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Introduction

This book examines how images—paintings, prints, posters, and early
photographs—made publics in Asia. It argues that visual media did not simply reflect
social change; they actively configured new ways of seeing that organized political
feeling, national belonging, and everyday conduct. Across the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, technologies of reproduction multiplied pictures, dislodged them
from elite courts and temples, and set them in motion through streets, schools,
newspapers, and parlors. The result was an expanded field of spectatorship in which
ordinary viewers learned to interpret, debate, and act upon what they saw. Visual
culture thus became a crucial infrastructure for modern life, shaping how people
identified with communities and how communities imagined themselves as modern.

The story told here unfolds across multiple regions of Asia and acknowledges uneven
timelines of change. Woodblock prints mingled with lithography and halftone
processes; hand-painted studio portraits coexisted with itinerant photography and
mass-produced postcards. Local idioms—calligraphic line, courtly portraiture, religious
iconography—were neither eclipsed nor untouched; they were reworked for new
publics and purposes. Colonial rule, indigenous reform, and emergent nationalisms
supplied competing agendas for image-making, while trade routes and migration
braided visual practices across borders. The book therefore tracks circulation as much
as origin, showing how images traveled, accreted meanings, and returned
transformed.

At the center of this analysis is the concept of the public as a historical and visual
formation. Publics came into being when images solicited attention, provoked
argument, and oriented bodies in shared spaces—from the poster-plastered street to
the illustrated newspaper column to the exhibition hall. Visual media simplified
complex issues, dramatized grievances, and encoded hopes for reform. They provided
scripts for citizenship and scenes of collective emotion: mourning at a memorial
photograph, pride before a national emblem, indignation at a satirical cartoon. By
illuminating these scenes, we can grasp how seeing became a social practice that
linked private sentiments to public action.

The materials of this book are deliberately varied: cheap ephemera and luxury prints,
schoolbook diagrams and monumental statuary, commercial advertisements and
devotional pictures. Treating them together makes it possible to reconstruct the
density of visual life in which viewers moved, learned, and judged. Attention to
production—paper stocks, inks, presses, studios—sits alongside attention to
reception—where images were displayed, how they were read, and what acts they
inspired. Methodologically, the chapters combine visual analysis with social history,
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drawing on archives, albums, exhibition catalogues, censorship records, and periodical
press. The goal is not to offer an exhaustive survey of Asian art, but to map key nodes
where images and publics formed each other.

This approach reveals the political force of pictures without reducing them to
propaganda. Posters rallied crowds, but they also taught new temporalities of urgency
and anticipation. Photographs certified evidence, yet they also staged reality, shaping
what counted as truth. Satirical graphics punctured authority, while religious prints
refashioned devotion into mass-mediated intimacy. In each case, the power of visual
media lay in repetition and reach, but also in ambiguity—the invitation to interpret,
argue, and remember. Public opinion emerged not only from editorial pages and
speeches, but from the slow pedagogy of images encountered daily.

Finally, the chapters that follow move from technologies to arenas of display, from
urban streets to rural campaigns, and from colonial encounters to postcolonial
memorials and digital afterlives. They trace how visual practices enabled political
mobilization and social reform while building repertoires of collective memory that
endure. If publics must be continually made and remade, then images are among their
most durable tools—portable, legible, and affectively charged. Visualizing Asia means
recognizing how pictures configured the modern and how the modern became visible
as a field of contention, desire, and shared imagination.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

CHAPTER ONE: Seeing Publics: Visuality and the
Making of Modern Asia

A crowd gathers on a Shanghai street corner in 1925. The object of their attention is a
poster, a splash of color against the gray brickwork. Its bold characters and graphic
illustration of a clenched fist demand a boycott of foreign goods. Some readers
murmur, others nod, a few debate the message's finer points. This is a public forming
in the act of seeing, a community brought into being not by a shared location alone,
but by its collective focus on an image that instructs, persuades, and mobilizes. Such
moments, repeated across Asia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
reveal a fundamental truth: the making of modern Asia was inseparable from the
making of visual culture. The story is not simply one of art and aesthetics, but of how
images, technologies of reproduction, and new arenas of display engineered a
revolution in seeing that remade politics, society, and the self.

The concept of a "public" is central to this transformation. Publics are not pre-existing
groups waiting to be discovered; they are imagined communities brought into being
through shared practices of consumption and interpretation. In the context of modern
Asia, publics emerged when people started to encounter and debate the same images
in newspapers, on posters, in schoolbooks, or at exhibition halls. This shared
spectatorship created new forms of social connection and political identity. An image
of the nation, for instance, could be seen by a student in Calcutta and a merchant in
Kyoto, producing a sense of belonging that transcended their immediate surroundings.
The public was thus a visual achievement, a collective orientation around common
points of view.

Before this efflorescence, visual culture in Asia was largely a matter of limited,
localized circulation. Paintings and prints existed, of course, often in sophisticated
traditions, but their audience was constrained by the slow pace of production and the
costs of distribution. Temples, courts, and elite households were the primary patrons
and repositories of images. Religious icons, for example, commanded deep devotion
but were largely confined to sacred spaces. Woodblock prints of literary scenes or
satirical verses circulated among urban connoisseurs in Japan or China, but they did
not reach the broad, heterogeneous publics that would later form around illustrated
periodicals. In short, the visual field was fragmented, its authority rooted in
established hierarchies of place and status.

The nineteenth century altered this landscape dramatically. A confluence of

forces—technological innovation, colonial expansion, market economies, and political
upheaval—unsettled these older patterns. Crucially, new methods of mechanical
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reproduction allowed images to be made quickly, cheaply, and in vast quantities.
Lithography and, later, the halftone process for photo-integration enabled publishers
to flood the market with prints, posters, and newspapers. This was not a mere
increase in volume; it was a qualitative shift in the relationship between image and
viewer. Pictures became portable, disposable, and ubiquitous. They spilled out of
temples and palaces and into the streets, railway carriages, classrooms, and homes of
ordinary people, fundamentally democratizing and expanding the visual landscape.

Asia's modern visuality was, however, a complex hybrid, not a simple importation of
Western forms. Local aesthetic traditions were resilient and adaptable. The clean lines
and expressive brushwork of Japanese ukiyo-e woodblock prints, for example, found
new life in the bold graphic language of early twentieth-century advertising posters in
Shanghai and Calcutta. The compositional principles of Mughal or Persian miniature
painting informed the design of popular lithographs produced in Lahore. Calligraphy, a
revered art form across the Sinosphere and the Islamic world, was integrated into new
typographic designs for posters and newspapers. This was not a wholesale
replacement of one visual culture with another, but a creative synthesis where
indigenous idioms were repurposed to serve new, often commercial or political, ends.

Colonialism played a pivotal, if often brutal, role in this process. Colonial regimes were
among the earliest and most enthusiastic adopters of new visual media for purposes
of administration, persuasion, and control. They produced maps to claim territory,
ethnographic photographs to classify populations, and educational prints to instill
colonial values. These images served as instruments of power, making unfamiliar
landscapes and peoples legible to the ruler and, in the process, creating new visual
taxonomies of race and hierarchy. The colonial state used images to govern at a
distance and to project an image of itself as modern, rational, and powerful. Its visual
strategies, however, were often contested and repurposed by emerging anti-colonial
publics.

At the same time, indigenous reformers and nationalists seized upon the very same
media technologies. They recognized that to build a modern nation, they had to shape
how it looked and was seen. Print capitalism became a tool for nation-building.
lllustrated newspapers in vernacular languages fostered a shared sense of time and
event, as readers across a region consumed the same news and editorials, often
accompanied by woodcut illustrations or, later, photographs. Posters and pamphlets
were deployed to promote social reforms, such as anti-foot-binding campaigns in
China or temperance movements in India, using powerful visual metaphors to shame
or inspire. In these contexts, images were not merely reflections of nationalism; they
were the very medium through which the nation was imagined and its citizens
interpellated.

The street emerged as a primary theater for this new visual politics. It was a
thoroughfare, but also a gallery and a public forum. Posters, handbills, and shop signs
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competed for the attention of the urban pedestrian. The architecture of the city itself
became a visual text, with new building styles—neo-Gothic, art deco—signaling
modernity and colonial authority. Public spectacles, from royal processions to anti-
colonial protests, were choreographed for visual impact, their success often measured
in photographic reproduction. The experience of the street was thus an intensely
visual one, shaping urbanites' perceptions of social order, commercial desire, and
political possibility. It was here that abstract ideas about the nation or public morality
were made tangible and immediate.

Within the home, the visual transformation was equally profound. The proliferation of
cheap prints and illustrated magazines brought images into intimate domestic spaces.
Family albums, filled with studio portraits, created new rituals of memory and kinship.
The portrait photograph, in particular, standardized a way of seeing oneself and
others, often in poses that emulated Western styles of respectability and social
aspiration. Children's primers filled with pictures taught lessons in both literacy and
citizenship. The parlor or living room became a site for the consumption of visual
culture, from postcards pinned to a wall to magazines browsed in private. This
domestic spectatorship cultivated new forms of leisure and personal identity, linking
private life to the wider currents of the modern world.

Understanding this history requires a methodology that takes images seriously as
historical actors. It is not enough to simply describe what a picture depicts. One must
ask how it was made, what technologies and labor were involved, and how it traveled.
One must reconstruct where it was seen and by whom. Did a poster on a Shanghai
street corner reach the same audience as a photograph in a Beijing newspaper? The
social history of seeing demands attention to the materiality of images—the paper, the
ink, the binding—and the social spaces they occupied. It also requires listening for the
arguments images provoked. Censorship records, for instance, can reveal what
authorities feared images could do, while letters and diaries can offer glimpses of how
individuals interpreted and used what they saw.

This book, therefore, proceeds from a simple but powerful premise: to understand the
making of modern Asia, we must first understand how Asia was made visible. The
chapters that follow explore the diverse technologies, arenas, and aesthetics that
constituted this visual revolution. We will move from the technologies of reproduction,
like the woodblock and the lithographic press, to the arenas where publics gathered,
from the poster-plastered street to the exhibition hall and the movie theater. We will
examine how images were put to work in campaigns of social reform, political
mobilization, and the construction of collective memory. We will see how satire,
advertising, and children's books taught new ways of looking and feeling. Through it
all, we will trace the circuits of circulation that linked local practices to global flows,
creating pan-Asian visualities and entangled colonial encounters.

Ultimately, this is a history of the power of pictures to configure social life. Images did
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more than entertain or inform; they structured publics, organized sentiment, and
choreographed action. They offered models for how to be modern, how to be a citizen,
and how to belong. They could discipline as well as liberate, exclude as well as
include. By tracking the movement of images through Asian societies, we can see how
ordinary people learned to interpret the world visually and to act upon it. The making
of modern Asia was, in no small part, a matter of learning to see together.
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