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Sidney D. Gamble: His Life and Work
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Sidney Gamble’s photography of China, shot over three trips between 1917 and 1932, represents an extraordinary contribution to the visual
archive for an important period in Chinese history from which few images survive today. As an amateur photographer and trained sociologist,
Gamble worked as secretary for the Beijing YMCA, helping to coordinate educational and social reform projects. Through the access these activi-
ties granted him to wide-ranging elements of Chinese society, Gamble built a deep relationship with China and its people, a closeness reflected in
the intimacy of his photographs.
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1820
Born on July 12 in
Cincinnati, Ohio, grandson
of James Gamble, one of the
co-founders of
Proctor & Gamble.
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1908 1912 1914-1916 1916-1917 1916-1917

First sojourn in
China. Traveled with
parents to Hangzhou.

Graduated from
Princeton University
with a bachelors
degree in literature.

Master of Arts degree
in economics at the
University of
California at Berkeley.

Arrived in China in M
for second sojourn, W
friends, traveled up tl
Yangzi River, from
Zheijiang province de
into Sichuan provine

Taught in the
economics depart-
ment, University of
alifornia at Berkeley.
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1919

Traveled te Hangzhou.
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1919
Returned to Pasadena,
California, in December,
with negatives of 2,500
photographs taken
during second sojourn,
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1926
Accompanied wife and
daughter back to the
United States on
November 11.
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1927
Arrived in Shanghai on March
25; then traveled to Beijing by
way of Qingdao and Tianjin.
Took film footage of pilgrimage
activities on a third trip to Miao
Feng Shan in April.
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1921
Published first book,
Peking: A Social Survey.

1927 B
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1927
Visited Dingxian where
the Mational Association
for the Mass Education
Movement, led by Dr.
James Yen, was based.
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1924 I

Married Elizabeth Pritchard Lowe on Traveled t

January 18. Arrived in Beijing on Tangshan,

March 13 o resume post as secrelary
of the YMCA. Conducting socio-cco-
nomic surveys of Chinese family life.
First trip to Miao Feng Shan in April.
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1927 1929
Returned to the Elected President of
United States. Princeton-Yenching

Foundation.



lay
ith

1918
UG Ak, B rALE
n0 W, i, RS I
AJEROIET R RS, TRRE
T ERE

1918
Visited flood relief camps in Tianjin
and traveled to Beijing, Xiamen,

1918 &
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1918
Vizited Beidaihe and Bei Niu
Ding {Hebei).

1918 Bk
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1918
Conducted a social survey of
Beijing while teaching

1e Fuzhou, Ningbo, Hong Kong. Joined
the YMCA in Beijing and became a

ep member of Princeton University

e, Center in China (Princeton Court).

economics at Yenching
University.

1919 i
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1919
Visited Baoding and Kaifeng
during Spring Festival, and
Taishan, Jinan, and Qufu in
March.
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24 1925 1925

Traveled to Shanghai in January
and returned to Beijing by way

o Chengde, Taught at Yenching

and Tianjin. University.
of Qinhuangdao and Tianjin.
Second trip to Miao Feng Shan

in April.
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1925
Traveled to Japan to join
Dr. and Mrs. Lowe, and
accompanied them Lo Beijing.
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1926
Conducted research on prices,
wages, and the standard of
living in Beijing. Gamble's
first child born on March 21.
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1931
Returned to China for
fourth and last sojourn.
Became involved in the
administration of
Yenching University.
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1931
Moved to Dingxian to serve
as research secretary for the
Mass Education Movement,
and carried out surveys of

village life in northern China.
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1932
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1933-1968

1968
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1968
Died in Mew York

Departed Shanghai for
the United States on
February 23.

Published books and articles on
aspects of Chinese village and
family life. Elected member of the

on March 29 at the
age of T8,

Mational Council of the YMCA;
President of Princeton-in- Asia.



Sidney D. Gamble’s photographs at Duke University Libraries

About fifteen years after Sidney Gamble’s death, his daughter, Catherine Curran, found a trove of nitrate negatives in a closet in
the family’s home in New York. Stored in beautiful rosewood boxes, the negatives were housed in individual paper sleeves, anno-
tated with typed and handwritten captions. In order to better preserve them, Ms. Currant hired an archivist, who transferred the
negatives into archival sleeves and transcribed the captions onto typed labels. In addition, Ms. Curran made contact sheets of all
the negatives in the order in which they were found. She used these contact prints to create ten photograph albums to serve as a
reference for the negative collection. In 1986, Catherine Curran established the Sidney D. Gamble Foundation for China Studies to
provide for preservation and access to the photographs. A review of the first exhibit catalog prompted the Duke University Librar-
ies’ visual materials archivist to invite Ms. Curran to place Sidney Gamble’s photographs in the Libraries’ Archive of Documentary
Arts. An agreement to bring the Gamble collection to Duke was signed in March 2006.

Duke University Libraries contracted with Chicago Albumen Works in Massachusetts to digitize the highly flammable nitrate neg-
atives. Digitization of the Gamble collection began in October 2006 and continued through the spring of 2007. In addition to the
photographs, the vendor also digitized the typed image labels to transform the labels into raw texts. This text became the founda-
tion for the image captions and geographic headings in the Sidney D. Gamble Photographs digital collection. In early 2008, Duke
University Libraries’ Digital Collections staff updated the geographic names in the labels to Library of Congress Subject Headings
formats, added province names to the metadata, and standardized the descriptions to support searching and browsing. The com-
plete collection was published in fall 2008 and is available online at http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/gamble/.
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FoiEfe - #4 - HiE (1890-1968) RHESLFFR, ANEENHEMEXK. HEHEEEZENEZEN, HEXEHE - HiE
(James Gamble,1803-1891) REHEATMIGIRAZ—. FaER - HiE 1908 FE ML B E— R SREIFEMRIMNRT, APENGE
XiER, BAMMASREER. FEERITRAFELE EMNXHERASRRB THESEFEM L. BE h=xFk2+
E, 451=21917—19194%F, 1924F—1927F UK 19315F—19325F. HENBEENER, TRELFZEEZFTESTIHETLTRYE
BEHPHSAETE HARRREAFESS. HEE1921FHEN (EEHASEE) 26BN (Z+RERIEEZWHT
BREFRE) & REAMSBAENAEHLREHSERTSARHEITTRE ESMARARBIEHLRAHSHNEESE TR,
HiEthR— I H e SREIT. h7E1908-1932EHRMNFESHNR S, SFEF5000BEAaHNEARA, AREVENTELS
BIET-EFEHNEGHEZE. 19844, HEZM+RENE MHOLILHEH - #UEXA, NEHSERENERELD TiXLE
REZTENRE. 1986FEREXARLTHAER - D - HEPERRESSHATRANGRESHE . HEXZEHAIETF2006F0FHE
FANZEZ2TERAMYERY, IBXERAREEPPELTAFHNERINEEHIE.
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RARERN—K 28 (Chicago Albumen Works ) . HER10A, EAFHAMEXALEREEREHITHFN QFEBITEIHE
BXRBREENNEHBHTTARE. XENEEIRGFHFINANE RAABLEFETEENEERE. KANEFHEI2007F
EEMBER. EWEFEREREHTEREZRAGRT. BHEHAFEHER A EIBENSEX. B)NBIEEE2008EMLS TR, @
NARFF. XEHERAE X ZEMEANRER. http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/gamble/



Capturing History
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The transitions in Chinese society to which Gamble and his camera bore testimony were not limited to institutional and social
change. He was also able to witness and document pivotal events in China’s history, such as the Thanksgiving celebration of the

victory of WWI in 1918, the May Fourth Movement in 1919, and Sun Yat-sen’s funeral in 1925.

Thanksgiving Day Review, Hall of Supreme

Harmony & Soldiers, Celebration of WWI victory

RET, KH MR XA E ERZEN
(1918%11H28H)

Thanksgiving Day Review,

President Making Speech Telar

RETAAE, ABGHtEHERR
(1918%11828H)




Carved Pillar, Old Summer Place
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Devil Dance at Lama Temple, March 1, 1919,
Dancer in Mask
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Changing China
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Gamble visited China in the midst of its transition to a modern society. By contrasting old and new forms, his photographs rep-
resent the way people of the time adapted to the emergence of modern institutions, such as hospitals, prisons, and schools. These
transitions were also marked by new modes of transportation and infrastructure that changed the Chinese landscape and way of life.

Incense Carrier
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Funeral, Ford, and Man
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Peking Women’s Hospital, Charity Ward
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Peking Higher Normal, Shops Engine and Pattern Making
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Prison Tailor Shop
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Prison, Prisoner at Gate
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Poor Boys Prison, Making Baskets
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Lite Through the Lens
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Through his education in the social sciences, Gamble brings to his photography an informed perspective that extends beyond

the simple documentation of the passage to modernity. His intimate photographs of people in the midst of a transitioning society
demonstrate a sensitivity to individual humanity and the phenomena of everyday life. This broad array of portraits of men and
women engaged in the various activities of public life provide us with a glimpse of social change not as a mere institutional process,
but as the lived experience of a diversity of people.

Road to Temple Beggars Congee Distribution, Smoking Boy and Others
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Boy Miner Dragging Coal from Mine
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Pulling Fish Nets
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Gathering Pods - Moat
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Man Smoking Pipe, Pushing Baby Carriage
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Penetrating the Past: Reexamining
Agency and Intentionality

in Sidney Gamble’s Street
Photography

By Fason Tonio Woerner
(Fason Tonio Woerner is a documentary photographer and PhD
student in Cultural Anthropology at Duke University)

A late middle-aged woman sits behind a basket of eggs on a
crowded Beijing street. Although the sun is shining directly on
her, she remains bundled in winter clothes, a cloth wrapped
around her head. Another woman, younger, better dressed and
out of focus, crouches in front of the woman’s basket, examin-
ing the eggs inside, her back to the camera. A young boy and a
middle-aged man, of indeterminate relationship to the vendor
and her customer, are gathered around watching this trans-
action take place. In this photograph, titled simply, “Buying
Eggs,” Sidney Gamble has produced and preserved a wealth of
ethnographic information about early twentieth-century China
invaluable to scholars today (see fig. 1). Images from this period
in Chinese history are scarce, and Gamble’s photography gives
a rare glimpse into ways of life in a time of great change. Class,
commerce, gender, the transition to modernity - visual rep-
resentations of these issues and many others are attested to in
“Buying Eggs” and the rest of Gamble’s collection. By straddling
the line between documentary photographer and sociologist,
Sidney Gamble’s work makes an especially important contribu-
tion to an otherwise gaping lacuna in the photographic record.

Figure 1: Buying Eggs

This laudatory description of Gamble and his work is accurate,
yet far from complete. His work is rare, both for its photograph-
ic professionalism and for its being sociologically informed. It
does provide an abundance of visual information about a time
period in China for which the visual record is conspicuously
empty. In the near century which has passed since his work

in the 1910s to the 1930s, however, the standard narratives
surrounding both photography and social science and the

assumptions which underlie them have undergone dramatic
change. Early efforts of the surrealists notwithstanding, photog-
raphy at the time was generally accorded the status of objective
recorder of truth, while anthropology, burgeoning in the first
half of the twentieth century, produced totalizing accounts of
its ethnographic subjects that assumed a privileged position

for the ethnographer as an embedded-yet-removed observer of
reality. In the 1960s and 70s, the reflexive turn in the humanities
caused a rethinking of both fields. Accounts of photography
that placed objective value unquestioningly in the hands of the
documentarian were dismantled, just as anthropologists and
social scientists began to contend with the effect of the Western
(colonial) presence and examine the knowledge they produced
as a constructed object independent and separate from that
which formed is subject. Despite these significant shifts in the
academy, the standard narratives that surround Gamble and his
work have gone strikingly unchanged.

In images like, “Buying Eggs,” the viewer is offered access to
information about forms of commerce, the organization of
labor and family life and reflections of class and gender in early
twentieth-century China. Such a reading of Gamble’s photog-
raphy, ethnographically illuminating though it is, falls short

of addressing the potential understandings accessible in these
photographs. These details which make up the raw material

of ethnography—ways of dress, modes of economic exchange,
etc. —fall into a category Roland Barthes would have called
studium, elements of an image consciously noted and deliber-
ately included by the photographer. As those who are familiar
with Barthes already know, however, the studium is insufficient
grounds through which to understand an image. To engage
solely with the ethnographic elements of an image captured by
the photographer’s design is to engage purely with his or her in-
tentionality, and thus inadvertently leave him ensconced in the
seat of objective knowledge. Thus, it is necessary to look past
Gamble’s intentions, past his studium, and reread his images
from a perspective of chance and the encounter.

While Roland Barthes’s now classic Camera Lucida was not
responding directly to the reflexive turn and debates about the
nature of objectivity, his theorization of photography dislodging
the photographer from a position of agency serves as a useful
intervention into Gamble’s documentary work. His concepts

of studium and punctum offer a framework for understanding
images which decenters intentionality and artistic choice, and
instead emphasizes an intimate, personal relationship between
the viewer and the photograph. Rather than engaging explicitly
with questions of “truth” and “reality,” Barthes bypasses the
authority of the photographer entirely, decentering his aims

as secondary to personal, disruptive details caught by chance
through the lens and raised to importance in the eye of the
viewer. The agency which Barthes ascribes to the Spectator—a
photograph’s individual viewer—and the decentering of inten-
tionality in favor of chance makes for a peculiar framework to
apply to Gamble’s photography of China. Indeed, much of the
theory presented in Camera Lucida seems to direct its applica-
tion to intimate, personal photographs rather than the kind of
ethnographic work of public spaces produced by Gamble (Bar-
thes, in fact, seemed to have a unique disdain for any attempts
at candid street photography). Yet it is precisely this incongruity
that makes Gamble’s work in China so compelling to consider
in light of Barthes’s framework. And it is also why Barthes’s
framework, not explicitly a part of the humanities’ reflexive
turn, is such a useful analytical tool to be deployed in its name.



Reexamined a century later, Gamble’s work as an amateur,
ethnographic photographer presents its intended subject, rural
and urban Chinese life in a period of change, in many ways as
a background for what chance put in front of his camera—the
uncontrolled and uncontrollable effect of the photographer,
the ethnographer, the Western. It is through this unintended,
chance manifestation of the foreign, Western presence that I
will apply Barthes to Gamble and Gamble to Barthes, inter-
rogating images of turn-of-the-century China through studi-
um and punctum and interrogating Camera Lucida through
Gamble’s photography. We shall see how chance elements of
Gamble’s photographs (read as punctum) shift attention away
from Gamble’s intended subject towards the encounter between
subject and photographer. Further, we will look closely at Bar-
thes’s discussion of agency and intentionality in candid street
photography and see how Gamble’s work, existing in a liminal
space between the candid and the posed, undermines essential
formulations in Barthes’s critique.

As alluded to above, Barthes’s concept of studium refers to the
understanding of an image as the photographer wanted it to be
understood. To engage with an image on the level of studium is
to exist in a world of the photographer’s intentionality, to dia-
logue with his choices and interact with an image on his terms.
The studium functions through cultural codes, through a shared
semiotic language between an image’s producer and viewer.
Thus, Barthes tells us, the genre of ethnographic photography,
in spite of the exigencies of chance inherent in fieldwork, is rife
with the material of studium; it is studium itself which informs
ethnographic study. Thus, it would seem that studium should
serve as a useful point of entry through which to examine
Gamble’s photography in China. His images of a modernizing
Beijing and contrasting rural hinterlands abound with the kind
of ethnographic details that inform the curious viewer about
life and society in turn-of-the-century China. To accept the
knowledge presented by these images, however, is to remain in
this realm of studium, our understanding circumscribed by a
photographer’ intentionality a century past, and thus also to
repeat a hagiographic narrative that ascribes the privilege of
objective value to photographer and social scientist.

In order to question this narrative and to engage critically
with Gamble, it is necessary to exit the space delineated by his
intentions. For this purpose, Barthes’s punctum offers a means
through which to read Gamble’s work that strips it of the power
with which it was originally accorded. The punctum consists
of details captured within a photograph that intervene upon an
image’s studium to arrest the Spectator’s attention and arouse
emotion or reflection, to “prick” him. By definition puncta

are captured by chance; they are unintentional on the part of
the photographer. “Hence the detail which interests me is not,”
Barthes says, “or at least is not strictly, intentional, and probably
must not be so; it occurs in the field of the photographed thing
like a supplement that is at once inevitable and delightful” It
is in this way that Barthes’s framework becomes subversive, in
its redistribution of power from the hands of the Operator to
those of the subject, chance, and the Spectator. It is also in this
way that the punctum becomes a useful tool for understanding
Gamble’s photography, by allowing us to deploy chance as a
means through which to bypass Gamble and his photographic
agency and thus see past the narrow sense of objectivity his
disciplines were accorded in their time.

For Gamble, the studium of his photographs is in the ethno-

graphic details he set out to capture and record, for what it tells
of the life of the Chinese peasant or laborer or urban dweller in
the time he was working. For his Spectator, for us viewing his
work nearly a century later, their punctum comes in the form
of unintended details, details which often reveal more about
Gamble’s presence, the presence of the West, the presence of
change, than they do about what Gamble himself was seeing. In
one image, titled “Loading Baggage Cot Five” we see a group of
men and boys loading cargo on the back of a pack mule in the
mountains (possibly the supplies of Gamble himself) (see fig.
2). Through Gamble’s intention, its studium, we learn about the
China of his era: we see how people dress, how they traveled,
what the landscape looked like outside the city. The punctum
which advenes upon this ethnographic lesson, however, is the
off-center, shifted, cocky stance of an adolescent boy looking
back at Gamble, a mirrored gaze echoed (perhaps with even
greater intensity) by a younger child, out of focus behind him.
While it is the pack mule, the labor, the ethnographic infor-
mation that is of interest to Gamble, it is the returned glance

of these two boys revealing Gamble’s presence that arrests our
attention and shifts the meaning of the photograph from its
subject to the encounter itself. This punctum, this chance detail
outside the control and intention of the Operator, allows us to
read Gamble’s work in such a way that impedes upon and dis-
rupts the position of the anthropologist, the social scientist, the
photographer. Reread through the returned stare of two young
laborers, the image becomes less about what Gamble is trying to
show us, and more about Gamble himself.

Figure 2: Loading Baggage Cot

Applying Barthes’s framework to Gamble’s photography, or

that of any historical ethnographic images, is illuminating; the
unintentional, chance nature of the punctum only gain saliency
through time. There is danger, however, in using Barthes to
understand Gamble’s work. First, the punctum of a photograph
is deeply individual. Barthes goes to great extent to elaborate on
the personal nature of punctum, posing it as an element which
may not only not be shared by all Spectators, but one which

is best realized entirely by the individual. In other words, the
punctum is as much submitted by the Spectator, calling on a
personal history, as it is an extant element of the image itself.
Those familiar with Camera Lucida need not be reminded of
the part in the text where this is made most clear. When Barthes
turns to a discussion of the Winter Garden Photograph, the
image of his deceased mother which served as the starting and
ending point for Camera Lucida, and, indeed, around which



his entire theoretical framework is built, he refrains at the last
moment from revealing to the reader the image in question,
knowing full well that an image which appears to him as rife
with punctum would read to us as mere studium.

Thus, when we examine an image like “Woman with Cigarette,”
we can identify immediately the studium: we learn something
of the lives of urban Chinese of the period from the way they
dress, from how they smoke, and from their collective walk
(see fig. 3). The returned glance of one pale-faced woman is in
this case studium, not punctum - disturbing though it is, it is
clearly the incongruity of this glance among the other anony-
mous marchers that Gamble intended us to see. Rather, in this
case, its punctum is a deeply personal one: the tension between
the right-reaching gesture of a whisp of white smoke from her
cigarette, mirrored above by left-reaching branches silhouetted
black against the sky. Such a punctum cannot be expected to
disrupt for others as it disrupts for me.

Figure 3: Woman and Cigarette

This pitfall notwithstanding, studium and punctum can be a
particularly useful framework for decentering objectivity and
the photographer’s agency by shifting attention away from
Gamble’s intended subject to chance details which reframe our
understanding of the photographic event to include not only
the Actor, but the photographic encounter itself, particularly in
cases of candid street photography. Furthermore, in some cases
these chance details override the agency of both the Operator
and the Spectator, offering new ways to understand Barthes’s
theorization of studium and punctum.

Candid photography depends on the photographic subject
being unaware of the act of his or her capture. Barthes describes
this situation as one in which the act of collusion normally pres-
ent between subject and photographer, an intentionality made
manifest in the act of the pose, is appropriated entirely into the
hands of the Operator. The photographer deploys this inten-
tionality, referred to by Barthes as a “performance,” through

the “shock;” the surprise of the moment in which a subject is
photographed without his knowledge. Put another way, Barthes
believes that the fundamental essence of photography is to
reveal something hidden about the subject of the photograph.
This essence is at its most fundamental in candid photography,
when the subject’s lack of awareness of the camera’s presence

allows the photographer to capture and reveal something of

the subject so well hidden that he/she may not have even been
aware of it. Yet this same moment (the “shock”) also represents
the total ascendancy of the photographer over the subject, the
subject being completely unable to mediate his image or have
any control over what is revealed about him via colluding with
the photographer through the self-conscious pose. Thus, despite
embodying the fundamental element of the medium, candid
photography is also the mode in which the balance of power be-
tween the photographer and the subject is at its widest disparity.
Bearing in mind that absence of intentionality on the part of the
photographer is a necessary precondition in the formulation

of the punctum, this seizure of control by the photographer,
through the act of “shock;” represents for Barthes the greatest
kind of departure from a mode of photography conducive to the
intimate encounter around which his theory is built. In other
words, what is anathema to Barthes about candid photography
is that it represents the epitome of the photographer’s domi-
nance over the agency of the subject himself; this dominance
renders impossible a genuinely intimate connection between
the viewer and the subject. In candid photography, the photog-
rapher’s intentionality steps in (through the act of the “shock”)
to fill the gap normally occupied by the Actor whose knowledge
of the camera possesses him with an intentionality of his own
(embodied in the pose). Other critics have read this distaste for
the intentional, especially with regards to the photographer, as

a form of antitheatricality, against which the punctum serves as
an ontological guarantee.

It is at this juncture that Gamble’s work offers new insight with
which to consider Barthes’s studium and punctum. While not
all the images Gamble produced of China from 1908 to 1932
qualify as candid (many, in fact, were set up just for his ben-
efit), a great deal of them are devoted to photographing daily
life in public spaces, what we now call “street photography” Of
these, some are candid, many are not, and the majority repre-
sent a liminal space between the candid and the posed. In this
liminal space, in photographs taken of crowded streets and busy
squares whose inhabitants represent varying levels of aware-
ness of the photographer’s presence, Gamble’s images are able
to respond to Barthes’s critique of candid photography. Within
this body of semi-candid work, where Gamble’s labors are their
most classically ethnographic, we can find instances of chance
intervening upon the image to subvert the photographer’s at-
tempted “shock,” his intentionality, his “performance,” appro-
priated from an unsuspecting Actor. Through these encounters
between lens and unintended subject, the element of chance
bypasses both the photographer and the subject, undermining
and sidestepping their theatricality to intercede directly upon
the Spectator himself.

One example of an image inhabiting the liminal space between
candid and posed is a photograph titled simply “Experiment,”
in which Gamble shows us three men attempting to sieve
something over a pan while a crowd of people looks on (see

fig 4). It is unclear from their reactions whether the men in

the center who make up the ostensible subject are aware of the
photographer’s presence or not. What is clear, however, is that
a few members of the crowd have, in fact, seen Gamble and are
returning the gaze back towards the lens, most notably a boy
standing directly behind the “experiment” itself. Through this
series of returned gazes, individuals making up the background
of the image subvert what Barthes would have read as Gamble’s
seizure of the intended subject’s agency; the “shock” through



which Gamble attempts to capture something essential about
the men that make up the image’s subject is itself reappropriat-
ed by an accidental subject whose collective stare reaches past
the photographer directly to the viewer himself, forming an
antitheatrical punctum that regrounds the image outside the
realm of the photographer’s intentions. The subversive gaze of
the background subject which undermines the agentive hege-
mony of the Operator, further serves in the context of Gamble
and his work as a photographer and social scientist, as a form
of resistance to present power dynamics within the space of the
photographic event.

Figure 5: House Entrance

Another image, taken in So Village, depicts the front of a home
built of stone and wood (see fig. 5). A pair of dogs on a dirt path
and some chickens foreground the structure. The image’s title,
“House Entrance,” directs us towards Gamble’s ethnographic
intent: a record of rural, domestic architecture. Closer examina-
tion, however, reveals a man, presumably the home’s inhabitant,
looking directly at the photographer, perched discreetly in
front of a wooden wall, so merged with his surroundings as to
appear secondary to the livestock and the structure itself. The
direct gaze of this subtle figure not only reframes the image

in terms of the ethnographic encounter, as with “Experiment”
and “Loading Baggage Cot Five,” but also undermines Gamble’s
attempt at genre, recasting the photograph from architectural

ethnography to one in which the overlooked subject assumes
the central role. The ethnographic knowledge that comprises
the studium of Gamble’s intent is reclaimed by the punctum of
the photograph’s unintended subject.

“Buying Eggs,” the image through which we first engaged with
Gamble at the start of this essay, also exists in an uncertain,
semi-candid space, though in this case its subversive punctum
takes another form than the returned gaze of an unintend-

ed subject. As discussed in the earlier treatment, the image’s
studium, Gamble’s intended subject, makes itself clear. We see
three people squatting over baskets of eggs on a public street,
while others stand or lean around going about their business.
Through its details we gain ethnographic knowledge about the
nature of commerce and public space. Its punctum, however, is
Gamble’s shadow, caused by the chance position of the sun in
relation to the photographer and subject, reaching subtly into
the bottom half of the frame. Through the gesture of this shad-
ow, the viewer is reminded of the photographer’s presence, and
the taken-for-granted candid nature of the image is called into
question. The expressions on the faces of the merchants take
on a different meaning as they are no longer solely engaged in
the act of commerce, but may be actively ignoring the obtrusive
presence of Gamble and his camera. Thus the image is thrust
uncomfortably into the liminal space between the candid and
the posed, and Gamble’s presumed “shock” is undermined by
the possibility of pose and performance on behalf of his no-lon-
ger unsuspecting subject. In other words, once pricked by the
chance punctum of Gamble’s shadow, we reframe our relation-
ship to the subject of the image to bypass the photographer’s
intentions, connecting around him directly to the subjects
themselves.

On a few rare occasions, Gamble doffs the ethnographic pho-
tographer’s mantle and acknowledges both his own presence
and its effect on the people who make up his subject. Even in
these scarce cases when he shifts his gaze from the fictitious,
candid subject to the photographic encounter, however, the
agency of his subjects evades his control and disrupts his intent,
reframing the image on new grounds. In the curiously titled,
“Natives Watching Photography,” Gamble seemingly attempts
to capture a group of people from Sichuan who had been gazing
with interest at the photographer and his equipment (see fig. 6).
At the moment the shot was taken, however, all of the “watching
natives” averted their gazes to look in the direction of anything
but “photography” Similarly, in “Boy and Film Can,” a young
child grasps a token souvenir from Gamble, clutching the waist
of an adult, whose arm rests reassuringly on his shoulder (see
fig. 7). Gamble has lowered his perspective to the boy’s level,
attempting a close-up shot of the child with his gift. Rather than
examine the film canister or look towards the camera, however,
the boy stares blankly, eyes unfocused, refusing the contrived
interaction Gamble set out to capture. Thus we see not only,

as in the previous images, how the “shock” of the photogra-
pher attempting candid photography is subverted by a chance,
mirrored gaze or an unintended shadow, but also how explicit
engagement with the encounter by the photographer is itself
disrupted by the subject’s own agency. By refusing complicity
with the photographer, the awkward posture and limp stares

of the subjects locate these images in a space outside both the
candid and the posed; the uncontrolled nature of punctum,
manifest in an uncooperative subject thrusts these photographs,
again, into a liminal space, only this time from a realm of the
posed towards the candid, rather than the other way around.



The subject’s behavior may, indeed, be a kind of performance,
responding to the presence of the camera, but as it rejects
both collusion of the pose and the “shock” of the candid, it is a
subversive performance of ultimate antitheatricality, an act of
resistance against the agency, power and presumed objectivity
of the Operator.

Figure 7: Boy and Film Can

It is in this way that Gamble’s photography of early twenti-
eth-century China has the greatest capacity to inform our cur-
rent understanding of the period, through reading the agency of
his ethnographic subject in the blurred boundaries between the
candid and the posed. His images yield an abundance of eth-
nographic knowledge for a period in which the photographic
record is thin. Reread through a more contemporary lens of the
reflexive turn, they also are able to disrupt the position of the
photographer and ethnographer and shift our attention from
their subject to the ethnographic encounter. Yet more than that,
through the unexpected and uncooperative nature of chance,

Gamble’s images have the potential to engage with our very
understanding of agency and the encounter itself. The chance
locking of gaze with an unintended figure over subject, photog-
rapher, and century of time, an uncontrolled shadow, the refusal
to cooperate in pose—these acts of chance and subjective recal-
citrance not only unsettle notions of subjective, photographic
agency, but also serve as minor acts of resistance to the power
and authority of the lens and the West.

i.  Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography.
(New York: Hill and Wang, 2010), 28-30.

ii.  Barthes, 43.
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Recalcitrant Flesh: Stripping Away
The Historical Burden Of Chinese
Women’s Bodies

Ana Huang
(Ana Huang is a PhD student in Cultural Anthropology at
Duke Unwersity)

“In that sense, before the ‘body’ there is the ‘flesh, that zero
degree of social conceptualization ..”
- Hortense Spillers

BODY AND FLESH

Can women’s bodies speak? Can a feminist reading of photo-
graphic archives from the early twentieth-century China offer
an unmediated historical glimpse into the lived experiences of
women? With the exception of voice recordings and skeletons
in graves, photography is perhaps the closest point of contact
we have with the material lives of Chinese women, before mass
literacy enabled the majority of women to write. Sidney Gamble
took hundreds of apparently uncontrived photographs of
women, their bodies imprinted onto the negative with absolute
mechanical precision. Scholars of Chinese history are used to
reading between the lines of Chinese male authors for glimpses
of women’s realities in poems, fictions, political treatises, etc.,
but the photographic archive is able to bypass the interloping
male voice, allowing us direct access to the elusive figure of the
historical Chinese woman. Photography constitutes a material
tracing of women’s bodies, a recording of corporeal speech. It is
perhaps a potent lens for feminist reconstruction of the past.
However, feminist projects that simply formulate counter-histo-
ries as a response to male-centered narratives fall into a familiar
trap. Counter-histories are homologous methods of historical
narrativization, as modern people endowed with the retrospec-
tive position perform reading practices on the site of wom-

en’s bodies in the early twentieth century. The physical body
becomes a body of evidence in support of historical claims.

The photo collection becomes a text upon which experts offer
competing interpretations. The body is still being spoken for.
Womenss subjectivities are still overwhelmingly defined by the
body. The classic, liberal feminist approach to Gamble’s photo
collection might, on first glance, offer reprieve from male-dom-
inated discourses, by emphasizing women’s experiences and
highlighting women in non-stereotypical roles. But such an al-
ternative reading reenacts the imposition of historical meaning
onto women’s bodies.

How then do we conduct a feminist historiography of the
photographic archive that isn’t self-defeating? A different
approach lies in the counter-intuitive refusal to be recognized
and subsumed into the grand narratives of political history. The
feminist race theorist Hortense Spillers makes a distinction be-
tween the body and the flesh, as that zero degree of social con-
ceptualization. This nuanced distinction, when used to theorize
Chinese women, opens up a peculiar way of examining histor-
ical photography. By stripping away the heavy burden of social

meaning that covers the full surface of Chinese women’s bodies,
we will allow the possibility of recalcitrant female flesh to break
through, detangled from the web of historical narratives. Only
then can we hear the incoherent screams and inaudible mur-
murs of female flesh, rising out of the photo print.

FOOT-BINDING AND THE HISTORICAL BURDEN

China’s image of modernization rests on the status of its women
and their transition into qualified modern subjects. In the pop-
ular fashion of postcolonial and semi-colonial nations, women’s
bodies serve as the battlefield whereupon imperialism, capital-
ism, nationalism and socialism measure their accomplishments.
Their liberation was defined by and simultaneously legitimized
national projects, as various markers of progress were chosen

as the sites for liberation. Chinese women’s liberation in much
of the twentieth century has largely been blessings from above,
and mixed ones at that.

Gamble’s photographs captured the terse discourses surround-
ing foot-binding—a repeated trope central to the perception

of China as backward at this time. While the photographer’s
gaze shies away from intense examination of women’s feet

in the public environment, the feet nevertheless demand the
contemporary viewers’ attention, as overlaying narratives about
modernity, missionaries, and feminism come into play. In the
early twentieth century, to the Western world, foot-binding was
a strange and barbaric practice marking patriarchy in China.
To China itself, foot-binding symbolized a practice that must
be eliminated in order for Chinese civilization to gain legitima-
cy on the modern, global stage. Much responsibility rested on
women’s bodies, and little attention was paid to women’s agency
in the anti-footbinding movement.

As Dorothy Ko demonstrated in her revisionist history of
foot-binding, Cinderella’s Sisters, women with bound feet
became framed as cultural embarrassments or femme fatales
during the anti-footbinding movement. Christian missionaries
sought to rectify the disfigurement of God’s creation, and their
insistence on the preservation of the “heavenly foot” exclud-
ed any recognition of women’s power over their own bodies.
Western and Chinese reformers, often male, undertook urgent
measures to rid China of the backward, stubborn female bodies,
enforcing foot-letting across the country, even as many women
resisted the painful reversal process. First the foot was required
to be bound, and then it was required to be unbound.

Figure 1: Chi Hua Men Chapel, Old Women



In Gamble’s collection, the occasional bound feet peek out of
the images, as a site of tremendous contestation and social
coding. Foot-binding, as well as foot-letting, was intended to
turn female flesh into proper women’s bodies; it subjects unruly
flesh to social codes. Narratives on the practice of foot-bind-
ing, whether sympathetic or critical, further bind the body to

a historical framework. Well-intended feminist attempts can

be as complicit in such a process as nation-building projects
that proclaim women’s liberation as a complimentary benefit

of socialism, and women’s freedom as a positive side-effect of
marketization. Women’s bodies remain entangled in the web of
historical narratives, and interpretations of their social presence
in the photograph continue to capture raw flesh for the service
of grand discourses. The contemporary feminist aversion to the
legacy of Chinese foot-binding has unwittingly played into the
notion of historical progress, which comforts us with the belief
that Chinese women are, at the very least, more liberated today
than they were before. What is left then for us to complain
about?

REGULATED BODY, DISRUPTIVE FLESH

Gamble made meticulous captions for his photographs, noting
ethnicity, religion, class, hairstyles — social markers that he was
interested in delineating as a social scientist. But the faithful
mechanical reproduction of the ephemeral moment, preserved
in the photograph, betrays the intentions of the photographer
and reveals many women’ resistance to the camera. Sometimes,
women insert themselves into the visual composition, throw-
ing the gaze back to the camera when it attempts to capture in
stealth. Norms of etiquette had not been established between
Chinese bodies and cameras. Without proprietary codes, wom-
en’s engagement with the camera, the white male cameraperson
and the eventual public beholders of the image demonstrate

an unruly attitude and an unabashed relation. Without speak-
ing, they disrupt the credibility of visual documentation and
challenge the photographer’s claim to realistic indexicality, with
the scoffing look in their eyes, with their cocked eyebrows, with
their pointed fingers.

Figures 2: Pilgrim Women Resting; Chi Hua Men Chapel Old Women

Though Gamble sometimes composed shots and arranged
people in front of his camera, women are not uniform in their
bodily cooperation with the camera, as they look every other
way and refuse to return the gaze when demanded to do so.

The group of old beggar women resting on the pilgrimage to
the Daoist temple on Miao Feng Shan, a mountain outside of
Beijing, hints at a religious life that took some women great
distances in non-domestic spaces, unrestricted by bound feet.
On the other hand, a group of elderly Chinese women attending
a Christian church in Chaoyang Men, Beijing stand in a row
and pose for a group portrait in formal outfits. Their attempt at
a standardized assemblage bears great contrast to the pilgrim
women, who sit haphazardly on the ground, without bourgeois
decorum, showing no deference for the camera.

In the photographs of church women, we bear witness to a
powerful missionary project that not only sought to save souls,
but also injected Foucauldian discipline of the body into Chi-
nese modernity. The YMCA, in which Gamble participated, was
part of the numerous reformist efforts aimed at increasing so-
cial productivity, managing populations, and teaching Chinese
citizens new technologies of the self. The formation of biopolit-
ical institutions such as schools, hospitals, and prisons contrib-
uted to the creation of self-regulating subjects. The female body
is particularly subject to close scrutiny and social regulation, as

Figures 2.1: Chi Hua Men Chapel Old Women

the disciplinary techniques of modernity work in tandem with
other national political projects.

Nevertheless, the attempt at posing by the church-going women
is not a flawless performance, as each woman’s scattered gaze
and awkward body composure indicate that photographic
self-awareness was nascent in their bodies. Their stubborn flesh
was not trained to hold themselves in uniform stillness before

a photographer’s authoritative black box. We can almost hear
Gamble’s exasperated requests for them to hold still: “Look at
the camera, please!” Like the stubborn bound feet that cannot
easily reverse itself, the recalcitrant flesh of the old women leaks
out of their upright poses, if we know how to see. Their bodies
appear, on first glance, to be pliant vessels under imperialist,
religious, and technological demands. But an alternative kind of
historiography allows us to recognize the subtle ruptures of the
flesh beneath.



HISTORIOGRAPHY AND THE SPLIT SECOND

Figure 3: Thanksgiving Day Presidential Review, Manchu Women —
Front; North China Union Women’s College, Union Gateway; Food
Distribution, Old Woman & Cane (Left to Right)

Beijing in the early twentieth century was not fully modern, yet
it exhibited a kind of cosmopolitanism marking contact and
the simultaneous coexistence of various worlds, made visible
through women’s bodily presentations of costume, hair, and
feet. In the Gamble collection, we catch a glimpse of the het-
erogeneous gender presentations practiced during a moment of
social upheaval. Recognition of such inconsistencies constitutes
a positive step towards the kind of feminist historiography that
refuses assimilation by grander narratives. In the photographs,
bound feet appear besides unbound ones. Female university
students with short haircuts in protests coexist with Mongolian
women in the palace, while female laborers and beggars mark
another dimension of social difference. These bodies speak of
various iterations of modernity, nationalism, and colonialism.
They speak of women’s diverse responses to anti-foot-binding,
the mass education movement, ethnic mixing, war, etc. The rich
visual symbols in these photographs, especially on the surface
of feminine bodies, are tempting materials, but we must not
force historical women to speak as one body, or three, or as any
number of historical representations. A different kind of histo-
riography must begin by overlooking the social presentation on
the body, in order to make room for the flesh underneath.

Figure 4: Manchu Woman Front; Manchu Woman Back

Though the photograph retains the loaded signifiers of class,
ethnicity, fashion, education, and so on, it also freezes the body
in that moment, in the split second that is stripped of temporal
progression. The split second has the potential to free women’s
bodies from historical time, as it provides neither foreground
nor background. We cannot know for certain what happens be-
fore or after. Was she frowning at the glare of the sun, or was she
smiling before the unwelcome approach of the eager photogra-
pher? Is she concerned about the news of the protest yesterday,
or excited about the dinner guest tomorrow? Where is she going
in a hurry—a visit to her mother, an illicit affair, or a quick trip

to the market? The potentiality of the next second threatens to
counteract any interpretation of the present moment captured
in a photograph. The bareness of the split second, ironically, re-
lieves flesh of the burden of temporality. It escapes the incessant
demand of historical narrativization.

In Gamble’s haphazard shots of women hurrying past him,
we can detect the arbitrariness of the captured image and its
ultimate inability to serve as textual evidence for any conclusive
readings of gender and social realities. In contrast to film and
its embrace of linear time, the historical photograph is better
positioned to jump out of time, carrying female flesh above
the timeline in a momentary line of flight. The female subject
becomes light, weightless on the black and white film. The
split-second quality of photography makes it a medium that
does, in a sense, allow unprecedented access to female flesh.
Through its negation of temporal duration, the photograph
denies us the habit of historical interpretation.

Women repeatedly create a strategic distance with the photog-
rapher, so that while Gamble succeeds in capturing their image,
the flesh retains its ability to refuse incorporation into historical
narratives. This interaction is highlighted in the photographs

of two courtly women walking arm-in-arm, passing by and
turning away from Gamble, during the Thanksgiving Day
Presidential Review held in the Forbidden Palace. As Gamble
hurries to capture their fascinating costumes on this special oc-
casion, their turned backs make a mockery of his eagerness. The
images contain the photographer’s shadow in the foreground,
dramatizing the relative positioning between the subject and
the object in this interaction. The presence of Gamble’s shadow,
reaching after the two women as they walk away, is reminiscent
of the stereotypical, impolite tourist who takes desperate shots
of the exotic animal at the zoo as it strolls away with boredom
and disdain. In the act of turning away, the female couple forms
a homosocial intimacy that is inaccessible to the voyeuristic
masculine gaze, even while their bodies are adorned by ornate
symbols of ethnic, high-class femininity. Their flesh is not
subsumed by the bodily display of gender, ethnicity, and class.
In the refusal to be reduced to mere social positions, the flesh
offers a potential for deep-rooted agency, something more than
“womens liberation.”

Figure 5: Thanksgiving Day Review, President Making Speech Telar,
Manchu Women — Front; Manchu Women — Back

In the second photograph, another pair of young women enters
on the right, also with their backs turned to the camera, dressed
in a vastly different style indicating their own class, ethnicity,
marriage status, etc. The unintended convergence of both pairs



within the same frame brings the grand narratives suggested
by this photograph to an overwhelming point of excess. The
spectacle of the rich costumes underscores the over-burdening
of women’s bodies. The scene begins to resemble theater, or the
set of a film production. The spatial configuration of the four
women’s bodies, juxtaposed against the shape of Gamble’s own
Western hat, reveals our own insatiable desire to cull social
meaning from the surface of women’s bodies.

A Chinese feminist consideration of the photographic archive,
then, will not so much note the historical changes and tides

of modernity that explain the different presentations of wom-
en’s bodies we see here, but instead collaborate with the two
women’s simple turn away from the inquiring, external gaze. A
refusal of reading, at least of certain modes of historical inter-
pretation, constitutes an affirmation of recalcitrant female flesh,
as it is stripped free of the overwhelming burden of historical
progress. In fact, a feminist historiography that resists reading
practices will actually make more room for illegible flesh to be
included in our backward glances. We might then attend more
closely to the unruly bodies that do not bear the recognizable
markers of social positions.

Figure 6: Woman (“Old Goat”)

In one of the most striking portraits Gamble took, a myste-
rious figure looks resolutely into the camera and commands
direct engagement with the beholder. Yet we are unable to
extract much conclusive meaning from the visual material. The
Western style hat with a ribbon, cocked defiantly to the side;
the angular, proud face; the well-worn Chinese shirt; the blurry
rural background... In the archival preparations for the Gamble
photo collection, one cataloger associated this photograph with
a caption from Gamble that stated “old goat,” while another
chose to put it into the category of “women.” Though archival
work insists on some degree of categorization, it is impossible to
assimilate this figure into a narrative of women, or men, with-

out a level of uncertainty. Here we are encountering recalcitrant
flesh that can no longer be gendered and sexed. We cannot eas-
ily apply queer or transgender identities to the figure, even with
the best intentions. Then there is still the Western hat. The flesh
here, wrapped in a conglomerate of Chinese and Western pieces
of clothing, confounds our retrospective readings, revealing the
inadequacy of any historical narratives. Did Gamble’s wife lend
it to him/her as a prop for the portrait? Did he/she wear it while
tilling the soil under the sun? Gender is not the only thing that
can be thrown into question, as we ponder about this person’s
adventures, without hopes of every receiving an answer. Though
the flesh imprinted in the film is forever silent, it has managed
to make fools of us all, try as we might to absorb the body into
the social field. When the flesh truly commands our attention,
as in this photograph, the setting becomes out of focus and
meaningless—a tree, a house, a horizon, nothing historically
meaningful, nothing that weighs down flesh. In the split-second
flash of the camera, the flesh jumps out of time, stripped bare of
the burden of history.

i Hortense J. Spillers, “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An American Grammar

Book,” Diacritics 17:2 (Summer 1987): 64-81.
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Sidney Gamble travelled and captured a changing China in his
various trips to the country in the early part of the twentieth
century. His images provide an intriguing ingress into post-
Qing Empire China and prove to be a window into everyday life
in China during a time of tumultuous change. My interest is not
only in the images themselves but also in our gaze as spectators.
There are two interventions embedded within this narrative.
The first intervention is Sidney Gamble’s visit and photogra-
phy of China in the twentieth century. The second is ours, as

a twenty-first-century audience. Gamble functions in various
capacities during his many trips to China. As tourist, traveler,
surveyor and member of the YMCA, he dons several roles at
various moments. Three of Gamble’s perspectives are of concern
here: Gamble’s role in the Mass Education Movement, his work
as a surveyor, and his aesthetic intervention through photog-
raphy. Gamble moreover was in China during some of the key
moments approaching modernity. He and his camera were thus
key witnesses of this change.

China was moving into a new era with rapid changes. The Qing
Empire had given way to a Republic, Sun Yat Sen had emerged
as a popular leader, and the mobilization of people towards a
changing regime was in full swing. We can see the movement
of historical time in movements for socio-political change: the
rickshaw pullers strike leading to the May Fourth Movement,
for example. The change from monarchy to republicanism was
thus motivated by a movement and mobilization of people (Fig-
ures 2 and 4) . With changes in regime we can also see changes
in systems, as for example, with the Mass Education Movement
(Figure 5) or the prison system (Figure 8). At the individual
level we see the physiognomy of people in motion captured
through still photography and thereby frozen in time. Gamble
for example, through his fascination in documenting street

life, captures on celluloid rickshaw pullers and farm laborers,
challenging stereotypes about “city life” Movement consequent-
ly defined this period, be it the large institutional and structural
changes sweeping the country or the effects of such changes on
the individual. But how was this change manifesting itself on
the environment?

The census completed in Peking by Gamble, for example, is

the beginning of a modern trend towards the disappearing
“individual” or human figure. People were now commutable to
statistics on paper, and in practice the coming of the machine
threatened to remove the human figure from the city street. Had
modernization meant industrialization devoid of the human

figure? Had the tram, for example, replaced a rickshaw puller in
twentieth-century Beijing? The interaction between the human
and his environment will be of thematic interest in this paper,
as the dynamics between man and his environment change.
Two ideas immediately emerge as important thematic elements
endemic to our discussion of a modern China: movement and
environment. Movement is organically entwined within this
project through the aforementioned interventions; more impor-
tantly, movement begets change. These changes, both struc-
tural and individual, are reflected in the relationship between
the human figure and his environment and therefore become
central to our inquiry. These two ideas will therefore function as
vanguards of this paper.

Figure 1: Winnowing

What, however, do I mean by movement? Gamble’s work is
situated at the junction of a historic and aesthetic understand-
ing of movement. Movement in Gamble’s work also functions
in a dual capacity, as a historical determinant of modernity and
as an aesthetic condition of modern living. Movement is both—
the corporeal body caught on film and the changing China
slowly pushed into “the modern” Modernity for China was a
definite move away from Confucianism and monarchy towards
the appropriation of “scientific thinking” or reason. The 1920s
in China was the time of many movements towards a changing
society, determined on the establishment of class conscious-
ness among the laboring classes transcending regional or local
parochialism. As a result we can see the Rickshaw Pullers, Oil
Press Workers, the Machinists, and the Railroad Workers union
movements coming to be associated with the changing face of
Chinese society. Mobilization of the masses became the priority
of those in power. The privileging of the working class was
historically determined and it would be actualized through a
restructuring of labor and the mobilization of “bodies” for the
cause. Change was the mantra, and mobilization and move-
ment of labor became the vehicles of this change. This period



was also a time of change in public welfare systems. The health,
education, and prison systems were all being restructured and
“modernized” Transportation had been revolutionized by the
coming of trams and trains, and all of this entailed a movement
towards a different era in Chinese history. In other words,
change was redefining China, in a significant way and this
change is best understood in the movement of both individuals
and systems. But how do we develop an aesthetic understanding
of movement?

Among many artists and theorists in twentieth-century Europe
who experimented with concepts of movement, time, and the
human figure is the Czechoslovakian choreographer and dance
theorist Rudolf Laban, who employed these concepts within his
art. For Laban, “Man moves in order to satisfy a need. He aims
by his movement at something valuable to him.” This value can
be both spiritual and intellectual or material. He continues, “[s]
o movement evidently reveals many different things.... Move-
ment may be influenced by the environment of the mover. So,
for instance, the milieu in which action takes place will color
the movements of an actor or an actress” That is, the environ-
ment shapes movement.

This image foregrounds a man winnowing. The movement is
captured not only through his physiognomy and the positioning
of his shadow but also through the leaves frozen against gravity.
We see effort etched in every angle of this picture, an image that
has itself been mechanically captured. The background centers
on another working figure as well. More significantly we clearly
see movement and effort. The effort behind his movements is
aimed at securing an “object of value,” in this case the cost of
living. We can observe how the environment has affected his
movement. His movements are determined by his economic
environment; he is perhaps a farm laborer and it is this environ-
ment that moulds the ways in which his body moves. The oc-
cupation is unequivocally etched in the folds and creases of his
clothing, visible in the image. Like the movement, these folds
are transitory and evoke the fleeting quality of movement. It is
this embedded dynamism that points us towards the mobility
of its central figure, a quality that is enhanced by the following
image.

R

Figure 2: Rickshaws

Figure 2 is of the rickshaw pullers of Beijing. Their work is
movement. Their figures suggest movement and their labor is

defined by movement—the movement of people and goods,

the movement of the rickshaw pullers themselves, and also the
movement of time, rickshaw pullers being one of the labor-

ing classes mobilized for change. They are affected by their
environment, in that their labor and effort are shaped by the
demands of that economic environment. But they are also
effecting change in their environment through participation in
the labor movements. In Figures 1 and 2, the environment is
clearly shaping the effort of the human beings, but as discussed
earlier China was in a state of change. How did the environment
change and what effect did it have on the human figures embed-
ded within it?

Figure 4: Sprinkler wagon

Figures 3 and 4 capture human figures in motion, seated in the
rickshaws, pulling the rickshaws, but most importantly the two
figures in the foreground in both images are spraying water to
calm the dusty summer storms convulsing the city. The men are
part of the cleanliness and hygiene drive that was itself part of a
larger structural change of different systems. However, how do
we read these images as an audience? Laban notes that move-
ment is fuelled by effort and rest is the only transitory state of
being, for it is effort and movement that characterize a human
being. For Laban this effort is experienced by an onlooker as
rhythm. Our gaze is trained not at the effort behind the move-



ment but on the movement itself as thythm. The experience
here is not only of the person involved in the movement but
also of the gaze of another human following the bodily efforts
and exertions of a figure in motion. We can observe the effort
intrinsic in every movement of the central human figures in
both images. The rhythm of movement conveyed through not
only their physiognomy but also through the spray and play

of water. Moving against gravity and simultaneously frozen

in space, the movement of water mirrors and is emblematic;
indeed it is an extension of human movement and effort. More
significantly, while the previous images explicitly showcased the
ways in which the environment affected the human, Figures 3
and 4 exemplify a reversal in this process. The repartee between
the figures and water highlights the ways in which man was
taming and changing his environment.

These two images also underline the connections between the
human figures and the change in systems, especially when
compared to Figure 1. In both sets of images, we see the same
form of human effort. Human economy is tied in with this
effort at reorganization and restructuring. While the figure in
Figure 1 is contributing his labor through the act of winnowing,
he is not directly absorbed into this system of change. The two
figures who are part of the hygiene drive, however, are direct-
ly connected to the structural change. The following images
show even more explicitly how Gamble’s work captures the way
human figures are mobilized in the name of the modernization
movement.

Figure 5: June 3, 1919, YMCA Students Marching

Figures 5 and 6 capture various moments from the Mass
Education Movement during the 1920s. Figures 5 and 6 depict
students engaged in the movement for mass education and
addresses our thoughts on mobilization of people as a char-
acteristic feature of twentieth- century Chinese movements

for change. Gamble was involved with Y.C. James Yen's Mass
Education Movement and actively documented its efforts

for awareness building and mobilization. His photographs of
schools and the YMCA’s mobilization drives are ample evidence
of his interest in these structural changes. These images not only
inform us of the structural changes ongoing in education but
also transform our understanding of movement and mobiliza-
tion in the twentieth century, especially when we consider the
organization and composition of the bodies, the human figures.
In the images from prisons, schools, and hospitals, we can see

bodies being disciplined, governed, or otherwise manipulated
by the systems they are embedded within. The bodies morph
into uniformity and can be easily categorized, not unlike a neat
column of statistics. This fact becomes visually apparent when
we consider the next image.

Figure 7: American Board Girls® School, Middle School Classroom

In Figure 7 we see children being structured and organized in
files and rows. The individuality of the expressions captured in
this image is undercut by the homogeneity imposed through
uniforms and institutionalized behavior. Gamble is a central
figure not only in capturing this moment but in actualizing it
through his surveys. For one of the first steps towards “moder-
nity” is the replacement of the human figure with numbers and
statistics. Once human figures fit into neat columns, the pro-
cess of control and discipline can begin. This thought is more
cogently examined in the images from the prisons. Consider
Figure 8, for example.

The human figures could be workers in a factory. However,

the fact that it is a prison immediately transforms this space
into a place reminiscent of a school. The prisoners here can be
seen weaving cloth: it is a space for inclusion back into society.
This fact should not be mistaken or misconstrued as the prison
system belonging to the mainstream. It is a space for train-



ing and the gaining of skills, similar to a school or university.
However, it vitally differs from the educational system when

we consider different processes of discipline being enacted. The
significant idea to engage with is the process by which bodies
were being changed or transformed by the changes in structures
and institutions. Schools and prisons operate of course in very
different milieus of society, but they are bound together none-
theless by the changes convulsing them at the moment. Beyond
the human figures and the structures in flux, the change that
significantly altered the environment was the beginning of mass
mechanization.

Figure 8: Prison, Weaving Cloth

Figure 9: Frst Street Car

Figure 9, the coming of the first street cars to Beijing, is an
image of and from a new China, a mechanized and “modern”
society. Will the rickshaw pullers be replaced by a machine?
Can this city space transform completely to accommodate this

modern beast, and what would be the effect of such a trans-
formation on the figure of the human? In Figure 9, the tram

is figured centrally. The humans are marginalized and indeed
made impersonal. Unlike the other images we are not drawn

to the human figures but to this symbol of the mechanical.

For Laban, movement can be voluntary or involuntary, that is
without involving a conscious decision. Involuntary movements
for him are especially embedded in modern societies where
human beings have been subsumed by industry. Human beings
become a part of the mechanical industry and their movements
therefore become automatic. Individuals who are a part of the
system perform movements without any conscious thought or
contemplation. For Laban, movement or effort has been sapped
of its vitality: the human actor. In engaging in repetitive motion,
man finds himself becoming just a part of a machine and there-
by growing far removed from his own energy. Mechanization
bleeds the human being out of the landscape. Can we see this
process unraveling in China?

Furthermore, for Laban movement was the cohesive force
behind architecture, painting, and sculpture, to name a few
forms, in the ancient world. Movement was central to our daily
lives and the creative process. The modern condition for him is
at a disjuncture with this notion, as human energy is sapped by
the machines. Rhythm and movement which should have been
integral parts our lives therefore become divorced from our ev-
eryday mechanical lives. Are the people truly detached in these
images, and have the machines taken over this landscape? In
the Chinese context, is the human architecture of the city being
replaced by the industrial and the mechanized? China in reality
was creating its own modernity. Modernity, at least in Laban’s
European context, was replacing human movement with the
mechanical. Machines were frequently employed to signal the
coming of modernity but always at the expense of the human
figure. China, however, is uniquely positioned as it is the human
figure that shaped modernity; the mechanical could never
become a stand-in for the human, as is evidenced in Gamble’s
work. The tram is displacing the human, but the human still
fills and indeed cannot be contained within its borders. The
rickshaw puller is a fundamental part of the landscape, on the
same stage as the car, or the students from the mass education
movement. In the image we can see an implement, the pitch-
fork, but it is the human figure that is employing it gainfully.
The rickshaw pullers are a dynamic part of the environment in
flux. Systems are being restructured by the human hand. The
human, after all was mobilizing a new China!

The human is never completely disassociated from this land-
scape; he finds new ways of inserting himself within this idea of
the modern. Venturing further, Gamble’s work is also an act of
the mechanized—the camera capturing the human. But it is the
perspective, or rather view that remains inherently human. The
perspective here belongs to Gamble, another human remaking
the ways in which the modern Chinese landscape is remem-
bered. The human is therefore integral not only to the context
and content of the image but also the making of the image. It

is therefore befitting that I conclude with an image, wrought

by the human hand but ultimately a mechanical reproduction.
The image taken by Gamble coalesces in a single frame some of
the key concepts of human movement and mobility as captured
by a camera. The image taken from what appears to be a train,
frames another form of transportation, a boat. It perfectly
ensconces the dual conditions of a uniquely Chinese modernity:
the human and the mechanized. The train reminds us of a ma-



chine cutting through the landscape, while the man on the boat
fuelling the boat’s movement with his own effort aligns himself
on the other end of the spectrum. Both are immediately set up
in contrast while also distinctively combining to perform what
I've come to define as the Chinese Modern.

Figure 10: Boat from Train
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Thanksgiving Day Review, Hall of Supreme Harmony and Soldiers,
Celebration of WWI victory

June 3, 1919, YMCA Students Marching
June 3, 1919, YMCA Students Speaking, Students and Police

Thanksgiving Day Review, President Making Speech, Celebration of
WW]I Victory

Paifang Coming Down

Victory Arch

June 28, 1919, Students Group Under Pung

Anti-Opium Inspectors

Opium Burning, Tables and Opium

Devil Dance at Lama Temple, March 1, 1919, Dancer in Mask

Sui An Po — Mud
Princeton Court (Gamble with YMCA Secretaries)

Sun Yat-sen Funeral, Hearse Decorated with Flowers
MEM (Mass Education Movement) Office

Anti-Japan Parade Women Marching

Carved Pillar, Old Summer Place

Ma Fu and Bride

Charlie and Bride

Chi Hua Men Chapel Old Women

Pilgrim Women Resting

Woman Carrier, Funeral

Thanksgiving Day, Presidential Review, Old Lady Sitting on Burner
Thanksgiving Day, Presidential Review, Manchu Women
Thanksgiving Day, Presidential Review, Manchu Women
Two Women

Girl in Cloak

Food Distribution, Old Woman and Cane

Women Outside Methodist Church

Woman and Cigarette

Road to Temple Beggars

Pilgrim Women

Devil Dance, Manchu Women

Boy Miner, Eating

Manchu Woman

Boy Miner Dragging Coal from Mine

Child in Tiger Costume

Congee Distribution, Smoking Boy and Others

Congee Distribution, Two Boys

Manure Collector

Mongolian Pilgrim

Man Smoking Pipe, Pushing Baby Carriage
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Birdcage Man

Two Cane Man

Street Barber Shop

Fire Tower

Pagoda, Planting

Pig Bladders

New Year, Rickshaws and Toys
Buying Eggs

Experiment

Loading Stone

Laborer Eating Under Awning
Pulling Fish Nets

Pig Market

Funeral of Ninth Brother of Hsu Shih Chang, Throwing Paper

Winnowing

Reading

Western-Dressed Boys
Wedding, Roadside Restaurant
Crowd Watching Picture Being Taken
Food Distribution, Signing Book
Man with Kang

Congee Distribution

Head in Cage

Incense Carrier

Old Man and Donkey

Loading Baggage

Camel and Gateway

Railroad Tunnel and Wall

Boat from Train

Canal Boat

First Street Car

Chienmen, Clocks

Rickshas

Wheel Barrow — Gaoliang Stalks
Water Cart

Cart

Mull Litter

Group on Stage

Funeral, Ford and Man
Sprinkler Wagon

Sprinkling the Street

Toilet

Prison, Prisoner at Gate

Old Style Prison Interior
Prison, Weaving Cloth

Men in Poorhouse

Prison Tailor Shop
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American Board Girls’ School, Middle School Classroom
Language School, Tests

Prison, Making Matches

48 Men Pulling Roller

Prison, on Excise Ground

Extension Prison Gate

Prison, Brick Yard

Poor Boys Prison, Making Baskets

Blind School, Model Lecture Hall

North China Union Women'’s College Library

Half Day School, Model Lecture Hall

Language School, Tests

YMCA Student Library

Peking Higher Normal, Shops Engine and Pattern Making
Babies in Foundlings Home

Peking Women’s Hospital, Charity Ward

Peking Women'’s Hospital, Operating Room

Peking Women'’s Hospital, Babies

Yenching Building

Eddy and Yen Families

YMCA Building

Gamble in Chair

Sidney D. Gamble

Boy Scouts House

Sidney Gamble and Mass Education Movement Secretary
Sidney Gamble, Elizabeth Gamble and Esther Moody












