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The RGS
The Society was founded in 1830 and served as a kind of information exchange for explorers, soldiers, administrators and naturalists.  It provided intelligence and advice for a range of government departments.  Its map room was a frequent source of information for the military.    During the presidency of Sir Roderick Murchison for much of the mid-nineteenth century, the RGS developed into one of the popular and fashionable scientific societies in London.  

For the public, the RGS was closely associated with exploration and travel.  The Society published a guide on how to conduct expeditions, called Hints to Travellers.  It loaned surveying and photographic equipment to explorers and sometimes trained them in its use.  It sponsored expeditions and the geographical knowledge brought back by explorers enabled territories to be evaluated, frontiers to be drawn up, wars to be fought and peoples to be conquered.

The reports of missionaries and explorers and their collections were the only form in which many ‘unknown’ places were available to the British public.  Photography was one of the new ways that places could be imagined by the Victorians. 
Photographs of China
From the 19th century, China was visited frequently by Britons, some even settled and many recorded their impressions in photographs, sketches and journals.  These materials provide a valuable record of China and also Victorian attitudes towards this country and its people.
Missionaries

An important European export to China was Christianity and early contact with China was made by missionaries.  Determined missionaries in the 19th century often adopted local Chinese dress in an attempt to appease, and hopefully convert locals to Christianity. The Chinese were generally suspicious of them and this was a contributing factor that led to the Boxer Rebellion (1899 - 1901).
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Travellers
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Isabella Bird Bishop 1890-1904

Mrs Bishop’s boat crew, 1895
Photographer: Elliot & Fry 

Photographer: Isabella Bird Bishop
The lone female adventurer, writer and Society fellow Isabella Bird Bishop was famous in the late Victorian period for her romantic accounts of ‘far off places’. Her book published in 1899 entitled The Yangtze Valley and Beyond charts her 8000 mile journey in 1897. Many of the Society’s collections of photographs are by Bishop.  Her attitudes towards the Chinese, although condescending, were generous in comparison to many of her male contemporaries:
“…it is essential for us to see quite clearly that our Western ideas find themselves confronted, not with barbarism or with debased theories and morals, but with an elaborate and antique civilisation which yet is not decayed, and which though imperfect, has many claims to our respect and even admiration.”

Photography allowed 19th century European travellers to record their travels in a way that was until then unimaginable. The early photographers faced technical and physical limitations; cameras were bulky with long exposure times. It was also an expensive process and something only the wealthy could afford. However, this medium flourished; cameras and fragile glass plate negatives survived long distances and revealed new worlds.
Traders and Officials:

There was a heavy presence of British Officials until the 1940s; Clarmont Percival Skrine and Captain Gerard Stafford Staveley Gordon, both Society Fellows were present in the 1930s. Skrine served from 1922-1924 as British Consul-General in Kashgar (Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region) and wrote the book, Chinese Central Asia in 1926 and Captain Gordon

took photographs, whilst surveying and constructing oil installations for the Shanghai based Asiatic Petroleum Company. 
Others included RGS Fellows Captain W H Jeffrey and businessman Archibald Little, the first European to have navigated the Yangtze by steamship in 1898.



