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Introduction

Introduction:
Lessons from Examining Seventeen Textile Artifacts

May Bo CHING

The kind of history presented in most textbooks tends to follow a certain expository
pattern: Such and such event happened on a certain date, and such and such were the
causes, the course of events, the results, and the implications, etc. Such rigidity often makes
many students lose interest.

To make textbooks less tedious, pictures and figures are inserted, along with captions
which nonetheless tend to be written in an unquestioning tone. For example, certain
pictures of equivocal origin could be included and captioned as the Song dynasty’s
Emperor Bing or the Ming dynasty’s Hongwu Emperor. As students attend the class,
they might find such historical tales dull, so they start to doodle on the figures, adding a
moustache here and a beard there. As such, another “history” class draws to a close.

Not wishing to bore students to death, we historians in recent times have tried taking
them to museums to offer them a more visceral experience of history. The exhibits in
museums often come with descriptions which help enrich our knowledge. Lately it has
also become fashionable for museums to offer “immersive” activities, which allow visitors to
step into the shoes of historical figures. One might find himself adorned with traditional
Chinese clothing while posing in front of a virtual background of a palace. In this case,
guys were transformed into barons and girls into princesses—1It feels real, therefore it must
be real. It gives one a sense of authenticity to be convinced that this must be the historical
fact,

This notion of “fact,” however, is often problematic. Taking curriculum requirements
and students level of comprehension into consideration, textbooks tend to be simplified as
black-and-white statements, but we historians are obliged and well-equipped to question
everything that has been claimed as the “fact,” in order to better discern truths from
myths, lest we become entrapped in our own illusions.

The National Maritime Museum (hereafter NMM) in Greenwich, UK, has amongst
its collections seventeen Qing- to Republican- era flags and textile objects, which inspire
us historians to rethink the many truths and myths pertaining to modern Chinese history.
The collection, which comprises mainly Qing-era flags (see the table compiled by Zhou
Yao), mostly dates back to the wars and armed conflicts that broke out in China from the

mid-nineteenth to early twentieth century, the tales of which have since become rather
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Clowes, The Royal Navy: a history from the earliest times to the death of Queen Victoria,
Sampson Low (Marston and Company, 1903), Vol. 7 Z&[@& 3 f#d#& & RHEEH K -

(“Naval Database”, http://www.pbenyon.plus.com/18-1900/H/02313.html) ~ http://
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AAA0518 #1842 =/ MEBLALBEERE 1535 x 1195mm 4 ~ 18 > F# FEBEREEZFEEEEHBY - BAIFE (Robert Oliver, 1783-1848 >
Imperial Chinese o —ARBERREME - EIESEHE &K [Superintendent of Indian Navy, 1837-1848]) FiHg - B
junk flag DI AR B MR B A RAE - FFEAE 1800 FIENMARBIEZGE » 1837 FF 1848 4F 8 A » &
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ERBENNE £LAFW
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junk flag
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AAAO559 1857

Imperial Chinese flag

RO > BEKEBNHAR
B mEERDMAE LH6
ERERT BEAREER
HREAREEFENE - WEELL
ramE=E -

HEEEEENAREREEEEREQR - 8 - 8 - BE® -
KT EF (Robert John Le Mesurier McClure, 1807-1873) ° 1824 4F »

IENIMAKB 25VEE - 1856 F » WADARELZBETF |

U ERRIRTRLSE (Esk) RUIEE'E » WA 1857 FHUKERE] - 1857

F 1R REBMERKEN  2NBFANEEREZEI> E |

P MEAEREREE 12 A 29 0 @ HEBMBEEFRNHKE
WO W€ LIS - EEIEBRE L w BB EBRERREM

RERH -

AAA0552 1862
Taiping Flag

R - ARCBHNP A EBH#
MR WEB DAL GRS K
W LABESFENE - ERT
RE—AERF "R, 5 A8
RAFEREMz— "&HE, BRE
BRHOIE R (FEER T R ILER
REREXER FRAFE
) ° TR, FHHAREEXR
ENHHRMTR  BCNRE - BE
eEEm RETSAR -

1574.8 x BootmA
1727.2mm F#E~ LB
1524 x 18
1701.8mm

3098.8 x MmN B F
3225.8mm #E

SR ARRIM R R 2SS EMMEM L 5% (Hardy) 1% 1862 £F
5 A 10 B2 8K  JRERBER AR REFHKIESERE -
BEMENERLS  SHEBREEREREEDRER - #fTEE
4% (Walter Stewart, 1841-1896) HY7& A o Hf[BIE5451F 1861 4E 12 A
10 BEAREEFRR ; 1869 F 5 A 13 B RARPR - BN
B SR REAN AT S FE I R B R AGE o

S S

g T
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BENRE -

EERERR R L 21
AAAO5S61

Imperial Chinese

naval ensign

32 B Bl % 13 5 19 W B8 X oh 3] 5 i 6F 72

FK

1866~
1888

B REZE

=/ UEe#ARE AN
ENABERUSEHERETFL
M FLI—EREMTE -

A HERIRE

889 x 939.8mm &4 - 18 - MEEE

bk

e o] o] 5 1 T 1 7 B G o o

SRR « AT E 4
EEEHAEENAREEEEERMMNE  <RE8 - BR% - &
#N7% (Leonard Andrew Boyd Donaldson, 1875-1956) - 1889 4 » {thIF
NIMAKEEZIEE » 1909 F 12 A 31 BB AFEFR © 1910
FI3IA1RHE 1912448 10 B @ tEEEFHEREEF B9

(Monmouth) B FARE o FELEHEFER R ERRES - EEEN
FHERENEARRREGNERE - BREENAERZEBRNERAR
R

Bl %

AAAD459
Naval ensign,

Imperial China

1898-
1911

R » LIS RERNFERL
Rp o B EBRERERBIMAR
AMEEER  BEREBFT
RREUMETHIRINY) - BERI T BT
ANTHABGRMEE  ER
B MR BHEMIM -

1143 x 1778mm  EE B F
oM F

EHEEBHEREZZEE KK - RARE T (Hugh Watson, 1872-
1954 ) HEEARSMELBESPT o JAARAE 1885 FIF NINA KRB EFRKEE o
1902458 6 B i EmASEEERRREG (Sutle)) F—HH
R AAERIRAEST Z=RBRE - AR EMEBRNIBIEA - B
B AR G151\ B ERENKBEISE T ZRE - B
45 - PHEE ( Edward Hobart Seymour, 1840-1929) -+ EAN{AEEGLIE M
HERRIRGE -

SRR 2 RS IRIEEYEE (Royal United Service Museum ) FIT
f8ic " BB 4 (Chinese Banner ) SRR ~#RZIE B &% - IEE T 1E
1900 £F 6 A#E18/\BIMEN KBS FEKELBEIEN, &
HEE LB EE - R - PO -

AAAQ527
Chinese False

Colours Flag

#9 1926

R @ HEBEBRLIMSRER -
BEBEROBBERMN "BEE—A
iRz, SF& - BENFTRE
BOUBRMBRTIBREHN
MEEENMELEAE -

INGE T 177.8 xR MR IR
241.3mm P

KIE

939.8 x

1003.3mm

B

1193.8 x

1066.8mm

EEMBR 1926 FLFETRENEDR (Nessus) B A H- F
B (). A H. Hunter) SRBIE O 4 — 8 TS 2N BE LAVSHY - &
AR ISR RIRI - BENSAN S B BHEN - UEHE
BRI - BT HIEABRER AT ER
R
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