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CAPTURING TIBET
COLONIALISM AND THE CAMERA

DURING THE MISSION TO LHASA

In December 1903, more than 1,000 British and Sikh soldiers and nearly 7,000
Indian labourers left the hill stations of Darjeeling, Gangtok and Kalimpong.
Thelr aim was to reach Tibet.

The camera and the gun went hand in hand as the British marched into Tibet. The blurred piece of metal captured
in this view of the entrance to Lhasa 1s likely the barrel of a British gun.

The Mission to Tibet led by Colonel Francis Younghusband was in truth a
military invasion. As the Mission moved slowly from Dromo to Lhasa British
officers hunted wild animals, looted monasteries and estates, and they Kkilled
many Tibetan soldiers who tried to stop their progress. Several men also
captured images of Tibet with their cameras.

General Macdonald and troops marching through Lhasa.

This exhibition features photographs - from the collection of National Museums
Liverpool - taken by British officers in Tibet during 1903 and 1904. These
photographs help us to understand the Mission to Tibet in a number of different
ways.

We can:

- Trace the route of the Mission from the Teesta River in Sikkim to Lhasa.

- See how the British portrayed Tibet to the outside world.

- View these images as British propaganda and intelligence gathering.

- Identify Tibetan, Chinese and Himalayan officials photographed by the British.
- Understand how Tibetans reacted to the arrival of the British.

- Think about these photographs as a historic record of people and places.

The exhibition uses two albums of photographs taken during the Mission

to Tibet. The first aloum features photographs by the Mission's official
photographer, John Claude White. The second 1s an album of photographs some
taken by army medic, Gerald Irvine Davys. We have recreated both albums as
flipbooks for the exhibition.
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The British camp at Kangma

This exhibition has been produced in collaboration with The University of
Manchester and National Museums Liverpool.
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This map shows the route taken by the |

British during the Mission to Tibet. It was

British account of the

originally published in 1905 in Perceval Landon's Lhasa, a .
Mission to Tibet.
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The British in Tibet
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When British troops crossed the border between British controlled India and
Tibet the Tibetans repeatedly asking them to leave. The British wanted to
negotiate a new trade deal, but the Tibetans refused. As a result British troops
marched further and further into Tibet. In 1903 they went no further than
Khamba Dzong, but in 1904 the British returned determined to get what they
wanted. By August 1904 they had reached Lhasa.
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British troops and supplies crossing the Tang La to Tuna in March 1904.
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This panoramic photograph of the British camp at Phari Dzong shows the vast numbers of people and animals
involved in the Mission.

The Tibetan, Chinese and British sources that record the Mission to Tibet all
record different versions of events. Despite this we know a number of things:

- The British made camp at Khamba Dzong, Phari Dzong, Tuna, Karo La,
Gyantse, Nagartse, and Pethi Dzong.

- The British killed and wounded many hundreds of Tibetan soldiers at Chumi
Shonko near Tuna in March 1904 (known as Guru in English) and many more
died in battle in and around Gyantse between May and July.

- Monasteries and estates were looted and sometimes destroyed as the British
tried to take control of important towns and locations. Examples include,
Nenying Monastery (looted and destroyed), Tsechen Monastery (looted and
destroyed), Gyantse Dzong and Monastery (looted and partially destroyed),
Phala Estate (looted and destroyed), Changlo Estate (looted).

- The Tibetans finally agreed to a new treaty with Britain when the troops
reached Lhasa. It was signed in the Potala by Ganden Tripa and Colonel
Younghusband on 7th September 1904. It was quickly overturned by the British
Government; they said Younghusband had made too many demands.

The photographs shown here — like other sources — can only give a partial
picture of what happened when the British invaded Tibet.
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The British camped at Tuna for several months during winter, as the weather improved the troops began their
march to Lhasa.
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The albums include images of the Tibetan, Bhutanese, Nepalese and Chinese
officials who negotiated with or for the British. In most cases this was the

first time these important figures in 20th century Tibetan history had been

photographed. The men stare out from the photograph albums and look straight
Into the camera’s lens suggesting that they have been asked to pose.
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The four Shapés (Cabinet Ministers) were regularly photographed by British officers. Here, Sechung Shapé and

Tsarong Shapé are photographed leaving Lhalu House in Lhasa following discussions with Colonel Younghusband,
the leader of the British troops. The British took possession of Lhalu House using it as their base while in Lhasa.
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The Ganden Tripa, Lobsang Gyeltsen
had the difficult task of agreeing

and sighing the new Anglo-Tibetan
treaty with Colonel Younghusband.
He was photographed by John
Claude White during the final
negotiations at Lhalu House.

The British were very anxious to take photographs of these men. Before the
British invaded Tibet in 1904 they had only a vague 1idea who held political and
religious power in the country. Once there, they gathered as much information
as they could - including photographs - on Tibet's most influential men. They
wanted to know who they could trust and who to treat with suspicion.
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The Tongsa Penlop — Ugyen Wangchuk —supported the
British rather than the Tibetans during the negotiations
at Gyantse. These informal photographs show the
Tongsa Penlop arriving with his entourage in Dromo.
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Intelligence Gathering
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The photographs taken by John Claude White trace the route of the British troops
as they slowly moved from Sikkim to Lhasa. His subjects — bridges, mountain
passes, and buildings — were chosen for a reason. He was gathering intelligence.
His images of Tibet's infrastructure gave future colonial officers a step by step
guide on how to reach Lhasa from India.
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The British seized Chaksam Ferry and the boatmen as they marched to Lhasa. The British took many photographs.
Without the ferry the Tsangpo formed a natural barrier that could not be crossed without building bridges.
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White also recorded the easiest way to enter buildings. At Nechung Monastery in Lhasa he photographed steps and
staircases, doorways and even the guard dogs that could block the route.

White's photographs are spectacular images, but they also reveal what an army
had to do if it wanted to invade Tibet. They show the bridges that were crossed,
the rivers that were forged, and the mountain passes climbed. His views of
valleys and mountain ranges stretching far into the distance also document the
routes the Mission did not take. These photographs recorded potential starting
points for future imperial missions and explorations.
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John Claude White photographed
Chomolungma while camped at
Khamba Dzong. As the highest
mountain in the world the

British were desperate to climb
Chomolungma in order to show
their power and reach to the rest of
the world.
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There entered the peaceful valley all the horrors of war — dead and maimed men
in the streets and houses, burning villages, death and destruction of all kinds.
Henry Newman in, The Unveiling of Lhasa, 1905
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This is one of the most iconic images taken during the Mission to Tibet. It reminds us that the act of pointing a
camera can be just as violent as the act of pointing a gun. This is easy to forget in the age of the ‘selfie’.
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The photographs taken in Gyantse only offer a glimpse of the devastation caused
by the British. They show monks in the monastery running for their lives, fearing
that the camera pointed at them i1s a gun. They also show walls being built to

stop British progress, and a Tibetan commander waving a white flag to declare a
truce. In some cases, these were the first and last photographs taken of important
landmarks before they were destroyed during the British attack.
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This photograph of Gyantse Dzong was taken in April 1904. It shows the dzong before it was blown up by the

British on 5th July. Between May and July Tibetan and British troops fought a bloody battle. As the British moved

closer to capturing the dzong, they looted and destroyed Nenying Monastery, Tsechen Monastery and the Phala
estate.
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These photographs also help us locate the British camps in Gyantse: first in the
grounds of the Changlo estate, then later at Karo La, and below the monastery
at Drongtse. They also record the many sightseeing trips the British took before
fighting began, including to the Palkor Chode.
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Tibetan villagers and soldiers built walls across the valleys to block British progress in Tibet. This photograph likely

shows a wall built at Nenying near Gyantse. Nenying Monastery and its surrounding village was looted and almost
destroyed by the British on 26th June.
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Negotiations
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This was a slow invasion. The Tibetans used delaying tactics to stop the British
from moving closer to Lhasa. In some cases the British waited months for
Tibetan officials to arrive for negotiations. These long waits gave the British

the opportunity to collect plants, Kill wild animals for sport or for museum
collections, and they explored mountain ranges and valleys. It also offered British
men the chance to photograph Tibet.
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After the fighting at Gyantse the British troops moved closer and closer to Lhasa. This photograph taken on 19th

July shows Tibetan officials including, Yuthok Shapé and the Ta Lama in Colonel Younghusband's tent at Nagartse.
Thelr aim was to stop the British marching on Lhasa.
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One of the many views taken of Khamba Dzong by John Claude White.

Some of the most well known Mission photographs were taken in 1903 by John
Claude White while he waited for Tibetan officials to arrive at Khamba Dzong.
From there he travelled to Tatsang Nunnery and photographed the nuns wearing
woollen wigs, and he also captured rare panoramic images of the Tibetan
landscape.

et L iy ) 4 * % ¢ - » B € » R -1 - . il < . s - i - - " . = £ .- b . - & -] e ¥ - -
. X » g A . = ., 4 5 ! 4 -y o . R - - 5 i NG ] o, X y < ; T e - . . v apie b Ty Sty = il o el I
. o 4 =T, 1 PR i v g A . 5 g ® L i L LT 3 | 5 el S el -t § e T o oLt e .~ - e - . = e - N5 . s o A 1 - Fag ST T A - b B 40 =
e -0 > R . = i iy ¥ il - - - - ey = of 18 e, ¥ V%P s g o= . r - F o G 3 s i BEL y X WS T e - Nl e e T ek
Z |l ] v -l - & - - i e Ve, d i o W et N - z ¥ - = 3 _ d - » T Tt me R B A . 3 - ¥ e e = e AT - -
p S A g ey S e : : B Gt S ; _ o o L g R AR 2 1 e O S SO o Rt 2
o o e e Ay ’ S 53 Mo - '5-\_ % ” W

ﬁﬁq“’ q 7‘.‘§§ ‘H%ﬁm Bmﬁa Plaﬁa\""’ qu%q (National Geographic) a“”"aﬁmaqﬁnﬁﬁ:q@a\'ﬁaﬁax
YR AFN TN AR| FEn AR FRE R :N’ﬁ'qx'a'ﬁ'qs'@q'é’rﬁ'&ﬁz'é:@ﬁ] JIRwany [ERFERE
ﬁﬁiz‘ﬂ’ﬂ“’@?@”aaﬁa:] ﬁq“"ﬁxaﬁ’ém'aﬁ'q'&:q'a“]'ﬁ'ﬁﬁ'qa'a'a"’*’a'a’34:'?54“"‘“'345:@:'%"?’@""'a“]mﬁ""
)

John Claude White recalled his visit to the nunnery in an article for the National Geographic

magazine. He described the nuns as, "the dirtiest lot of women I have ever seen”. His comments
reflect the racism shown towards Asian people by colonial officers during the British Empire’'s rule.
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Lhasa
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SENO G Naifai (Perceval Landon) @N‘ N A geoy

We emerged fromthedark enclosures ofthe Cathedral [Jokhang]into theblazing
sunlight to find half the population of Lhasa waiting for us tn a dense, growling
crowd... The first stone came with a crash against the Do-ring [pillar] itself,
missing Mr. White’'s head by a few inches. It was the signal for a score of others.

Lhasa by Perceval Landon, 1905
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| "View in Lhassa. Looking towards

the Jo Khang.” Photograph by John
Claude White.
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The British did not receive a warm welcome in Lhasa. Stories of massacres and
destruction from Chumi Shonko and Gyantse were already circulating in the
streets before they arrived. As a result the British were greeted with suspicion and

unease when they marched into the city. Some of the photographs show how
Tibetans reacted to theilr unwelcome guests.
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British troops led by General Macdonald entering Lhasa, August 1904.
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When the British reached Lhasa they visited the city's bazaars, monasteries

and temples, but the Tibetans resisted their presence with acts of protest. They
gathered outside temples in case the British tried to loot sacred statues. They
pelted the British with stones to show them they were not welcome and a monk
from Sera Monastery was brave enough to enter the British camp and attack a
British officer with a sword. The British hung him for his crime. Only a small
number of photographs capture this tension. These rare photographs show
Tibetans boldly staring at the camera and its British owner. The captions in the
photograph albums do not describe the Tibetans who stand in the way of the
British.
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T John Claude White captioned this
e "f—? photograph, “View from terrace of
" Drepung Monastery.” He did not
mention the Tibetans who were
watching him very closely.
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The Lhasa Album
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John Claude White's Lhasa Album was not just a piece of British intelligence; it
was originally made as a gift. During the tense negotiations White photographed

the Tibetan, Bhutanese and Chinese officials he met. These men asked White to
send them copies of the photographs on his return to India.
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These large leather bound photograph albums with gold lettering were prestigious gifts. They were also very
expensive to produce.
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White made albums for the 9th Panchen Lama Thupten Chokyi Nyima, Badula (shown here with the Head Monk
under the Panchen Lama), the Ganden Tripa Lobsang Gyaltshen, one each for the four Shapés and a copy for the

Bhutanese representative the Tongsa Penlop Ugyen Wangchuk. He also created an album for the Chinese Amban
Yu Tai.

This might explain why the Lhasa Alboum does not contain images of death and
destruction. Many other British officers photographed dead or injured Tibetans
and the looting of important places. John Claude White did not, or could not.
His camera equipment was heavy and it took time to set up. It was therefore
1mpossible to take ‘action’ shots. White also wanted to impress the men he had
met in Tibet by giving them lavish photograph alboums. Reminding them of

the devastation he had helped cause was certainly not the best way to promote
oneselt.
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The Shapés were photographed at

= = Lhalu House during the final treaty
‘ negotiations.
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Photographic Memories
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The photographs in the Lhasa Album record places and things that are no longer
there or have changed beyond all recognition. Some were ruined by the British
in 1904, while others were destroyed during China's '‘Cultural Revolution' in the
1960s and 1970s. More recently, Lhasa has lost many landmarks and sacred sites
to Chinese redevelopment projects.
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The medical college on Chakpori was destroyed by People’'s Liberation Army soldiers in March 1959.
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The Yuthok Bridge with its turquoise roof tiles once stood on the eastern edge of Lhasa. Today, it 1s a boutique in a
busy shopping area of the city.

These photographs now act as memory banks for the Tibetan people. They
keep safe a record of Tibet before its occupation in the 1950s by China's People’s
Liberation Army. The photographs in the Lhasa Albums are bittersweet. They
allow us to step back in time - more than 100 years ago - and see what life was
like then. Yet, they also mark the moment when Tibet was invaded by the British
and when China's interests in Tibet were reawakened.
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This photograph of Lhasa taken in August 1904 shows the many parks that surround the city.
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The Animal Corps
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Yatung is reached by one of the worst sections of road on the march, one comes
across a dead transport mule at almost every zigzag of the descent.

The Unvelling of Lhasa, by Edmund Candler, 1905

z!

- -
"
-5
- C
o
- v *
al
e,
Yo

pEaRaqeay AN AR Y FARERAFANRAYR G AR V| AX A Ky AT wpAw Qg

“Mules just picketed on arrival in camp below Karo la.”" Panoramic photograph by John Claude White.
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There were many silent victims of the British Mission to Tibet. Members of the
army's ‘Animal Corps’ died in their thousands from disease, hunger, cold, and
poor equipment. However, the dead were not humans, but yaks, bullocks, mules,
and ponies.
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The ekka, or pony cart was adapted to fit the yak, so it could carry more supplies. In his book, The Unveiling of

Lhasa, Edmund Candler was certain that, "It was due to the light ekka and that providentially ascetic beast, the yak,
that we were able to reach Lhasa.”
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More than 5,000 yaks marched from Nepal to Sikkim and then to Tibet. Not one
survived. Large groups died each day from anthrax, foot and mouth disease, and
the heat. Half of the mules and ponies tasked with carrying the army’'s food and
supplies died from starvation or exhaustion. Without these animal recruits the
Mission could not have reached Lhasa.
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“View of Potala from North.” Panoramic photograph by John Claude White.



