Introduction

Lukas Nickel and Natasa Vampelj Suhadolnik

hen Vienna announced its intention to
hold a World’s Fair starting on 1 May
1873, many observers may have viewed

the city as an unlikely candidate to host such an in-
ternational event. The first four World’s Fairs had
been staged in London and Paris, capitals seen by
many as the main economic, political, and cultur-
al centres of Europe, and, as they led vast colonial
empires, of the world. Over the preceding centu-
ries, both France and England had profited enor-
mously from their far-reaching control of overseas
territories, which allowed them to accumulate the
wealth, influence, and status that had put them in
the position to host a global fair.

Austria-Hungary, though one of the largest Eu-
ropean states at the time, with a territory reaching
from Galicia in modern-day Ukraine and Poland,
Transylvania in modern-day Romania, to the shores
of the Mediterranean in modern-day Italy, had
much less global prestige. It was a fragile political
structure that struggled to keep together the multi-
tude of peoples, tongues, confessions, and traditions
that composed its two main entities, the Austrian
Empire and Hungarian Kingdom. The state held no
colonies abroad, participated little in the lucrative
long-distance trade, and had barely any political in-
fluence beyond the borders of Europe.

What is more, the Dual Monarchy experienced
an identity crisis. A few years before the exhibi-
tion, the Habsburg ruling house had lost its nom-
inal rulership over the German states. With wars

and political moves culminating in the Treaty of
Versailles of 1871, Prussia had succeeded in form-
ing a German national state under her rule that
excluded Austria. The multi-ethnic Dual Monar-
chy had to find a new definition for itself that gave
credit to the various non-Germanophone groups
that formed the majority of its population and had
started insisting on their national identities. While
Britain and France, and more recently the German
empire, could justify a claim to be nation-states, re-
cent history forced Austro-Hungary to redefine its
self-understanding.

The country managed to turn the apparent dis-
advantage into a promise. The empire had changed
its public image by embracing the diversity of its
population. A treaty forged in 1867 gave the Hun-
garian kingdom far-reaching self-control. The two
units pursued largely independent domestic pol-
icies, sharing only the military, a foreign office, a
ministry of finance, and the head of state. A con-
stitution (Staatsgrundgesetz) for the non-Hun-
garian parts of the country guaranteed its citizens
extensive civil rights and granted equality to all
the nationalities and languages of its ethnic groups
(Volksstimme).! The seminal constitution followed
the demands of the 1848 revolution and laid the
foundation for legislation well beyond the collapse
of the imperial rule in 1918.

The process of redefinition was helped by the
fact that the country lived through a period of
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unprecedented economic growth. Railways began
crisscrossing the vast state, widespread industrialisa-
tion transformed the formerly agricultural economy,
and stock market shares offered huge returns. The
city of Vienna razed its medieval ramparts to accom-
modate a fast-growing population and, by building
the grand boulevard Ring lined with hotels, banks,
museums, and offices, transformed itself into a mod-
ern metropolis. The term Griinderzeitr (founder’s
years) still today stands for a period of rapid urbani-
sation and economic prosperity in Austria.

The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 held
even more promise for Austria-Hungary as it put
the country into an advantageous position in the
competition for trade between Europe and South
and East Asia. The canal cut travel times from the
Mediterranean port of Trieste to Bombay by a
staggering 37 days, making it a journey of just 21
days, turning the Austrian Lloyd into a fast-grow-
ing global shipping company. The empire seized
the opportunity the new transport links offered by
deploying in 1869 the “Imperial Expedition to East
Asia and South America” under Admiral Anton
Petz (1819-1885), a diplomatic mission that was to
establish official diplomatic ties with China, Japan,
and Siam, and to secure regular consular services in
a range of countries.”

After signing a trade agreement with China in
September 1869, Austria-Hungary opened a con-
sulate in Shanghai with diplomats responsible for
China, Siam, and Japan. Over the following dec-
ades, more and more Austro-Hungarian military
and merchant ships sailed into East Asia. In the ear-
ly 20th century, the Dual Monarchy even secured
a small share in the division of the territory in the
East China Sea between foreign imperialist powers.
As a participant in the suppression of the Boxer Re-
bellion (1899-1901) by cight foreign powers, Aus-
tria-Hungary was granted the right to a concession
in the central part of the harbour city of Tianjin.
Although the Lloyd failed to establish a direct ship-
ping connection between the Austrian port of Tri-
este and the Tianjin concession, and although the
Tianjin concession did not generate any major eco-
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nomic benefits,’ the concession had a great symbol-
ic value in placing the Austro-Hungarian Empire
among the great imperial powers.

Back in 1873, the spectacle of the World’s Fair
was an attempt to reflect the reinvention of Aus-
tria-Hungary. The empire was able to present itself
as a modern state that welcomed diversity and ben-
efited from its position between Europe and the
East. From the outset, the organisers placed a strong
emphasis on the inclusion of non-European states.
The director of the exhibition, Wilhelm Freiherr
von Schwarz-Senborn (1816-1903), established in
the directorate a special division to handle engage-
ment with Asian countries, the “Comité fiir den Ori-
ent und Ostasien”, headed by the experienced dip-
lomat and consul general in Constantinople, Josef
Ritter von Schwegel (1836-1914). Its efforts were
most successful in encouraging Turkey, Egypt, and
Persia to supply extensive displays and spectacular
exhibition buildings. Morocco, Tunisia, Qing Chi-
na, and Meiji Japan participated in a World’s Fair
for the first time.

The exhibition organisers showed particular in-
terest and pride in including East Asian states. A re-
port for American observers during the exhibition’s
planning phase supports this point: the original
design of the exhibition grounds provided Japan
and China on one side and the USA on the other
with the same amount of space for displaying their
exhibits—1,350 m? each.* Although the areas pro-
vided to these countries changed later on, the initial
allocation of equal space to East Asia on the one
hand and the USA on the other clearly reflects the
Viennese intention to grant China and Japan excep-
tional importance. Furthermore, the foreign minis-
try made sure that its newly established represent-
ative in China, the minister in residence Heinrich
Calice (1831-1912), urged the Qing government
to arrange its own exhibition, rather than relying
on second-hand shows staged by Europeans as had
been the case in earlier World’s Fairs. When, after
a slow start, the preparations turned fruitful and
the amount of cargo announced from China went
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beyond expectations, the exhibition directorate
willingly erected an extension to significantly ex-
pand the gallery space originally granted to China.
Japan proved itself more receptive to the Austrian
suggestions and proactively designed a spectacular
exhibition. Thrilled by the positive Japanese reac-
tion, the organisers offered the country a gallery
more than three times the size of the ones for Persia
or Romania, plus an extensive outdoor area for the
construction of a Japanese landscape garden, a shop-
ping mall, and a Shint6 shrine.

Since the World’s Fair was hampered from the
outset by a stock market crash, a Cholera epidemic,
adverse weather conditions, and severe delays in the
construction process, it turned out to be much less
lucrative and popular than expected. Still, the pub-
lic greeted the Japanese and Chinese presentations
with enthusiasm. The event became consequential
well beyond the closing ceremony in autumn 1873,
as it helped generate broad interest in East Asian
material culture. The Comité fiir den Orient und
Ostasien, which had developed plans during the
World’s Fair for a permanent institution informing
the Austrian businesses and the public about prod-
ucts, culture, and trade in Asia, founded an Orien-
talisches Museum in July 1874.° Other public collec-
tions began to include East Asian material, some of
which were derived from the World’s Fair. Private
collectors across the Dual Monarchy began assem-
bling material with the intention of building mu-
seums. Much of the newly arriving material came
through Trieste, a city with long-standing connec-
tions to China and Japan.

Research conducted for this book shows that
much of the collecting practice was shaped by in-
dividual agents. One such person was Josef Haas
(1847-1896), who learned Chinese as a young
consular officer in Hong Kong and later Shanghai,
and went on to become a high-ranking diplomat of
the Austro-Hungarian Empire to China and Korea.
He contributed his expertise and several objects to
the 1873 exhibition, and continued to play a cru-
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cial, though little acknowledged role in the sourcing
and shaping of East Asia collections in the late 19th
century. Haas and his wife Eleonore’s (1866-1943)
contributions to collecting East Asian material for
the Dual Monarchy are now scattered across Slove-
nian, Hungarian, and Austrian institutions.

This volume is based on a project that brought
together scholars from various parts of the former
Austro-Hungarian Empire. It investigates the lega-
cy of the World’s Fair for collecting East Asian art
in central Europe. Largely based on a grass-roots
investigation in archives and museums, it sheds
new light on the strategies institutions and indi-
viduals pursued in their quest to assemble material
from China and Japan. The book is divided into
three thematic sections that attempt to address the
above-mentioned topics. It begins with a section
dealing with the World’s Fair itself. The first paper,
by Lukas Nickel, examines in detail the process of
creating the Chinese pavilion, along with its fea-
tures and design. He draws on correspondence be-
tween diplomatic and political representatives of
China and Austria-Hungary, in particular Hein-
rich Calice (1831-1912), Robert Hart (1835-
1911), and Gustav Overbeck (1830-1894), as
well as on contemporary photographs, catalogues,
and newspaper reports. The paper illustrates the
role played by the Qing government, Chinese of-
ficials, and some businessmen in the selection of
artefacts to be exhibited and thus contributes to
the century-long discourse on China’s agency in
the pavilion’s orchestration.

The second paper, by Agnes Schwanzer, focus-
es on the Japanese participation in the fair and its
social gatherings. She highlights the skilful inter-
action of the Japanese delegation with the Austri-
an political representatives, the fair’s organisers,
and the public, and demonstrates that the careful
preparation for the exhibition and the selection of
objects allowed Japan to present itself as a modern
country and facilitated the establishment of future
diplomatic and trade relations. Her paper is based
on a comprehensive analysis of the press of the
time, as the major newspapers constantly report-
ed on various aspects of the fair. In addition, she



analyses the correspondence of Archduke Rainer
(1827-1913) and sheds light on the processes of
dissemination and exchange of Japanese objects at
the fair.

Bettina Zorn continues the investigation into
the background of the Japanese participation in
the Vienna World’s Fair. Basing her argument
within the historical context of the Meiji period,
the author identifies developments that influenced
the Japanese selection of objects for the 1873 fair
by focusing on the perception and translation of
Western terms such as “art” or “museum”. For the
Japanese, the terminology was of great importance
as they had to ensure that the objects, products and
other artefacts would meet the fair’s criteria.

The second part of the volume examines the role
the Vienna World’s Fair played in the dissemina-
tion and promotion of ideas, concepts, and notions
about East Asian cultures and societies in the ethni-
cally, linguistically, and religiously diverse landscape
of the Dual Monarchy. It contains three papers that
show the gradual emergence of East Asian material
in public museums or private collections.

The first paper, by Johannes Wieninger, exam-
ines the founding phase of today’s MAK—Museum
of Applied Arts in Vienna, then named the Impe-
rial-Royal Austrian Museum of Art and Industry
(k. k. Osterreichisches Museum fiir Kunst und Indus-
trie). As the MAK houses one of the most extensive
collections of East Asian art and decorative arts in
Austria today, it is important to understand its ini-
tial acquisition policy under its first director Rudolf
Eitelberger (1817-1885). The author analyses Eitel-
berger’s directives and policies at the museum and
shows that his commitment to non-European top-
ics remained largely marginal, beyond his interest in
Chinese enamel works. The author bases his investi-
gation on an examination of all extant records on ac-
quisitions of East Asian objects and books about East
Asia, as well as on exhibitions, talks, and publications
of the Eitelberger period, and provides a comprehen-
sive list of his findings in historical order.

Michela Messina discusses the significance of
Trieste, Austria-Hungary’s most important trading
port, for the dissemination of East Asian cultures

in the Dual Monarchy. She demonstrates that Tri-
este had a special position as one of the first cities
to come into contact with East Asian cultures, a
position facilitated by the founding of the Austri-
an Lloyd shipping company and the opening of the
Suez Canal. In the 19th century, when Austria-Hun-
gary began to play an increasingly important role in
East Asia, almost everyone in Trieste owned an ob-
ject of Asian origin.

Filip Suchomel examines how the Vienna
World’s Fair triggered the establishment of the
first museum institutions on the other side of Aus-
tro-Hungarian territory, in Bohemia and Moravia,
at the end of the 19th century. His paper traces the
lively collecting activities of the middle and up-
per classes in Czech society, starting with the first
public Asian collection of Vojta Néprstek (1826-
1894), whose circle of friends was one of the most
important sources of information on Asian cul-
tures, and continuing the establishment of further
museums under of the fair.

Helena Motoh analyses the correspondence
between the Franciscan missionary Peter Baptist
Turk (1874-1944), who was stationed in Wuhan
in China in the early 20th century, and the direc-
tor of the Carniolan Provincial Museum in Lju-
bljana, in order to examine the missionary’s role in
the acquisition of Chinese objects for this museum.
The correspondence sheds light on the perception
of East Asian objects and the distinction between
ethnographic and religious topics, as well as on the
institutions’ collection strategies. The author also
relates the correspondence to the inventory list and
current holdings of the Slovene Ethnographic Mu-
seum (Ljubljana), and compares the collection with
other collections of Franciscan missionaries in Slo-
venia and neighbouring countries, in order to exam-
ine differences in the collecting agendas of museum
institutions and missionaries.

The last part of the book traces the contribu-
tion diplomats made to the East Asian exhibitions
at the fair and to East Asian material for various
museums and other institutions in Austria-Hunga-
ry. The first paper in this section, written by Tina
Berdajs, deals with Josef Schwegel, the well-known



Austro-Hungarian diplomat and politician of
Slovene descent, who was appointed Head of the
Committee for the Orient and East Asia, and
traces his role in readying the “Orient und Osta-
sien” section at the fair. A particular focus lies on
researching the provenance of a Japanese lidded
cup that found its way into the ceramics collec-
tion of the National Museum of Slovenia as part of
Schwegel’s legacy, and his connection to Japanese
objects exhibited at the fair in Vienna.

The second paper, by Gyérgyi Fajesik, pursues
the curious case of the Chinese moon gate in the
garden of the Ferenc Hopp Museum of Asiatic Arts
in Budapest. The moon gate was erected by Ferenc
Hopp (1833-1919) with the help of Josef Haas, as
can be seen from the surviving correspondence and
the accompanying pictorial and written documents.
Haas further sourced and provided other garden
items such as drum chairs and vases. This case study
clearly shows the important role Haas played in
equipping public and private museums with East
Asian material in Austria-Hungary.

The last paper in this book, by Barbara Trno-
vec and Natasa Vampelj Suhadolnik, reconstructs
the life of Eleonore Haas, the wife of Josef Haas,
based on archival material preserved in Celje and
Vienna, and examines her role in her husband’s
collecting activities. After her marriage, she lived
in Shanghai for seven years (1889-1896) until
Haas’s death. She then travelled back to Austria
and in 1913 moved to Mozirje, a small town in
northern Slovenia, where she lived until her death
in 1943. She brought a large collection with her,
which was dispersed after her death. The authors
trace the collection’s path using oral history and
interviews, and attempt to characterize the Haas’s
private collection.

This book aims at highlighting the role the
Vienna World’s Fair played in the spread of East
Asian objects in Austria-Hungary. It draws on ar-
chival material, correspondence, newspaper articles,
inventories, and many other documents, most of
which have been comprehensively analysed here for
the first time. We hope you enjoy reading it.
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