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photographers, related to travel, collecting, and studying Asia. It is instructive to see 
them in the context of Freer’s collecting practices and philosophies.
	 For many wealthy Americans, travel to Asia was the late-nineteenth-century 
equivalent of the Grand Tour, and photography studios became a thriving indus-
try, making and marketing extraordinarily high-quality souvenir prints and albums. 
Albums were especially popular among visitors, both authenticating and mediating 
their actual experiences. Like contemporary painters influenced by Orientalism and 
Japonisme, photographers working in Japan for a Western market were typically 
interested in Asian subjects for their romantic or scientific value. Many of the pho-
tographs of Japan from the Henry and Nancy Rosin Collection and the Mrs. Harry 
C. Norcross Collection fall into the former category. The beautifully hand-tinted 
albumen prints, especially images of traditionally dressed young women, capture 
ideal notions of femininity that resurface in countless American paintings of the 
period, including many works in the Freer collection (Figure 4).28

	 Much of the material discussed here relates mostly to Americans looking east 
and creating narratives about Asian lands and peoples that were useful to their own 
spiritual, intellectual, or economic needs. Yet identity formation through East–West 
interchange was not always controlled by Western expectations and markets. Official 

4. 	 Women Enjoying Tea on a Balcony, ca. 1890–1900. Hand-tinted albumen print. Mrs. Henry C. Norcross Collection of 
Early Photography of Japan, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives, Smithsonian Institution,  

Washington, DC, Gift of Jean Leslie Norcross.
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portraiture, for instance, is an area represented in the museum archives in which Asian 
subjects seem to have exerted a fair amount of control over their own image. In 1873 
the photographer Uchida Kuichi produced a portrait of the Meiji emperor in the 
uniform, hairstyle, and pose of a Western military leader or aristocrat. The image em-
bodies the Meiji equation of modernity with Western style, presenting the Emperor 
as part of a cosmopolitan array of colonial rulers.
	 Perhaps the most famous example in the Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sack-
ler Gallery of photography as a form of self-fashioning is a sequence of glass-plate 
negatives of the Chinese empress dowager, Cixi, by photographer Xuling. Taken around 
1903, in the wake of the Boxer Rebellion, the photographs depict Cixi arrayed in all the 
trappings of imperial power. Borrowing and revising the conventions of Qing portrai-
ture, these images were, as Virginia Anderson demonstrates in her essay, part of a larger 
campaign by the empress dowager to enhance her public image at home and abroad. As 
with the portrait by Hubert Vos, the photographs represent a vibrant collaboration be-
tween Cixi and the photographer, who, interestingly, was trained in Western conventions 
of portraiture. The photographs circulated as gifts among the Empress’s own ministers 
and as presentations to foreign dignitaries as part of a personalized campaign in interna-
tional diplomacy, which spawned yet another intriguing East–West interchange. As David 

5. 	 Xuling, The Empress Dowager Cixi with Foreign Envoys’ Wives in Leshoutang, Summer Palace, Beijing, 1903–1905. 
Glass plate negative. Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives, Smithsonian Institution,  

Washington, DC, Purchase.
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Hogge has suggested, one of Cixi’s most willing accomplices in this enterprise was 
Sarah Pike Conger, the wife of an American envoy, whose involvement with the empress 
is recorded in a group photograph (Figure 5). Several years afterward, in 1905, William 
Howard Taft, then serving as secretary of war, embarked on a three-month diplomatic 
tour of Asia, visiting Japan, the Philippines, and China, where Cixi once again forged a 
tie to an American woman. Alice Roosevelt, the flamboyant and lovely daughter of Presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt, was part of the delegation, and her presence insured that the 
trip received significant publicity in America. While in China, Alice was presented with 
a brilliantly tinted photographic portrait of Cixi, delivered to her residence in a eunuch-
borne litter. A collection of photographs from the Taft mission, including the image of 
Cixi, were recently donated to the museum, where they augmented a 2011 exhibition 
exploring the photographic images of the dowager empress.29

	 Craig Calhoun has observed that in the wake of neoliberal policies of global-
ization and the rise of internet-based connectivity, cosmopolitanism is, once again, 
“in fashion.” Indeed, exploring connections across vast distances of time, space, and 
cultural difference can, as Partha Mitter suggests, create dynamic intellectual and 
artistic contact zones in which traditional power relationships and hierarchies are in-
terrogated and, perhaps, creatively subverted. Yet as Mitter and others have cautioned, 
cosmopolitanism is also a privileged position: it carries with it the danger of confus-
ing particular experiences of diversity, mobility, and access with essential truths about 
the world as a whole.30 The talks at the 2009 conference and the essays included here 
attempt to circumvent this kind of totalizing thinking and acknowledge that the 
investigation of East–West interchange is necessarily open-ended and ongoing, with 
continuously shifting parameters and competing visual narratives. Much as Charles 
Lang Freer may have wanted to create a narrative of cosmopolitan beauty that was 
“already complete,” the museum that he founded remains an open book, its resources 
a rich mine of material for subsequent chapters of East–West interchange.
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