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Pictures of the past are revealing
Before photography became popular, Western traders in these parts bought paintings to send home so their families could see a bit of life in China.
Some of these were by Western artists such as George Chinnery; others - still in Western style - were by Chinese craftsmen, often working in teams whose members specialized in parts of paintings such as buildings or people's heads.

Today, these works are called China export, or trade, paintings and they have become quite collectible.

Typically, they show port scenes - especially Guangzhou and later Hong Kong.

Some portray the merchants themselves posing formally or at work, while others show local street scenes from daily life and personalities.

The Hong Kong Museum of Art in Tsim Sha Tsui has just opened an exhibition of this type of painting. There are 50 works on display, and one particular aim is to examine how the Western approach to art influenced local artists who were painting for foreign customers.

The museum is doing this by displaying local painters' works alongside those of Westerners.

Such paintings followed in the tradition of Chinese porcelain, which had already been produced specifically for export to Europe, using Western-style patterns and features.

The current exhibition is a fascinating look at how the Pearl River Delta, the modern source of much of the world's clothing, toys and gadgets, catered to overseas tastes 150 to 200 years ago.

