical picturesque composition has a strict tripartite structure:
a darkened foreground, a strongly lit middle ground, and an ethereal background, all of
which are accompanied by an equally strict organization of color (Mason 1786, p. 9). By
the last third of the eighteenth century, a taste for the picturesque was also welcomed by
Enlightenment thinkers in Britain because it showed the possibility that representations of
beauty and sublimity could be developed within a rational framework. Alexander’s gentle,
sober composition reflected the clear influence of eighteenth-century British picturesque
artists such as Richard Wilson (1714-1782), Thomas Gainsborough (1727-1788), and William
Gilpin (1762-1843). The history of the picturesque and its formulation help us to recognize
a similar artistic convention in the embassy artists’ pictures. When Alexander produced
his watercolors, the landscapes that had begun as a means of topographical and natural
historical record-keeping developed into a medium for expressing desirable responses to
natural scenery. Theoretically, Alexander should have paid minimal attention to aesthetic
taste in his capacity as a draughtsman responsible for technically recording information,
but dictated by the general spirit of the picturesque, he depicted the unfamiliar foreign
landscape with the British aesthetic dream of Arcadia firmly in mind.

The ruin is an eternal picturesque motif, as Gilpin argued: “Among all the objects
of art, the picturesque eye is perhaps most inquisitive after the elegant relics of ancient
architecture, the ruined tower, the Gothic arch, the remains of castles and abbeys. These
are the richest legacies of art” (Gilpin 1792, p. 46). The British public’s eagerness for
picturesque landscapes inspired Alexander to represent ruins and graves repeatedly in his
pictures for the embassy. In these compositions, he used the picturesque as a means of
elevating desolate, natural topography to a level capable of evoking emotion.

Alexander’s View of the Tower of the Thundering Winds on the Borders of Lake SeeHoo
(Figure 6) was published as a plate in An Authentic Account of an Embassy. The picture
is permeated with a sense of bleakness. Alexander employed a low perspective, which
is “the picturesque point” of view, according to William Mason, which helps extend the
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perspective farther into the distance (Mason 1775, p. 360). The composition adheres to
the required picturesque tripartite structure, which Gilpin described as follows and which
Alexander’s image clearly illustrates: “Background, containing Mountains and Lakes; Off-
skip, comprising Valleys, Woods, Rivers; Foreground, comprising Rocks, Cascades, Broken
Ground, and Ruins” (Hussey 1967, pp. 115-16). Alexander’s Tower of the Thundering
Winds is pictured in ruin and overgrown with weeds, and the grass-covered mound in
the foreground is filled with dagobas, graves, and even coffins, all of which are typical
picturesque elements. Both the engraving’s subject and its picturesque character point
to the artist’s deep understanding of nature and his imaginative vision of an antiquated,
pastoral China.

Figure 6. William Alexander, View of the Tower of the Thundering Winds on the Borders of Lake SeeHoo,
black-and-white engraving, 1797, from An Authentic Account of an Embassy.

The embassy artists utilized particular aesthetic conventions to compose their scenes
of a pastoral, picturesque China, the latter of which was “reinterpreted as the precious
remnants of disappearing ways of life, worth hunting down and preserving. ... finally
transformed into subjects of aesthetic delectation in an imagery in which exotic human
beings are integrated with a presumably defining and overtly limiting decor” (Nochlin 1991,
pp- 50-51). These artworks reveal the exp