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John Thomson was born on 14 June 1837 in Edinburgh, Scotland to William Thomson, a 
successful tobacco spinner and retail trader, and Isabella Newlands.(1)  He was the 
eighth of nine children, although only he and his two brothers, William (b. 1835) and 
Thomas (b. 1844), survived to adulthood.(2)  John's early years were spent in the family 
home, first in Portland Place and by 1841 in a larger flat on Brighton Street in the Old 
Town of Edinburgh.  After some degree of primary education in Edinburgh (most likely 
at the Bathgate academy),(3) Thomson was apprenticed to an optician and scientific 
instrument maker (probably James Mackay Bryson(4)) in 1851.  Thomson finished his 
apprenticeship in 1857 or 1858 after having attended two years of evening classes at the 
Watt Institution and School of Arts (formerly the Edinburgh School of Arts) from 1856 
to 1858.  He attained the "Attestation of Proficiency" in Natural Philosophy in 1857 and 
in Junior Mathematics and Chemistry in 1858.(5)   

On 29 April 1862, Thomson set out for Singapore where his older brother William was a 
watchmaker and photographer.(6)  Arriving no later than 12 June, he and William 
began jointly operating a business making chronometers and optical and nautical 
instruments.(7)  With his studio in Singapore as his base of operations (excluding a 
period when Penang, an island some 360 miles from Singapore, served as his base), 
Thomson embarked on extensive travels throughout the mainland territories of Malaya 
and Sumatra, as well as a brief visit to Malacca.(8)  It was during this period that 
Thomson began to explore rural villages and city streets, taking a keen interest in 
recording people in their daily activities.(9)  From October to November of 1864, he 
traveled to Ceylon and India, photographing the destruction wrought by a recent 
cyclone.(10) 

In the following year, Thomson decided to sell his studio and move to Siam.  Traveling 
aboard the steamer Chow Phya, he arrived in Bangkok on 28 September 1865, where he 
lived for six months, photographing the King of Siam and a ceremony with the King's 
eldest son.  From Siam, Thomson departed on a dangerous trip overland on 27 January 
1866 to Laos and Cambodia with student interpreter H. G. Kennedy of the British 



Embassy at Bangkok, during which time Kennedy saved Thomson's life when the latter 
contracted jungle fever.(11)  After photographing the King of Cambodia and visiting 
Saigon, Thomson returned to Siam; he left for England (with a brief visit to Singapore) 
in May or June.(12) 

While in Edinburgh, Thomson joined the Royal Ethnological Society of London (1866), 
was elected to the Royal Geographical Society (1866), gave lectures before the British 
Association, published his first book, The Antiquities of Cambodia, in early 1867, and met 
his future wife, Isabel Petrie, a devout Methodist. 

In July 1867, Thomson again returned to Singapore, then traveled to Saigon (where he 
stayed for three months), and finally settled in Hong Kong in 1868,(13); here he began 
his project of photographing the people of China.  After a series of ventures with 
various magazines, Thomson set up his own makeshift studio in the Commercial Bank 
building in Hong Kong.  Soon after, Isabel Petrie arrived, and on 19 November 1868, the 
two were married.(14)  In the following year, Thomson made an important 
photography trip to Canton with his wife, had his first child (William Petrie),(15) 
published some of his photographs, and assumed responsibility for the debts of his 
brother William. 

On 23 June 1870 Isabel Thomson, pregnant with her second son, left for England, 
picking up Thomson's brother William from Singapore en route.(16) 

In the course of that same year, Thomson traveled up the North Pearl River, published 
an illustrated book, and put his studio up for sale in preparation for extended travel in 
China.  He traveled extensively in the Foochow region from late-1870 to early 1871: up 
the River Min by boat with the American Protestant missionary Reverend Justus 
Doolittle and then to Amoy and Swatow.  Thomson traveled to Formosa with Dr. James 
Laidlaw Maxwell.(17)  They first landed in Takao in early April 1871 and then departed 
for Taiwanfu, the capital, aboard a steamer.(18)  He and Dr. Maxwell then departed 
from Taiwanfu on 11 April to visit the plains aborigines villages on the west plain of 
Taiwan, where he shot a number of photographs.(19) 

After leaving Taiwan, Thomson returned to Hong Kong; visited Shanghai in August 
and Peking in September; traveled up the Yangtze River for three months, reaching 
Hupeh and Szechuan;(20) revisited Ningpo and Snowy Valley in April; returned briefly 
to Hong Kong, and then left for England. 

Thomson settled into Brixton, a suburb of London, living with his family, publishing 
the results of his travels and giving papers.  While in London, he continued to 
photograph, collaborating from 1876 to 1877 with Adolphe Smith in producing the 
monthly Street Life in London (February 1877 - January 1878).(21)  Thomson and Isabel's 
last child was born in 1878.  They had a total of three daughters and three sons.(22) 



Beyond an excursion to the new British colony of Cyprus in 1878 and occasional trips to 
France (in at least 1875 and 1889), Thomson remained in England for the rest of his 
days.  He set up a portrait studio at 78 Buckingham Palace Road (in 1881, but later 
moved to 70A Grosvenor Street), and was appointed a photographer to the British 
Royal Family by Queen Victoria on 11 May 1881.(23)  Thomson initially worked alone 
at the portrait studio but was later joined in the enterprise by two sons and a 
daughter.(24)  In January 1886, Thomson began instructing explorers at the Royal 
Geographical Society after convincing the Society that the camera was a critical tool in 
documenting their journeys "in a trustworthy manner."(25)  After retiring from his 
commercial studio in 1910, John and Isabel spent most of their time in Edinburgh until 
he died of a heart attack on 7 October 1921 at the age of 84.(26) 
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