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A “Jesuit” Globe
Arthur von Rosthorn’s Globe and Austro- 

Hungarian Collecting after the Boxer Rebellion

1. Introduction

The Chinese silver globe formerly in the private collection of the Viennese Sinologist 
Arthur von Rosthorn (1862–1945) and acquired by the Museum of Art and Industry in 
Vienna (Museum of Art and Industry, a predecessor institution of today’s Museum of 
Applied Arts, Vienna) in 1939 belongs to the highlights of the Asian Collection of the 
MAK – Museum für angewandte Kunst (Museum of Applied Arts, thereafter MAK) 
in Vienna. The Rosthorn globe has long been accompanied by the narrative that it 
has a “Jesuit background,” which can be traced back to the information recorded 
in the historical inventories. Since the earliest records of the object in the museum’s 
inventory in 1919 as a loan from the Rosthorn Collection, the globe has been framed 
through this specific context. The inventory entry for the globe after its acquisition 
by the museum in 1939 describes it as “probably made by a Chinese [workshop] led 
by Jesuit [missionaries] (Wahrscheinlich von Jesuiten geleitete chinesische Arbeit).”2 
Other later sources speak of the Imperial Palace as the possible provenance, an antiques 
dealer as the seller, and Beijing 1902 as the piece’s original acquisition place and date.3

These scarcity of existing documentation prevents us from identifying definitive 
sources for these emerging “legends” surrounding the globe. However, the triad of 
seemingly simple “knowns” we are left with – the Chinese production of the globe, its 
presence in a collection outside of China, its acquisition timeframe lying in the early 
1900s in the temporal proximity to the infamous Boxer Rebellion – are key signals that 
alert us to the object’s possible problematic provenance.

Given the (belated) rising consciousness in the past few years of colonial looting 
and the restitution of non-Western artefacts, within both the political sphere and the 
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cultural institutions of the former colonizing nations, the Chinese globe from the 
MAK Asian collection requires critical attention.  

This particular piece has long been believed to have been purchased by Arthur von 
Rosthorn during Arthur’s tenure as Legationsrath in Beijing, in the aftermath of the 
Boxer War of 1900 and its episodes of rampant looting of the capital’s palaces and 
private households by the forces of the Eight Allied Nations (Austrian-Hungary, 
France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States). 
These historical circumstances raise the pressing question whether the acquisition of 
the Chinese silver globe from the MAK collection was connected with the looting of 
Beijing during the Boxer Rebellion. Nevertheless, the authors are confronted with the 
fact that there are no extant historical records and personal accounts by the Rosthorns 
documenting the circumstances of the purchase of the globe in 1902. The lack of 
direct evidence has the potential to disclaim the entire narrative regarding the globe’s 
provenance, calling Arthur von Rosthorn as the globe’s purchaser as well as Beijing 
1902 as its source into question. Given these premises, we took the object itself as our 
starting point, exploring the globe in depth from relevant perspectives including social 
history, art history, cultural history as well as material-technical examination. The 
research questions of this study concern the following issues: 1) what did the acquisi-
tion routes in 1902 Beijing look like? 2) To which extend could we classify the political 
and socio-cultural circumstances as well as the network of art objects, collectors and 
dealers that the object was purchased in Beijing as colonial?, and 3) Does the globe’s 
“imperial” and “Jesuit” provenance hold true when approached from art historical 
and technological viewpoints? Eventually, the trajectory of this study re-assesses the 
previous account of the object’s provenance as a constructed discourse. 

2. Provenance of the Globe

2.1 The Boxer Rebellion as collecting context

The Boxer Rebellion was a violent uprising that saw rural self-defense organizations 
across the Qing Empire unite in a xenophobic movement that antagonized both foreign 
nationals and Chinese Christians. In the aftermath of the Opium Wars (1839–1842 and 
1856–1860), the Sino-Japanese War of 1895 and other unequal treaties of the late 19th 
century, rural communities in North China were confronted with an expansion of 
foreign spheres of influence that granted great privileges and protections to Christian 
missionaries, who used their immunity to imperial law to take up the role of local power 
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holders. The communities also suffered under the pressure of famine and deprivation 
due to draught and Yellow River floods, and felt disenfranchised from the imperial 
polity. Local self-defense societies (which came to be known as “Boxers” in the foreign 
press) started launching sporadic attacks by on Catholic and Protestant missions and 
their converts, which they blamed for both natural disasters and man-made abuse.4 
Uniting under the banner of the Society of Righteous Harmonious Fists, the “Boxers” 
launched a bloody campaign encompassing a large portion of the empire, including 
attacks on Austrian-Hungarian missionaries and railway workers reported to Shanghai 
Consulate and legation in Beijing in April 1900.5 The Society turned from targeting 
local Christian communities to launching a campaign against the foreign settlements 
in Tianjin and Beijing in the summer of 1900. Empress Dowager Cixi’s conservative 
imperial government, having just suppressed the Guangxu Emperor’s Hundred Days’ 
Reform (11th June – 21st September 1898), while taking some measures to quell the 
unrest, hesitated in mobilizing imperial troops to halt the Boxer advance on Beijing, 
ultimately siding with the Boxers themselves. 

In response to the developing unrest, the Austro-Hungarian Kreuzer SMS ZENTA 
was stationed in East Asian waters since early 1900,6 and was requested to urgently 
land its troops in May, officially for the purpose of quelling bands of troublemakers.7  
A small detachment of 30 people, commanded by Captain Eduard Thomann von 
Montalmar and Linienschiffsleutnant8 Theodor Ritter von Winterhalder, was sent out 
to Beijing, following the precedent set by the unrest in 1898, where a similarly small 
troop had been dispatched, only to arrive in Beijing after the unrest had been quelled. 
They arrived on the 3rd of June.9 Further detachments were sent out to Tianjin on the 
7th of June, joining the failed Seymour Expedition and participating in the capture of 
the Western Arsenal.10

The troops on the Zenta would be joined, as the situation escalated, by the SMS 
KAISERIN UND KÖNIGIN MARIA THERESIA, a 502-man Panzerkreuzer that 
departed from Pola and the 23rd of June, carrying a company of 153 men. On the 24th 
of July, two further ships, the SMS KAISERIN ELISABETH, a 418-man Kreuzer, 
and SMS ASPERN, a smaller Kreuzer would depart for further enforcements under 
Kontreadmiral11 Rudolf Graf Montecuccoli.12 

The Austrian-Hungarian detachment arrived on the 3rd of June in Beijing under 
Freight Captain Eduard Thomann Edl. von Montalmar und Lieutenant Commander 
Theodor Ritter von Winterhalder. The hesitation of the Qing government to protect 
the foreign legations from the Boxer troops, and the legations’ refusal to evacuate the 
capital as requested by the Qing government, led to increased tensions that led to 
the declaration of war on the 19th of June. The prospects of a quick evacuation of the 
imperial troops vanished thus into a protracted siege against both Boxer and Qing 
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troops, marked by difficulties in communication between the Austrian-Hungarian 
participants and the other legations.13 

Thomann’s troops defended the imperial legation until being forced into a con-
troversial retreat on the 22nd of June, that led to Von Montalmar losing his recent 
appointment of the high command of the joined legation troops.14 As the British 
legate Sir Claude McDonald took over the high command from von Montalmar, the 
Austro-Hungarian contingent, together with Arthur von Rosthorn and exceptionally 
Paula von Rosthorn, retreated to the French legation.

Tides turned as the twenty-thousand-man strong international relief expedi-
tion, dubbed the “Eight-Nation Alliance,” arrived in Beijing on the 14th of August, 
overwhelming the Boxer troops and the imperial Qing army and capturing the city. 
Austrian Hungarian reinforcements arrived a few days later, including a troop of 30 
men under Sea Cadet Leschanowsky on 18th of August, joined by a detachment of 
153 men under Linienschiffsleutnant Victor Wickerhauser a few days later.15 After the 
lifting of the sieges, members of the eight armies started looting Beijing.16As the dif-
ferent foreign forces scrambled to occupy imperial and aristocratic palaces to use as 
headquarters for their troops, the Austrian-Hungarian troops occupied the villa of the 
former metropolitan head of police on the 17th of August.17 Sixty-six Austrian-Hun-
garian marines participated in the demonstrative march through the Forbidden City 
organized by the Alliance.18 

Over the course of the following months, the Austrian-Hungarian troops parti-
cipated in punitive expeditions, mostly under the German Field Marshall Waldersee, 
where temples, houses or whole villages were destroyed when they were suspected of 
a connection to Boxer activity. As Sabrine Dabringhaus points out, these expeditions 
extended the military operations to purely civilian areas.19

Throughout the Austrian-Hungarian engagement in the Boxer War, the mobili-
sation of troops was the product of a fraught decision-making process in Vienna that 
sought to balance different interests. It had been repeatedly emphasized that Aus-
tro-Hungary had no territorial ambitions in China, and saw its role as that of sup-
porting other forces, as well as observing other military forces in action.20 As an inter-
pellation on the dispatch of the ZENTA in the Hungarian parliament in June 1900 
revealed, the general perception within the Austro-Hungarian government was that 
Austria Hungary was due to send at least a small corps for the sake of “international 
solidarity”, and it would have been a diplomatic affront to not do it. 21 Over the course 
of the summer, the involvement of other powers without territorial claims in China, 
like Italy, and the ambitious response of Germany, led to further pressure for Aust-
ria-Hungary to dispatch additional troops. Some officials, such as the Austrian-Hun-
garian legate in Berlin, even claimed that a refusal for further active involvement was 
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tantamount to declining to take part in a decision “which concerned the interests 
of the entire civilised world,” and would undermine the Empire’s status as a major 
world power in a conflict that threatened to rattle the European order. 22  Not in the 
least order was the Austro-Hungarian intervention seen as legitimising and supporting 
German territorial ambitions in China.23 The Empire had to keep an eye on the situa-
tion in China with a view of its own standing in the Concert of Powers.24   

On the 7th of September 1901, Austria-Hungary was one of the signatories of the 
Boxer Protocol, that demanded the punishment of pro-Boxer officials, the payment 
of a 450.000.000 tael indemnity (paid over thirty-nine years), the destruction of key 
military forts and the permission for Western powers to station military troops along 
the route to Beijing. 

One of the gains that Austria-Hungary benefited from as a consequence of the 
Protocol was a terrain occupied in the Tongku Wharf (currently Tanggu 塘沽), 
roughly 60 hectares in size, including a 1700 meters-long strip of the river bank and 
350 meter strip of railway.25 In 1902 a report from the Marine Detachment in Tianjin 
protesting the reduction of the occupying troops describes its importance and its 
“unquestionable [...] high transport-economic importance”:26

2.2 Coloniality of Austro-Hungarian Involvement in the  
Boxer War

English-language historiography has for the past few decades acknowledged the parti-
cipation of Western powers in the Boxer War as a colonial act, and the objects acquired 
during and after the war as “loot” embedded in discourses of the Western subjugation 
and commodification of China, in particular through the work of James Hevia.27 
Hevia positions Western incursions into Qing China as part of broader models of 19th 
century imperialism, defined by “the unprecedented combination of new transporta-
tion, communication, and military technologies with industrialization, urbanization, 
and expansive capitalism within Europe”.28 In his monography of British imperialism 
in China, he discusses how Western colonialism in China manifested itself as cultural, 
political and military coercion, a brutal “pedagogical project” that sought to systemati-
cally undermine the Qing Empire.29

In representing the participation of Austria Hungary in the Boxer War, and the 
discursive role of objects collected in its aftermath, historians have been much slower 
to acknowledge Austro-Hungarian colonialism and imperialism. Older historio-
graphy either sidestepped a discussion of whether it can be described as colonial, or 
rejected the label “colonial” outright.30 This reluctance can be seen as part of broader 
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historiographical trends in describing Austrian-Hungarian naval activities primarily 
as scientific activities, and perpetuating the notion that Austro-Hungarian “refrained” 
from colonial exploits, highlighted by Walter Sauer in his discussion of Austrian 
colonial ambitions.31 In a landmark essay on the historiography of the Danube Mon-
archy’s involvement with colonialism, Walter Sauer argued for reconsidering the role 
of Austria-Hungary in European overseas expansion through a framework that goes 
beyond the criteria of “formal empires”:

“If, in a rather simplistic manner, only ‘formal empire’ (direct 
state control) is considered, then the significance of the Habsburg 
monarchy is indeed minimal. European overseas expansion, 
however, was a more complex phenomenon. Over the centuries, 
it played itself out in different intensities, developed both formal 
and informal empires and varied considerably between different 
European countries depending on a range of underlying interests, 
available resources and political timetables. If a broader understan-
ding of European dominance is applied in which both formal and 
informal strategies (like hegemonial relations in trade or ideology) 
find their place and political, economic as well as cultural phe-
nomena can be addressed, the resulting picture becomes more 
complex.”32 

Writing in the context of a wave of works attempting to confront the role of Aus-
tria-Hungary informal colonialism,33 Sauer identifies several key aspects of Central 
European participation in 19th and 20th century European colonial endeavours. One 
such aspect is the Austro-Hungarian participation in research and surveying activities 
sanctioned by other colonial powers. Pointing out the long-standing historiographical 
trend to celebrate Austrian “explorers”, Sauer writes:

“These men (and very few women) were as much part of the 
informal (and sometimes also formal) dimension of overseas expan-
sion as ‘travellers’ from other countries. Importantly, we should 
not consider them in their individual capacities only, but see them 
in their institutional contexts, as representatives of imperial insti-
tutions. Then it transpires quickly that they represented particular 
strategies of European overseas expansion — religious, commercial, 
socio-cultural and also political interests.”34 

One key aspect highlighted by Sauer is the participation of the Habsburg Empire as 
a broker and mediator for multinational interventions, especially within the Concert 
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Européen created in 1814–1815 at the Congress of Vienna, the main platform for mul-
tilateral decision-making among the major European powers.35 Sauer also points to 
a period of refreshed interest in modernising the imperial navy and showcasing Aus-
tria-Hungary on a global stage initiated by Archduke Franz Ferdinand in the 1890s, 
which manifested itself through an increased willingness to participate in multilateral 
military interventions such as the boxer war. While the possibility of acquisition of 
overseas territories was raised, and in some cases attempted,

“... particularly in the nineteenth century, attention largely centred 
on balancing out changes in power relations within the European 
Concert and less on the empire’s own territorial expansion overseas, 
trade opportunities or strengthening of positions within the interna-
tional system.”36

The biases pointed out by Sauer apply to much of the early literature on the Aus-
tro-Hungarian participation in the Boxer War. The events in question were until the 
1990s and 2000s mostly discussed in histories of the Austro-Hungarian Navy.37 These 
publications, primarily published by military historians, are mainly celebratory in 
tone, highlighting advances in Austro-Hungarian naval organisation and technology,38 
the plight of the missionaries,39 and the mercantile40 and scientific41 motivations of 
Austro-Hungarian naval enterprises. 

Around 2000, several publications made accessible the eye-witness accounts of 
Austro-Hungarians involved in the Boxer War – Peter Jung’s Sturm über China, Ham 
and Ortner’s Mit S.M.S Zenta in China, von Rosthorn, P., 2001. Peking 1900: Paula von 
Rosthorns Erinnerungen an den Boxeraufstand, März bis August 1900, and Böhlau and 
Gerd Kaminski’s Der Boxeraufstand: Entlarvter Mythos.42 The former three publica-
tions are based on letters, memoirs and archival materials, making important sources 
available for research, albeit with limited commentary. Kaminski’s account, as the title 
suggests, is based primarily on the autobiographical writings of the Rosthorns, and 
attempts to move away from outdated pre-conceptions of Boxer Rebellion. 43 It is, 
however, relatively uncritical in handling the limitations of its sources, and perpetu-
ates the idea of Austro-Hungarian involvement in the Boxer War (as well as Rosthorn’s 
own stance) as being disconnected from colonial ambitions. In Der Boxeraufstand, 
as well as his earlier account of the Austro-Hungarian consular presence focused on 
Rosthorn, and his history of Austro-Chinese relations, Kaminski stresses Rosthorn as 
an intransigent critic of the colonial abuses of Europe in China, and an exemplary 
promoter of peaceful Sino-European relations.44 

The most extensive account of the Austro-Hungarian participation in the Boxer 
War is the monograph Austria-Hungary and the Boxer Rebellion by Georg and Monika 
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Lehner, published in 2002, that presents a thorough account of the Austro-Hunga-
rian participation based on archival material in the Austrian National Archive, inclu-
ding the former archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the War Archive, and the 
legation archives as well as correspondence and press accounts in the Haus- Hof- und 
Staatsarchiv.45 Lehner emphasises the extent to which Austro-Hungarian participa-
tion in the Boxer War was driven by the pressure to maintain its prestige among the 
European powers and act in the name of “international solidarity” in a conflict that 
risked to upset the global balance of powers.46 Austria was expected to extend the 
support of a military expedition, in part through German pressure to support Kaiser 
Wilhelm  II’s (1859–1941) aggressive colonial ambitions in China.47 Lehner paints a 
picture of an Austro-Hungarian foreign service struggling to react to a rapidly changing 
crisis, aware that under the pretext of maintaining “unity among the powers”, its parti-
cipation was enabling the imperialist ambitions of other powers.48

Andreas Bilgeri, focusing on the imperial navy, argues persuasively that the Austrian 
Hungarian naval activity in China around 1900 was part of the double monarchy’s 
policy of “informal” imperialism in Asia. He contextualises the naval “intervention” 
as a type of late 19th century warfare associated with the maintenance of European 
colonial hegemonies abroad: “The military intervention, in particular maritime ones, 
should thus be seen as the classic and unmistakable means of a colonial and respecti-
vely imperial foreign policy, especially when accompanied by military aggression.”49 

Several publications above include objects acquired as war trophies in the Boxer 
War. These include the catalogue for the 1996 Die Schrecken des Eises und der Fins-
ternis. exhibition on the scientific activities associated with the imperial navy at Hee-
resgeschichtliches Museum (the Austrian Military Museum). The looted Chinese 
objects, mixed together with Japanese weapons acquired as gifts and representa-
tive Austrian weapons, include two items of Qing military uniform, an infantry 
banner, a glaive, a rampart gun, a hand canon as well as two canons mentioned 
explicitly as being cast within the Jesuit workshops of Ferdinand Verbiest, with 
some objects noted to have been captured by Richard von Trapp.50 Anton Vierheilig 
et al.’s publication of To China with the S.M.S Zenta also include the two canons, 
the glaive, the hand canon and the rampart gun.51 In both publications the context 
of looting is mentioned briefly, but the primary function of the objects in these 
texts is to illustrate the military technology of the Chinese during the Boxer Rebel-
lion.52 The monograph by Georg and Monika Lehner provides a comprehensive list 
of the looted objects taken aboard the ZENTA and ELISABETH, which include 
“nineteen banners, twenty pieces of ordinance, 1177 bullets, two crates of ignition 
material, one complete mine assemblage, two mine igniters, fourteen Leclanché 
batteries, and three rolls of sea cable”.53
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Further information on the three objects, including the circumstances of the looting 
of the red screen currently housed in the Weltmuseum (previously the Museum of 
Ethnology) are included in an article by Burgl Bauständer.54 The monumental red 
lacquer screen, together with a large bronze urn and a gilded bronze Buddha, were 
removed by Austrian Lieutenant Seitz and his troops from the Nanhaizi palace in 
October 1900, and stored in the Austrian-Hungarian temporary headquarters until 
1901, when they were shipped to Pola. There they were lodged temporarily in the 
Marine Museum, where they were presented by Admiral Hermann Freiherr von 
Spaun to Emperor Franz Joseph. This in turn led to their relocation to k.u.k Natur-
historisches Hofmuseum (the Imperial Natural History Museum) in December 1902, 
where they remained until the separation of the ethnographical collections from the 
Natural History Museum in 1927.55   

2.3 Arthur von Rosthorn, Paula von Rosthorn and the  
Acquisition of the Globe

Arthur von Rosthorn was born on the 16th of April 1862 in the anglophile Rosthorn 
industrialist family.56 He studied German and comparative philology between 1880–
1882 at the University of Vienna, before studying Sinology under James Legge at the 
University of Oxford for a year. In 1883, Rosthorn joined the multinational staff of the 
Chinese Maritime Customs Office (CMCO), ostensibly a branch of the Qing govern-
ment overseeing tariffs for trade with European powers, which was staffed by Western 
personnel and safeguarded the trade benefits obtained through the treaties succeeding 
the Second Opium War (1856–1860). Rosthorn worked for the CMCO in Shanghai, 
Beijing and Hankou (modern day Wuhan),57 and distinguished himself in his work 
for the 1890 CMCO expedition to Chongqing in Sichuan Province which investiga-
ted the expansion of European trade networks into Sichuan. Rosthorn contributed 
maps and used this trip as an opportunity to conduct sociological and ethnolinguistic 
fieldwork.58

He returned to Europe in 1893 to complete a doctoral dissertation at the Univer-
sity of Leipzig in 1895, endorsed by the German geographer Ferdinand von Richtofen, 
that combined his interests in geography and classical Sinology.59 In the following 
year, he was recruited into the imperial diplomatic service as legation secretary to the 
yet-to-be-established Beijing legation.60 Just prior to his departure, he married Paula 
Pichler (1873–1967) in what he described as a pragmatic arrangement dictated by the 
expectations of diplomatic service in his memoirs.61 After helping establish the Beijing 
legation under Baron von Czikann, Arthur would continue his diplomatic service 
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(until 1900 as secretary, 1900–1906 as Legationsrat, 1906–1911 as legate in Teheran, 
1911–1917 as legate in Beijing) until the outbreak of the First World War. He was 
appointed honorary professor in 1922 at the University of Vienna (only the second 
person employed to teach Chinese) where he taught Chinese language, literature and 
history classes until 1939. He was a founding member, together with the Viennese 
Chinese art historian Melanie Stiaßny (1876–1960), of the Verein der Freunde asi-
atischer Kunst (Society for Friends of Asian Art 1926–1938), which acted as a hub 
of exchange between art historians, philologists, collectors, dealers and curators in 
inter-war Vienna, with its own series of publications and exhibitions.62 Marginalised 
by the nationalist-socialist regime for refusing to apply for “arianisation”, and with a 
long involvement in the Austrian Friedensgesellschaft (“Society for Peace”), Arthur 
cultivated a lifelong reputation of defender of Chinese interests, in particular through 
his publication and memoirs.63 This image has been enshrined by the naming of a 
medal for Sino-Austrian collaboration in his name. An encyclopedist, his body of 
works (at times critically assessed), spans an impressive range of topics, from ethnolin-
guistics to sociology, art history, etc. 

What were the circumstances of the purchase of the globe by Arthur von Rosthorn? 
In 1902 von Rosthorn was acting as legation secratary re-dispatched to China to 
handle the reconstruction of the Austro-Hungarian legation after the destruction of 
the previous legation quarters in the Siege of Peking in 1900. It was, allegedly, in 1902 
that he acquired the globe “from an antique dealer”, having originally come from “an 
imperial palace.”64 Arthur and Paula von Rosthorn had been active witnesses to the 
tumultuous circumstances that had led this object to come onto the market. 

The Rosthorns, the Siege of Peking and his Criticism of looting in later 
Memoirs

For the duration of the Siege, the Austro-Hungarian Legate von Czikann was absent on 
holiday to Vienna,65 leaving Arthur von Rosthorn as the deputy head of the Legation. 
The temporary nature of his authority led to his tenure in this position being fraught 
with frustration and powerlessness, as his lower rank was used by the other foreign 
powers as an excuse to exclude him from meetings and executive decisions,66 and Aus-
tro-Hungarian detachments refused to recognise his authority.67 

Arthur von Rosthorn recorded his recollections of the Siege of Peking in his unpu-
blished 1941 memoirs, while Paula’s experiences of the events were published first in 
the form of her correspondence, as well as in a recollection of the events dated to 
“summer 1901” and an unpublished and undated collection of memoirs.68 Arthur 
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paints a vivid picture of the looting at the time, describing with great praise those who 
opposed it, and heavily stating his strong disapproval of it, a disapproval he openly 
voiced at the time:

“When I saw Darcy on the next evening, I found him out of sorts. 
The Japanese had freed the Cathedral the day before; the French 
were left with nothing to do, and the general had allowed the 
looting of the close surroundings, through which many innocent 
Chinese lost their lives. However, Darcy had them lined up, con-
fiscated their loot, and had it piled together and set it on fire with 
his own hand. He said: “You wouldn’t dare besmirch the Tricolor for 
such looting!” I could have hugged him! As my wife and I sought 
the Bishop Favier a couple of days later, we passed through a series 
of rooms, that were filled with Chinese treasures, and General Frey 
invited us, as we were leaving, to pick a “Souvenir” out of them.”69 

Paula’s memories also describe the looting in a detailed account. As soon as the troops 
arrived in Beijing there began a wave of ‘outrageous murder, arson and looting’70. She 
describes the looting committed by both the troops and by individuals:

“Not only the military looted to its capacity, but also civilians, 
people of the best breeding, who would not hesitate to condemn a 
poor devil for stealing a piece of bread out of hunger, went and stole 
on a grand scale. They set off in the morning in multiple carts and 
came back in the evening loaded with loot.”71 

Arthur von Rosthorn’s view of the looting has a broader context in his frustration 
with the exploitative attitude domination European policy towards China in the 19th 
and 20th century. Rosthorn championed a collaborative and equal relationship with 
China. His thinking is most clearly expressed in his 1919 paper “Unser Verhältnis zu 
China vor und nach dem Krige”,72 published after his return from China. Rosthorn 
describes a history of “hypocritical disguised desire for power and greed for plunder 
of the European man”, exemplified, among other instances, by the destruction of the 
Summer Palace in 1860.73 

Rosthorn saw the looting conducted in August 1900, together with the subse-
quent punitive expeditions and the Boxer Protocol, as part of the “the policy of humi-
liation and weakening of the imperial house, that had been in place since the opium 
war and the destruction of the summer palace.”74 Around 1900 and in the following 
years, Rosthorn may have not had the freedom to express his disapproval in his earliest 
published accounts of the events due to his position as an Austro-Hungarian civil 
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servant.75 However, both his own and Paula’s accounts record him expressing vocal 
criticism of those individuals engaged in looting:

“…All manner of people, that we hadn’t set eyes on for two months, 
had crawled out of their hiding places and held themselves out as 
heroes. Some of them went out to rob in the daytime and bragged 
about their accomplishments. These weren’t poor and ignorant folk, 
but young diplomats – chers collegues. I couldn’t restrain myself 
from giving them a piece of my mind, and would have run into 
considerable conflicts, had they not been such cowards.”76

Both Arthur and Paula recall the story of one such opportunist, an Italian aristocrat, 
who was reprimanded by Stephen Pichon, the French Minister to China, for using 
French colours to pass the check points to bring in carts of silks and silver ingots.77 
She also bemoans that few other than Pinchon set themselves against the looting, and 
emphasises Arthur’s vocal protests against looting:

“However, few were as honest as Pichon, and even Arthur had 
heated discussions on the matter on a daily basis, since he spoke 
openly his opinion on such dealings. One day he shouted at a 
Belgian volunteer at our table, who also brought whole waggons full 
of precious curios, furs and so on back home daily: ‘So then, what 
have you looted today?’ 
The man in question went blank with rage, jumped up and replied: 
‘How could you possibly claim I am looting? The Chinese have 
taken all of my possessions, all that I owned, now destroyed; is it 
not right and proper that I take some small nothings to cherish as 
reminders of this horrendous time!’ Arthur was not of the same 
mind, and it grew into a significant argument that was only settled 
through the effort of Darcy and our officers.”78 

One episode, recorded by Rosthorn in his 1941 memoirs, however, epitomises both 
the limits of Rosthorn’s ability to protest against looting, particularly when faced with 
looting among the Austro-Hungarian troops, and the double standards involved. 
Rosthorn recalls how, right after claiming the spacious villa of Chong Li 崇礼 (ca. 
1840–1907), the former metropolitan head of police, 79 as the provisional headquarters 
for the Legation and the imperial army, he clashed with the newly arrived head of a 
detachment:   

“On that very same day, a detachment under the command of Naval 
Lieutenant Wickerhauser arrived, which I pointed to the [military] 
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quarter and explained that nothing is to be touched in the other 
courtyard. When I came back the next morning to check up on 
things, I found the rooms in the first courtyard completely devasta-
ted, the books in the library torn off their shelves, the artworks 
damaged, etc. Later, some of these art works found their way to 
Vienna. I had an unfriendly argument with the commander, who 
led me to understand that he was subordinated not to me, but the 
naval command. I could foresee further conflicts with the Military 
ahead, and avoided touching the subject any further.”80

Rosthorn’s ambivalent position towards the looting activities of imperial military 
staff would also be visible in his involvement in the Society for Friends of Asian Art 
exhibitions. The prospective object list for 1922 exhibition on Asian art lists, among 
several objects belonging to Rudolf Graf Montecuccoli (1843–1922), the admiral which 
had served as head commander of the Austrian-Hungarian troops in China from the 
7th of September 1900 onwards, “a bronze incense burner, with four dragon-headed 
handles” labelled as “Chinese, Summer Palace, Yuan Period.” 81  The presence of objects 
which were likely to have been looted objects acquired during Montecuccoli’s tenure 
in China was sanctioned by Rosthorn and the other organizers – when Graf Monte-
cuccoli decided to withdraw his objects from the exhibition, Rosthorn wrote to him 
in the name of the Society protesting the decision.82 

Whether in their stay in the Chong residence, on a visit to the Bishop Favrier, in 
the tours of the Forbidden City that the occupying armies forced the Imperial House 
to allow in August 1900, that served for many as an opportunity to grab a souvenir,83 
or the public auctions of loot organised by the British forces,84 the Rosthorns had 
plentiful opportunities to participate in the looting. Complying to their own later 
accounts critical of their fellows’ looting, the Rosthorns asserted in both Paula’s letters 
after the end of the Siege and the later memoirs of the Rosthorns that the couple only 
left China in December 1900 with a single suitcase.85 They claimed that most of their 
possessions, including their existing art collection and library, had been lost in the 
destruction of the Austrian-Hungarian legation in the Siege.86 This, however, makes 
it all the more surprising to reconcile with their alleged purchase in 1902 of a silver 
globe provenanced to an imperial palace. The next sections will look into how this 
apparent contradiction is part of a larger trend in the collection of looted objects in 
the aftermath of the Boxer War. 
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The Rosthorns in 1902

After a leave of absence, the Rosthorns returned to Beijing in early 1902, Arthur von 
Rosthorn having been promoted from legation secretary (“Legationsekretär”) to 
legation councillor (“Legationsrat”).87 The Beijing the Rosthorns returned to was a 
city of strained relationships between the Qing government and the foreign diplo-
matic corps – as the foreign embassies were rebuilt as a closed enclave defended by 
military troops,88 the punishing clauses of the Boxer Protocol were being carried out, 
physically manifested in the Ketteler Monument which the Qing government was 
forced to erect in memory of the fallen German ambassador.89 The purchase of looted 
art by Western individuals and institutions continued openly and jubilantly, with 
Western museums like the Ethnological Museum in Berlin museum sending out their 
staff in 1901 to acquire precious religious and imperial objects that would normally not 
enter the art market.90

Despite the lack of direct documentation of the purchase, both the technical 
analysis of the globe (see section bellow) and the memoirs of the Rosthorns could 
support the possibility of its acquisition from an “antique dealer”. While Arthur von 
Rosthorn left almost no direct records of where and what he collected in his writings, 
Paula von Rosthorn left a lively written account of the city and her activities within 
it, from which we can not only gain insight into her collection/purchasing habits. 
Through the current understanding of antique trade networks in Beijing, as well as 
other contemporary Western accounts of purchases of antiques made at this time in 
the capital, it also possible to paint a rough picture of the complicated journey the 
globe may have had up to its acquisition by the Rosthorn.  

The Beijing Art Market after the Looting

Although both Chinese and foreign civilians are mentioned to have participated in 
the frenzied looting taking place in 1900 and 1901, the foreign armies by far overtook 
them in the scale of looting, primarily of the individual residences and palaces they 
occupied but also scavenging abandoned private residences, shops and banks.91 While 
a lot of the objects looted by the foreign troops remained in possession of the military 
staff (sometimes sold on or gifted to museum agents like Friedrich Wilhelm Karl 
Müller, discussed below),92 many of them were auctioned off on the spot, either to be 
purchased by foreigners or to enter the Beijing-based art market.

As described by James Hevia in his articles on looting during the second Opium 
War and the Boxer Rebellion, looted objects were auctioned off on the spot by the 
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British as well as other participating military forces.93 Western missionaries, diplomats, 
journalists, customs workers, agents sent by collectors abroad, as well as antique dealers 
both Western and Chinese participated in the auctions.94 While these public auctions 
had stopped by September 1901, they did ensure that a significant number of imperial 
antiques passed on into the Beijing-based art market. A complex network of Chinese 
and Western agents had formed around the vast quantity of looted objects by 1901, as 
showcased by the account of Friedrich Wilhelm Karl Müller (1863–1930), the directo-
rial assistant of the Berlin Ethnological Museum, of his purchases for his institution: 
“…my program consisted of extended expeditions by carriage and later by horse to 
build relationships with Chinese and Mongols, churchmen and private [citizens], and 
European and American marauders [...].”95 Müller writes how local dealers actively 
sought him out: «My contacts with the Chinese natives gradually increased after the 
establishment of my household, when it became known that I was a “civil mandarin”, 
not a “military mandarin”.”96 

Although the arrival of the Qing army back into the city in the autumn of 1901 
led to Müller’s local contacts becoming “more reluctant and frightened”,97 the second-
hand and antiques market would over the course of the next few decades continue to 
cater to an ever-growing foreign demand. Pawn-shops, having greatly suffered from 
looting and destruction during the Boxer War, also re-absorbed much of the private 
loot, and became a link in the retail chains that legitimised looted goods into legiti-
mate purchases for Western dealers and collectors.98 As seen in the next section, Paula’s 
account of her purchase channels in Beijing helps us fill in the gaps of how the globe 
could have come to be sold to the Rosthorns. 

The Rosthorns and the Beijing Antiques Market Around 1900–1902

Paula and Arthur might have had a large collection by the turn of the century, indi-
cated by one document from the MAK archive. At the time of 1899 In a letter to the 
Museum for Art and Industry dated to May 1899 Arthur requests the museum’s help 
in shipping objects he would “send from time to time”,99 with no specification of the 
nature of these objects.100 While the whereabouts of this pre-1899 Rosthorn collection 
remains unknown, other sources allude that they rebuilt their collection upon their 
return to China in 1902.

The written memoirs, as well as complimentary archival documents, help us 
paint a picture of the collecting habits of Paula and Arthur von Rosthorn. Despite the 
silver globe having been displayed, together with a series of other Chinese objects,101 
in exhibitions in Vienna under Arthur von Rosthorn’s name, we disproportionately 
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know more about Paula von Rosthorn’s purchasing activities.  Apart from two brief 
mentions of seeing Chinese oracle bones on the antiques market at the turn of the 
century, and seeing ceramics sold in Shanghai, Arthur von Rosthorn left us with no 
written account of his shopping purchases.102 Scattered sources indicate that Arthur 
von Rosthorn was at least sporadically making purchases of antiques. Aside from a set 
of ancient bronze drums acquired in Sichuan,103 several items of jewellery recorded 
in the MAK inventory were sold by Rosthorn to the then Handelsmuseum (Trade 
Museum) in Vienna.104 While some of the rare Chinese books in his monumental 
library would have been acquired as gifts from Chinese statesmen and diplomats,105 he 
would have certainly purchased many of them. Most likely he would have purchased 
them in Liulichang, the antiquarian quarter that by the 19th century was home to 
almost a hundred bookshops, many of which dealt in paintings and antiques as a 
side-business, and was already well-known to foreign collectors.106 

Meanwhile, Paula von Rosthorn left a lively written account of her collecting 
activities in Beijing in her memoirs, presumably written after her return from China 
in 1916. She goes to great lengths to emphasise her passion for collecting Chinese art:

“Countless learned books have already been written about Chinese 
art. Therefore, I will not really go into it, but each person who 
comes to China will be enraptured and surprised by the variety and 
beauty of Chinese goods; which makes it so that everyone comes to 
collect something that they like best. Some develop an interest in 
painting, others for old porcelain or pretty embroideries, woodcuts, 
delicate ivory or jade pieces, carpets, bronzes, or many other things. 
Authentic pieces [echte Stücke] are naturally very expensive and not 
within everyone’s reach, but there are an endless number of delight-
ful things [herrliche Dinge] to be bought for very little money, as 
long as one makes the effort to look for them. 

It was this kind of curio-hunting that was one of my favourite pastimes in Peking.”107

She also writes that she “knew all the antiquarians in the Chinese City, the jewel-
lery market that was held for three weeks in Liulichang, the fur market in the pro-
ximity of the temple of Agriculture, where the most beautiful furs – from sable to 
ermine  and even sheepskins – would be put on sale in the open street; the merchants 
specialising in heavy carved furniture out of black wood, and the people who made 
cloisonne objects: vases, boxes etc, with artful, time-consuming craftsmanship.” She 
then describes the proceedings through which travelling peddlers would bring goods 
to the Legacy to sell directly to Paula. She also paints a lively picture of the temple 
market held at Longfusi.108 
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As Madeleine Dong has analysed in her Republican Beijing, the second-hand merchants 
in Beijing, from the high-end antiquarians in Liulichang and temple markets, to the 
pawn shops, old textile shops and even the travelling salesmen, were connected in a 
network of second-hand trade.109 Objects sold at one type of establishment would 
be passed on to higher-end or cheaper shops to reach the appropriate establishment. 
Travelling salesmen, who sold everything from groceries to antique furniture, would 
be able to seek out wares specifically for their regular customers, and by the end of the 
19th century specifically targeted the foreign legations. Paula von Rosthorn describes 
being regularly visited by such salesmen, from which she acquired many porcelains 
and other objects.110   

This network of second-hand loot was both a great victim of the Siege of 1900, with 
both the Chinese boxers and the Western troops heavily looting their shops,111 while 
many antiques looted in the Siege being re-absorbed into the same local networks after 
going on auction.112 

While Paula’s boast that she knew “all the antiquarians in the Chinese City” may 
be difficult to substantiate, it is clear from her written records that she had direct 
dealing with Chinese antique dealers, both in her own home at the Legation and in 
the commercial spaces of the late-Qing capital. The acquisition of the globe from a 
shop becomes not only believable, but likely in the context of the existing second-
hand market catering to the demands of foreign collectors and purchasing agents, and 
resorting to the sale of loot in an effort to survive the losses incurred in the Boxer War. 

2.4  Austrians in the late Qing China and their collecting activities:  
Collecting Actors and Networks

The collecting by Paula and Arthur could be viewed within the broader collecting 
practices of the Beijing-based expats in early twentieth century. It is noteworthy 
that the target of their collecting was not limited to works of art and crafts, but also 
included a wide range of materials. Furthermore, the social milieu of collecting actors 
was significantly diverse.   

Members of the Austro-Hungarian diaspora were, not least on account of the rela-
tively late establishment of the Austro-Hungarian consulates in China, and the depen-
dence on the support and expertise of other foreign representatives (primarily the 
British),113 relied on a tight network of multinational institutions promoting European 
interests in China and engaged in similar collecting practices to their foreign col-
leagues. A number of Austro-Hungarian citizens, among which Arthur von Rosthorn 
himself before joining the Austrian-Hungarian Legation in 1895, joined the ranks of 
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the Imperial Maritime Customs Office (an institution nominally part of the Qing 
government, but administered by the British and advancing British and European 
interests),114 and were thus connected to the British communities highly engaged in 
collecting and advancing European connoisseurship of Chinese art.115 Another sup-
ra-national collecting network was that of missionaries – since the 1880s and 1890s, 
several Austrian and Hungarian missionaries had been active in China. According to 
the records of the Consulate in Shanghai, these included eleven Catholic missionaries 
and nine Catholic nuns.116 As we shall see, both Austrian and non-Austrian missiona-
ries donated to Austrian museum, often using the consulates as intermediaries.

An interesting case study is Joseph Haas (1847–1896). Coming from a family of 
diplomats, Haas trained as an interpreter and translater from 1866 at the ÖU consulate 
in Hong Kong, and was recruited as a member of the 1869 expedition, and appointed 
General Councilor in Shanghai in 1873.117 Haas was strongly involved with the Royal 
Asiatic Society of Northern China (henceforth RASNC). Established in the eve of 
the attacks of the Taiping Rebellion suffered by Shanghai between 1860 and 1862, the 
RASNC was a scholarly society that concentrated philological, historical as well as 
geographic, geologic and other kinds of scientific research in China. The governing 
question of the society, articulated at its inaugural meeting 1857, was whether “the 
great contest, to which the nations seem to be here hastening on, be one of mere 
physical force, or one of intellectual power?” The Society’s mission was to advance the 
“intellectual power” of Britain through scholarly endeavours to represent China accor-
ding to Western epistemological models, in contrast to the “false theories” of Chinese 
modes of knowing.118  

Haas was strongly involved with the Society and its Museum, serving as the 
Honorary Librarian to the library attached to the museum and assisting with the 
search for a local taxidermist.119 Like Rosthorn, Haas was also a member of the RAS, 
contributing lectures to the sessions of the society, and specimens to the natural 
history collection of the Museum.120 The Consul’s interest in collecting went beyond 
the foreign community in Shanghai – he coordinated collecting efforts of ethnogra-
phic and natural history specimens from China to Vienna within a wide network that 
connected both Austro-Hungarian nationals and non-Austro Hungarians. A report 
of the Imperial Natural History Museum from 1894 gives us a glance into the scale 
of Haas’ endeavours: in 1893, Haas sent dispatched 42 boxes from Shanghai to the 
museum, of which 12 contained zoological specimens, 29 contained objects for the 
“anthropological-enthnographical” section, and another box contained books for the 
Hofbibliothek (Imperial Library). The generous donation included not only objects 
collected by Haas, but also items collected by B. R. A. Navarrà, the editor of the »Ost-
asiatischen Lloyd« German-language newspaper, Julius V. Petersen, J. Henningsen 
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(the head of the Telegraph Society in Shanghai and part of the Henningsen family 
of American entrepreneurs), Prof. Dr. Friedrich Hirth (a tax director in Chongqing), 
the missionary Eberhard Strobly, the Vladivostok-based merchant Julius Bryner, as 
well as Rosthorn himself, who contributed two bronzes acquired during his travels 
in Sichuan.121 Haas also gifted a collection of Korean objects to the Orientalisches 
Museum (Oriental Museum) in Vienna in 1885. He was awarded the medal of the 
Order of the Iron Crown, 3rd class, by Austria-Hungary for his contributions to the 
Natural History Museum.122 

Another active agent in Austro-Hungarian collecting activities was Julius Pisko 
(1663–1926), the councillor in Tianjin from 1899 to 1901. Even before his arrival in 
China, Julius Pisko had been a member of the Berlin Anthropological Society and had 
received commissions for his acquisitions.123 Like Haas, he mediated donations from 
his local European diaspora to the Natural history museum like the 1899  donation 
of twenty two newly-made porcelain objects from Jingdezhen donated by Bishop 
Casimir Vic, or that of fourteen old bronzes collected by an unnamed German missi-
onary that same year.124

While many of the acquisitions mediated by Pisko and Haas were gifts, some 
were purchases, including the two ancient bronze drums collected by Rosthorn.125 
Several articles of jewellery in the former collection of the Handelsmuseum in Vienna 
(Trade Museum, 1886–1925) were noted to have been sold by Rosthorn to the museum 
in 1895.126 So far, no archival documentation has been found of whether Rosthorn 
acquired the bronzes and hairpins speculatively, and then sold them to the museums, 
or whether he had been commissioned. 

One area still awaiting further research is that of the collecting activities of the 
women in the Austro-Hungarian foreign diaspora. Josef Haas’ wife Eleonora von Haas 
(1866–1943), descended from the Slovene von Pertazzi family, brought back a collec-
tion of embroidery, porcelain as well as photographs, postcards, and documents with 
her from Shanghai after her husband’s death in 1896.127 The spouses of other consular 
staff may have also been engaged in collecting – as Paula von Rosthorn’s accounts 
bellow make it clear, travelling salesmen made even antiques conveniently accessible 
to women in the consulates and legations in their own homes, and “shopping” seemed 
to have been a common hobby within the diaspora. However, as in Paula’s case, the 
collecting activities of the consular spouses are often obscured by the objects being 
sold or displayed under their husbands’ names in Europe.

Another visible female collector was Sister Antoinette von Wagensperg, born in 
1855. Sister Wagensperg was active from 1894 to 1900 in Hangzhou, then relocated 
in 1900 to Beijing to organise the reconstruction of a Catholic orphanage.128 Like 
other missionaries, Sister Wagensperg used the Austro-Hungarian legation in Beijing 
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to assist with the transportation of objects she acquired. The Natural History Museum 
yearly reports mention “26 weapons and bronzes from China, as well as a great 
Tibetan trumpet” purchased from her in 1902, and “five bronzes” purchased from her 
in 1902129 While the purchases recorded in the reports are not specific, one identifiable 
object is a Han dynasty bronze pen-holder, now in the collection of the Weltmuseum 
in Vienna.130  

3. Discussion of the Object

The MAK’s globe is constructed from a round body made of silver with enamel 
overlays and fitted with a carved wooden frame with brass meridian ring. The globe 
can be rotated, as with a gimbal bearing, via two axes both horizontally – around 
the globe axis in the meridian ring – and vertically – via the lateral suspension of the 
meridian ring in the wooden frame. The globe axis, running from top to bottom, 
consists of a brass rod riveted to the top of the meridian ring. At the top and bottom, 
rosette-like decorated, semicircular caps and flat brass cylinders are attached to the 
suspension in the meridian ring. On the underside of the globe, a flat disk is posi-
tioned between the semicircular cap and the globe. The globe is constructed of two 
hemispheres, which were chased from silver plate, decorated by engraving and pattern 
punching, and finally soldered together along the equator line. Finally, the continents 
were highlighted with blue, turquoise and purple enamel. No chop marks, or date/
maker/commission inscription are visible. 

3.1 Jesuit and Imperial Background

As briefly mentioned in the introductory part, the critical attribution of a Jesuit 
workshop has accompanied the Rosthorn globe, long before its official entry into the 
collection of the forerunner institution of today’s MAK in 1939. 

The earliest possible mention of the object’s Jesuit origin is the 1919 inventory, 
registered after the globe entered the Museum für Kunst und Industrie as an external 
object on loan from the collection of Arthur von Rosthorn into the museum. The 
crisp description of the Rosthorn globe states: “Globus Silber mit Email China Jesu-
itenarbeit; im Holzgestell [globe silver with email China Jesuit piece, with a wooden 
stand]”.131 In 1922, the globe was presented together with other East Asian objects 
to the public at the Museum of Art and Industry and the object’s entry in the exhi-
bition catalogue mentioned the Jesuit background (“Jesuitenarbeit”) as in the 1919 
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inventory, while it appeared in the category for objects from the 18th century.132 Fol-
lowing this, the Rosthorn globe was on view at the same venue, during the special 
exhibition Ausstellung ostasiatischer Gerätekunst und Kleinbildnerei, organized by the 
Verein der Freunde asiatischer Kunst und Kultur in Wien. In the accompanying 
catalogue, the Jesuit attribution resurfaced, while the object was backdated to the 
17th century.133

The inventory register of the Museum of Art and Industry after the object acqui-
sition from Arthur in 1939 gave a detailed account on the piece: 

Fig. 1 The Rosthorn Globe. China, Silver and enamel, h: 47 cm, w: 38,5 cm, d: 26.4 cm. MAK — 

Museum of Applied Arts, Vienna, GO 1827. Photo: © MAK/Georg Mayer
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“Globus aus Silber, Land u. Inseln in transluzidem Email. Nur zwei 
Achsen drehbar, schwarzes, reich geschnitztes Gestell. Wahrscheinlich 
von Jesuiten geleitete chinesische Arbeit. Nach der Gestalt Australiens 
nach A.J. Tasman und vor J. Cook, also zw. 1650-1770 entstanden 
[Globe made of silver, continents and islands in translucent enamel. 
Only two axes rotatable, black, richly carved stand. Perhaps from Jesu-
it-led Chinese work. Created between 1650 and 1770, judged from the 
shape of Australia after A. J. Tasman and prior to J. Cook]”134 

This quantum leap in information might be attributable to Eugen Oberhummer 
(1859–1944), a Viennese geographer and professor at the University of Vienna from 
1903 to 1930 and one of the pioneering researchers of globes in Austria Hungary of 
the early 20th century, conducted an intensive research on antique globes in Viennese 
collections in 1921. What Oberhummer described in his published papers of 1923 and 
1924 is worth noting here.135 Oberhummer wrote in the section “Globe Making in 
Eastern Asia” in his article “The History of Globes” in 1924:

“(…) Among the instruments of the Jesuit Verbiest we find several 
armillary spheres and a celestial, but no terrestrial, globe. After the 
Boxer rebellion a very fine specimen of a terrestrial globe, however, 
was found in a curiosity shop in Peking by Mr. A. Rosthorn, 
former Austro-Hungarian minister in Peking and Teheran. It 
probably came from the Imperial palace and is now deposited in the 
Hofburg136 in Vienna (…) The drawing indicates that the globe was 
made after the journey of Abel Tasman, but before Cook’s voyages, 
that is between 1650 and 1770.”137

The astonishingly detailed information provided here might well suggest that the 
Viennese professor of geography had interviewed Arthur personally at some point 
about the background of his purchase. Notably, Arthur happened to become an 
honorary professor for Sinology at the same university in 1922. In any case, this article 
is one of the earliest known sources of the Boxer rebellion narrative of the Rosthorn 
globe as well as the antique shop as the venue of acquisition. Notably, Oberhum-
mer left out the mentioning of the Jesuit provenance. This circumstance allows us to 
assume that the Jesuit attribution might well have been provided by Arthur himself.

After the acquisition of Rosthorn globe, the Jesuit attribution continued to emerge, 
albeit more cautiously asserted. The 1983–1984 exhibition China cartographica: chine-
sische Kartenschätze und europäische Forschungsdokumente in Berlin and Bonn featured 
the Rosthorn globe. The catalogue entry said the globe was produced “under the 
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influence or with the participation of Jesuits (vermutlich unter dem Einfluß oder der 
Mitarbeit von Jesuiten entstanden)”.138 

In the following sections, the links between the Jesuit and Chinese globe are 
explored, clarifying Arthur’s possible thoughts and intentions for bringing up this 
specific narrative.  

3.2 The Cartographic Model for the Globe

As a starting point to explore the MAK’s globe and its accompanying object story from 
multiple perspectives, we investigate the cartography closely. While the map represented 
on the globe generally serves as a one of the vital clues to date an object, it also has formed 
one of the strong reference points for linking the MAK’s globe with a Jesuit workshop. 

The Rosthorn globe was first identified as being based on the world map made by 
the Chinese cartographer in 1794 in Joseph Needham’s History of Science and Civili-
sation in China, Volume IV.139 More recently, in an assesment for the MAK, Jose Vidal 
has identified the model of the globe as the world map of Zhuang Tingfu莊廷敷 
(1728–1800), “Great Qing Dynasty Unified Terrestrial Map of the Myriad of Tribu-
te-Bearing Countries with Spherical Coordinates, Past and Present” (Da Qing tongshu 
zhigong wanguo jingwei diqiu shifang yu gujin tu大清统屬職貢萬國經緯地球式
方輿古今圖, 1794). The original manuscript map is currently held at the United 
States Library of Congress, while a smaller version was reprinted in the 1800s as part a 
collection,140 with further simplified versions printed in 1819 in the Huantian tushuo
圜天圖說(Illustrated Explanation of the Encompassing Heavens) by Li Mingche李
明徹 (1751–1832) and in 1848 in Kangyou jixing康輶紀行 (Record of a Mission to 
Khams) by Kangyou jixing康輶紀行 (Record of a Mission to Khams, 1848).141 

The globe matches the toponyms and legends of countries in Zhuang’s maps, as 
well as its depiction of geographic features.142 However, it also deviates from Zhuang’s 
map on several aspects, notably the absence of a patterned band of empty striped 
boxes on which are deployed the 24 Chinese solar terms of the zodiac.143 Instead, over 
the southern pole, a silver surface is segmented and inscribed with the time diffe-
rence to China, reminiscent to a similar feature of western globes from before the 19th 
century, where a movable “hour dial” set over the North Pole could be used to identify 
time differences between two points on the globe.144 

Vidal emphasizes that, while drawing from Jesuit cartography, the Zhuang Tingfu 
map draws from other, yet to be conclusively identified, Western maps. It provides a 
more accurate use of the Mercator projection than any Jesuit map, and updates the 
map with information from the naval voyages of Byron, Wallis, Bougainville and 
Cook.145 
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While sharing certain conventions with the Jesuit maps, it also presents typical 
Chinese cartographic features such as the representation of rivers through two lines, 
like veins or arteries, or the rendition of mountains as stacked triangular forms.146 
The south-north orientation implied by the Southern Pole positioned at the top of 
the globe is not found in any Jesuit maps or globes. The fixed “hour dial” relating the 
time difference to China is indicative of the globe being made for a Chinese audience. 

3.3 Formal Properties of the Globe

The Stand

The second point of reference is the carved stand the globe is mounted on (fig. 3). 
The ebony wooden stand is composed of two pillars adorned with lions suppor-

ting a concave semi-circular frame. The lower part of the frame is decorated with floral 

Fig. 2 Zhuang, Tingfu, (active 18th century) Da Qing tong shu zhi gong wan guo jing wei di qiu 

shi fang yu gu jin tu The Great Qing Dynasty World Map of Tribute-Bearing Countries with 

Spherical Coordinates, Past and Present, Library of Congress G3200 1794 .Z5 
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bands reminiscent of Qianlong-period carving, although lacking the refined execution 
of the latter (compare the stand with the Peabody Essex screen, or the stand of the 
Cleveland Museum of Art table screen, see figs 4 and 5).147 The stand is unique among 
all known Chinese globes – the Kangxi globe, as well as the Qi Meilu celestial globes 
mentioned in the next section, all have four-legged stands somewhat reminiscent of 

Fig. 3 Stand of the Rosthorn Globe

Fig. 4 Five-panel screen with phoenixes and birds in landscape (detail), China, probably Guang-

zhou, Qianlong period, probably 1775 AD or before, cloisonné, gilding, zitan and nan wood — 

Peabody Essex Museum — DSC07952 Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons

Fig. 5 Screen with European Figures (obverse) and Landscape (reverse) with Stand — 

1964.243 — Qing Dynasty (1644–1911), Qianlong reign Cleveland Museum of Art, Image 

courtesy of Wikimedia Commons
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the 17th century Jesuit-made celestial globe in the Imperial Observatory, while the 
Qianlong celestial globe and the Guangxu terrestrial globe all rest on one leg. Stands 
with two legs, like that of the Rosthorn globe, are unprecedented among both Western 
and Chinese globes. It is, however, somewhat reminiscent of rectangular stands used 
for stone or jade plaques used as table-screens, such as that in figs. 5–8. Such table 

Fig. 6 Table screen with stand, China, Qing dy-

nasty, Qianlong period, 1736–1795 AD, nephri-

te, boxwood, hardwood, stained ivory — Wads-

worth Atheneum — Hartford, CT — DSC05080 

Image courtesy of Wikimedia commons

Fig. 7 Table Screen with Tree Peonies. Metropoli-

tan Museum, New York, 02.18.469. Gift of Herbert 

Bishop, 1902. Image courtesy of the Metropolitan 

Museum under Creative Commons license

Fig. 8 Table screen with soapstone 

plaque, China, 18th century, soapstone, 

carved wood, h: 28.4 cm, w: 22.7 cm. 

MAK — Museum of Applied Arts, Vienna, 

PL 766, Photo: © MAK
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screens were often composed of an older jade or stone plaque fitted into a custom-
made wooden frame, and were a staple of the material culture of Chinese scholar-offi-
cials, and were easy to procure in the 19th century antiques trade. 

Comparing the stand of the Rosthorn Globe with examples of Qianlong-period 
carving, such as the illustrated carved wooden screen from the Peabody Essex collec-
tion, or the other illustrated table screens, it is worth noting the relative flatness of 
the MAK stand, which lacks the volumetric complexity of the carving in the other 
examples. The globe’s wooden stand could likely be a 19th century work presenting a 
simplified version of the flamboyant 18th century Qianlong style. 

Aside from the quality of the carving, another detail inconsistent with an imperial 
context would be the rough joinery visible where the brass rod is inserted into the 
wooden stand (fig. 9). 

Fig. 9 Rosthorn globe (detail) © Alexandra Nachescu
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Material and Conservational Aspects of the Globe

As part of the project “Österreichisch-Ungarischer Kunsthandel mit China im Zeit-
alter des europäisch-amerikanischen Imperialismus: Personen, Handel, Netzwerke 
um 1900”, the globe was additionally examined by the head of the MAK’s Conser-
vation-Restoration Department, Mag. Anne Biber, from a conservation scientific 
perspective, with a focus on the manufacturing technique of the silver globe and its 
enamelling. The visual and partly microscope-based examination of the manufac-
turing technique was supplemented by an elemental analysis of the silver and the 
enamel overlays by means of X-ray fluorescence analysis (XRF). The investigations 
were carried out in consultation with experts in historical enamel techniques, Dr. 
Eva Lenhardt and Prof. Hannelore Karl of the University of Applied Arts Vienna, 
Institute for Conservation and Restoration, as well as the chemist Dr. Marta Anghe-
lone, working at the same institute, for the XRF analyses. The results are summari-
zed below.148

According to the conservation analysis, the globe was basically formed out of two 
hemispheres, made by chasing silver sheets, decorated by engraving and punching, 
and finally soldered together along the equator line. Finally, the continents were high-
lighted with blue, turquoise and purple enamel. According to Anne Biber, the produc-
tion process would have been the following:

First, the hemispheres, each made from a round sheet of metal, a circular blank, 
were tapped into a hollow form or trough using hammers. In the hammering process, 
shaping took place without cutting and without heating the metal. Cold forming 
makes the silver brittle, which is why it is annealed several times. To be able to finally 
produce a sphere, two hemispheres formed to fit together with complete accuracy are 
necessary, which requires a high level of craftsmanship. 

Before soldering, however, the “drawing” of the geological details took place. For 
example, lines for outlines of the continents as well as meridians, characters and other 
freely designed details were created using engraving tools. Other structures or patterns 
of serial forms were struck or chased into the silver using pattern punches. The engra-
vings and chasing, which were varied in shapes and patterns, were done very carefully. 
The next step was soldering. In order to allow the air expanding inside the sphere due 
to the heat effect to escape, there must have already been an opening in the area of 
the poles. The solder seam is remarkably cleanly executed and in some places almost 
invisible to the naked eye.

X-ray fluorescence analysis (XRF) was employed to establish the composition of 
the different parts of the globe. The results of the analysis show that both the body 
of the globe and the disc are made of high quality silver and contain 94.5% silver 
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(Ag), 4.5–4.9% copper (Cu), 0.3–0.5% gold 
(Au) and lead (Pb). Showing the same corre-
lation between contents, the globe and disc 
were thus produced together. The relatively 
high copper content in both indicates inten-
tional alloying to improve the mechanical 
properties and workability of the silver. The 
rosette-like capes were also silver, but with 
higher gold content, thus composed diffe-
rently from the globe and the disk. However, 
the difference in composition could be 
accounted for by a layer of gold plating on 
the caps.149 

Unfortunately, there is insufficient data 
on silver purity in imperial and non-impe-
rial objects to allow an exact dating based 
on the purity of the silver. The main point 
of reference is a 1993 investigation of 48 
Chinese export silver hollowware objects, 
and 87 silver flatware objects, of the 18th and 
19th century, performed by Janice Carlson 
at Winterthur Museum’s Scientific Research 
and Analysis Laboratory in Delaware.150 
Carlson’s investigation showed an increase 
in silver purity over the course of the 19th 
century, with purity values of over 92.30 ± 
2.90 being typical of objects made after 1885. While following this data would place 
our globe in the later part of the 19th century, it is unclear whether export workshops 
represent an appropriate comparison point for an object produced for a domestic 
audience, whether imperial or not.151 

Enamelling

The dark blue enamel applied on the globe, and loosely on the caps, consists of a glass 
with proportions of lead and potassium (K), and cobalt (Co) and iron (Fe) as colou-
ring components. The turquoise enamel also contains lead, potassium, and copper 
(Cu).152

Fig. 10 Rosthorn globe (detail)  

© Mio Wakita
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The enamel is applied over the surface 
of the land masses, although with areas 
left uncovered, such as a cartouche over 
north-west Africa. The enamel is applied 
loosely following the outlines of the 
coasts, and the squares defined by the 
latitude and longitude lines, irrespec-
tive of political/geographic delineations. 
There is no sign the surface of the cont-
inents had any recessions or cells for the 
purpose of containing the enamel. The 
enamelling is not consistent with the 
incised designs, often obscuring inscrip-
tions, with the conventions of the ena-
melling often not matching those of the 
incised map (eg a strip of desert being left 
unenamelled like the bodies of water). 
As such, it is unclear whether the ena-
melling was applied as part of the initial 
manufacturing process, or whether it was 
applied at a later date. Regardless, the 

application of enamel on a spherical object was a technically difficult process. 
Key to our assessment is our observation that the enamelling, especially its pattern 

of colour change, sometimes deviates from its natural logic, so that in some parts 
individual territories are divided into two colours (fig. 11). This is indicative in some 
aspects, yet strongly suggest that the producer(s) of this globe seemed to have not been 
strictly obliged to the highest attention necessary for imperial household’s commission.   

Damage and Modifications

Dents on the surface of the globe indicate it suffered some kind of impact damage. It 
also seems to have been repaired/reshaped from the inside, as indicated by protuberan-
ces. It is not clear how these repairs were performed, as there is no sign of the globe 
being opened from the equator, and the holes at the poles appear too narrow to allow 
repairs on the inside to be made from there. 

There are several areas of repairs to the enamels, where the texture of the enamel 
is uneven and the colour of the enamel appeared different when exposed to UV light. 

Fig. 11 Rosthorn globe (detail)  

© Alexandra Nachescu
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According to subsequent FTIR-ATR analysis, the translucent materials used for 
these repairs are composed of modern synthetic organic materials, including epoxy 
resins and acrylate. These are indicative of repairs done in the second half of the 20th 
century.153 Unfortunately, no reports of these reparations have been preserved in the 
MAK Archive. 

3.4 Socio-Cultural Context:

“Jesuit” and Imperial Globes 

When George Lynch toured the imperial apartments in the aftermath of the Boxer 
War in the autumn of 1900, he remarked on the presence, among other articles of 
“Oriental luxury”, of a celestial globe in the Emperor’s private apartment:

“One of the largest objects in these rooms was an enormous celestial 
globe. But, curiously enough, there was no sign of a terrestrial one. 
Suggestive that! Was it that the heavens were the only appropriate 
study for the Son of Heaven, and China was so much the world to 
him that the rest was negligible?”154

Discussions of terrestrial globes in China has been since continued to be dominated 
by the assumption of the relative unimportance of globes, on account of a diver-
gence of traditions of cartographic representations, conceptions of the cosmos, and 
the specific needs of Qing imperial representation.155 The majority of the few surviving 
Chinese globes survive are held in the Palace Museum collections. However, scattered 
references in essays and literature of the late Qing show us a different side of the elite 
Qing engagement with globes as a scientific and didactic object, one in which the 
object of the globe came to accrue its own specific meanings.     

Starting from the 16th century, the Society of Jesus actively sent missionary priests to 
China. Jesuit priests were not only trained in Catholic theology, but also acquired fluency 
in not only the language of their target culture, but also its literature and philosophy, con-
structing a body of knowledge with the explicit aim of using it to target non-European (in 
this case, Chinese) elites for conversion. Jesuit priests were versed in various Western tech-
nological fields including engineering, astronomy, engraving, etc., and used this expertise 
to gain access to Chinese elite spaces, and later even the court.156 Particularly in the 18th 
century, Jesuits were recruited into the Imperial Astro-calendric Bureau and the Academy 
of Mathematics in Beijing, as well as given roles as supervisors in Qing imperial workshops 
for painting, glass, as well as precision instruments and canon-making.157
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Cartography was one of the disciplines used in such a way. Matteo Ricci, the most 
well-known of Western Jesuits active in China, inaugurated this with the production 
of a mappamundi and a treatise on geography in Chinese that is credited with the 
introduction of the conception of a spherical earth in the Chinese sphere, as well as 
the first instance of the Chinese word for “globe” (diqiu 地球) in its modern usage.158 

Chinese traditions of mapmaking have developed their own parallel conven-
tions and means of accurate recording. Map-making developed as part of official 
recording duties, and local gazetteers, regularly produced local maps. While the 
creating of maps of empire itself an imperial prerogative, the focus was on maps of 
the empire. While Chinese cartographers had access to Western Ptolemaic carto-
graphic techniques, Western geographic paradigms were faced with scepticism and 
slow to be accepted on both elite and imperial levels.159 Historians of cartography, 
such as Cordell Yee, have pointed out the incompatibility of the long-established 
cosmic models, central to imperial identity, with the way of representing the world 
on Western maps: 

“Jesuit maps such as Ricci’s challenged Ming notions of cosmolo-
gical and terrestrial space. The earth-construct of most premodern 
Chinese maps had been essentially flat, featuring a central inhabited 
continent surrounded by four oceans, part of a cosmology known as 
‘round heaven, square earth’ (tianyuan difang). Jesuit maps presen-
ted a different vision of the earth as a spherical world of many conti-
nents surrounded by seas of varying shapes. Jesuit maps also upset 
Chinese notions about an ethnographic space [...]. In premodern 
China, all peoples outside the sphere of Chinese civilization were 
conceived as one or another variety of yi, often translated as ‘bar-
barian’ but better understood as ‘other.’ This model was reflected in 
the tributary system, a hierarchical framework of trade and diplo-
macy that served to define China’s neighbors and to separate their 
cultures from Han Chinese.”160

The production of the earliest terrestrial globes in China should be understood in this 
context of the intercultural clash of paradigms occasioned by the Jesuit missions.161 
The earliest preserved globe, a wooden sphere painted with lacquer of a diameter 
of 58.4, is currently held in the British Library, was made by the Jesuit missiona-
ries Manuel Dias (1574–1659) and Nicolo Longobardi (1559–1654) in Beijing in 1623. 
Using the legends and toponomy of Matteo Ricci’s mappamundi while incorporation 
further sources, it was made under the patronage of Chinese elites and possibly meant 
as gift to the emperor, bearing Chinese place names.162 Matteo Ricci himself, as well as 
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his Chinese collaborator, the astronomer Li Zhizao (1565–1630), were known to have 
made globes, which have not survived.163 While these early Jesuit maps and globes 
raised the interest of Chinese scholars, they were primarily seen as curiosities rather 
than reliable models, had no great impact on the court until the advent of the Man-
chu-led, militarily expansive Manchu dynasty.164

A small gold-plated iron globe of the Palace Museum in Beijing (fig. 12), ten cm 
in diameter and unfortunately too corroded to allow for the map on it to be identi-
fied, testifies to the Qing interest in globes arising as early as the Shunzhi reign (1644 
to 1661). 165 A larger globe, also in the Palace Museum collection (fig. 13), based on 
the world map produced by the Jesuit Ferdinand Verbiest for the imperial Chinese 
court, testifies to the Kangxi Emperor’s (1654–1722) interest in Western cartographic 
representations. As Gang Song and Paula Dematte write, “The Kunyu Quantu [map 
by Verbiest] played a subtle role in Qing China. At the highest level of the Chinese 
social order, the map provided a new vision of the world for the Kangxi emperor, 
who was eager to acquire information about the lands beyond his empire and to 
exploit any knowledge (symbolic or practical) that would strengthen his rule and 
his dynasty. Intelligent and inquisitive, the emperor not only questioned the culture 
and geography of Europe but also requested that they instruct him in Western 
methods of astronomy and cartography.”166 The Kangxi emperor’s interest was prag-
matic: “All celestial degrees match widths of the earth… Since ancient times map-
makers have never reckoned the distances on the earth according to celestial degrees, 
and this is why numerous mistakes appeared.”167 However, imperial interest in the 

Fig. 12 Gold-plated iron globe, Shunzhi Reign, Palace Museum Beijing, Qing Court Collection, 

Image via Liu Lu, Scientific Instruments, 110
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globe, and the paradigm it represented, 
did not bring its acceptance among the 
Qing elite. Yang Guangxian 杨光先, 
the head of the Imperial Bureau of Ast-
ronomy between 1665 and 1669, rejected 
the idea of a spherical earth outright, 
claiming that it implied that people of the 
Southern Hemisphere would, according 
to this model, be dangling upside down, 
an idea he dismissed as ridiculous.168

Both the Kangxi emperor and the 
Qianlong emperor commissioned Jesuit 
cartographers to produce atlases of the 
empire.169 The Jesuit missionary Michel 
Benoist (1715–1774) recorded in his cor-
respondence that the Qianlong Emperor 
ordered him to make a copy of an European 
world map for his throne room in 1764, 
and he mentions two years later produ-
cing globes for the court (though none are 
preserved).170 

The latest globe held in the collec-
tions of the Palace Museum in Beijing 
(fig. 14) bears an inscription mentioning 
it was made in 1880 in connection with 
“Yang Wenhui of Shidai, [also known as] 
Renshan”.171 Yang Wenhui is better known 

as a publisher who played a prominent role in the 19th century reformist Buddhist 
movement, but he took a keen interest in Western geography, publishing essays on 
geography in his periodical, and creating his own globes.172 It is unclear whether this 
object was a gift for the Emperor, a commission, or an incidental purchase.

Among the celestial globes, the Qianlong-period one observed by George Lynch 
deserves brief mention for being produced out of hammered, rather than cast metal 
(fig. 15). While the execution of the golden sphere, composed of two half-spheres 
joined at the equator, is similar to the Rosthorn globe, the Qianlong globe does not 
use enamel on the surface globe itself, and with the stars being rendered in mounted 
pearls. Notable is the ornate stand decorated with cloisonne bands and three-dimen-
sionally rendered dragons.

Fig. 13 Terrestrial globe, Kangxi period, 

Qing dynasty, Palace Museum Beijing, Qing 

Court Collection, Image via Liu Lu, Scientific 

Instruments, 111.
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As this brief overview of published surviving Chinese 
terrestrial globes shows, the earliest globes made in 
a China were indeed associated with the Jesuits, 
and were produced on the basis of maps made by 
Jesuits for a Chinese audience, whether it be those 
of Ricci, Verbiest, or Benoist. The Rosthorn globe’s 
use of Zhuang Tingfu’s map, produced outside of a 
Jesuit context, diverges from the pattern established 
by the few surviving Jesuit globes. 

As the Yang Wenhui globe indicates, by the 
second half of the 19th century, more cartographic 
models were available for the production of globes. 
Scholarship on Chinese terrestrial globes suffers 
from a lack of an established published corpus, and 
tends to focus predominantly on the examples in the 
Palace Museum in Beijing and the British Library.173 
However, a number of textual sources paint a picture 
of increasing interest in globes outside of the Qing 
court over the course of the 19th century, an area 
which has yet to be subject to an in-depth study.  

Globes Outside the Qing Court

Although few 19th century non-imperial globes have been identified, textual sources 
point to a rising interest in such objects among the Qing intellectuals from the early 19th 
century. In 1815 Xu Chaojun 徐朝俊 published the fourth volume of Gaohou Mengqiu 
(“Important information on the Universe” 高厚蒙求), a horological encyclopedia 
that included mention of how to make both celestial and terrestrial globes made out of 
bronze.174 He included sets of half-gores depicting the surface markings of the maps. 
The gores for the terrestrial globe bear a loose resemblance to the Zhuang Tingfu 
map (fig. 16), visible in details such as the representation of the Niger delta, although 
much simplified in comparison to the globe. Witness to the fact that the Gaohou 
Mengqiu was indeed used in the production of globes are a group of bronze celestial 
globes produced between 1828 and 1830 by the workshop of the Chinese clockmaker 
Qi Meilu 齐梅麓, based in Wuyuan, Jiangxi Province. William Combridge identified 
four inscribed examples, including one collected in the Science Museum in London.175 
Although not bearing any markings of the Qi Meilu workshop, a silver-alloy celestial 

Fig. 14 Terrestrial Globe, Guang-

xu Reign, Qing Dynasty, Palace 

Museum Beijing, Qing Court 

Collection, via Liu Lu, Scientific 

Instruments, 113.
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Fig. 15 Celestial globe in the Forbidden City, Beijing, Wikimedia Commons  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tian_Xiang_Yi.JPG 
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globe in the Ethnographic Museum in Stockholm strongly resembles the bronze celes-
tial globes, confirming that the Gaohou Mengqiu inspired the production of silver as 
well as bronze globes.176 

The first Opium War (1839–1842) and the critical re-appraisal of the Qing Empire’s 
place in the world among the Qing elite brought a boom in geographic pub-
lications for an audience open for the reception of Western cartographic para-
digms. These included 1843 Wei Yuan’s 1843 Haiguo Tuzhi 海国图志 (Illustrated 
Treatise on the Maritime Kingdoms), a compendium of new maps177, Yao Ying’s 
1848 Kangyou jixing康輶紀行 (Record of a Mission to Khams, 1848)178 that used a 
simplified version of the Zhuang Tingfu map, as well as the 1849 Yinghuan Zhilüe
瀛寰志略 (Account of the Maritime Circuit ), a record of travelling to Europe by 
徐繼畬 Xu Jiyu179.

Starting from the 1860s, cartography, and specifically the production of terrest-
rial globes, became integrated in the Self-Strengthening movement.180 Between 1865 
and 1867 Zeng Guofan 曾國藩181 (statesman and military general of the lage Qing 
dynasty, 1811-1872) commissioned Fang Ziqi方子恺, a painter and official who previ-
ously worked as part of coastal administration, to make a globe for him. Zeng recom-
mended the employment of Fang Ziqi at the Shanghai Manufacturing Bureau: 

“The two Manufacturing Bureaus founded by Li Xiang [Hongzhang] at 
Shanghai and Jinling [Nanjing], where ships and canons are manufactured, are the 

Fig. 16 Left: Detail of gores of North Africa and Europe in Xu Chaojun 徐朝俊 Gao hou meng qiu 

高厚蒙求: (Shanghai: 1887), 213, © Harvard Yenching via Google Books. Right: Zhuang Tingfu, 

The Great Qing Dynasty World Map, detail, ©Library of Congress
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foundation for strengthening the nation, truly a momentous accomplishment. In 
my opinion, to bring things to an even greater scale, [Li should add] an office for 
translation and the production of terrestrial globes, [as] all of these endeavors all 
belong to the same set.”182   

As encyclopedias compiling empirical knowledge, and Chinese-language periodi-
cals provided an ever-wider Chinese audience with up-to-date world maps and geo-
graphic knowledge in the 1880s and 1890s,183 the terrestrial globe increasingly became 
a symbol of “new learning”. In the novel Huang Xiuqiu 黄绣球, it appears as the 
modern pedagogical instrument par excellence, a material manifestation of not only a 
scientific model of the world, but also one in which the Qing defines itself as a nation 
among nations.184

3.5 Deconstructing the Jesuit Narrative 

The Jesuit order was disbanded by papal order of suppression in Beijing in 1774.185 
Some workshops, such as the glass workshops, fell into disrepair, while others, like the 
clock-making workshop, had been taken over by the Chinese students of the Jesuit 
masters, as we have seen in the list of globes above, the making of globes had been 
an occasional endeavour that had not led to any systematic production. One cannot, 
therefore, refer to the production of “Jesuit” maps at the time when Zhuang Tingfu 
drafted his map in 1799.  

Furthermore, Zhuang Tingfu’s map, which served as the model for the globe, 
while referencing Jesuit maps, is its own hybrid product, that places itself within tra-
ditional Chinese cartographic paradigms as much as those of Western cartography. 
The inscriptions, that provide succinct descriptions of foreign countries, indicate the 
audience of the object. 

Could this have been an imperial object? Both the low quality of the enamelling, 
and the technique of applying enamel on an even surface (as opposed to on repousse, 
or using the cloisonne technique) diverge from imperial practice, as does the use of 
silver rather than bronze or gold.186 

Most glaringly, an inscription marking the globe with a date, present on all other 
globes, is missing. Such inscriptions were a key feature of imperial material culture, 
asserting the identity of the object as having passed strict quality standards and being 
integrated into the corpus of imperial possessions. 

The publication of the Gaohou Mengqiu in 1817 confirms the incipient interest 
among Chinese craftspeople in producing terrestrial globes. While the Qi Meilu-type 
silver-alloy globe in the Museum of Ethnography in Stockholm is worked in a different 
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style from the Rosthorn globe, it attests to a market for silver globes as prestigious and 
decorative objects outside of the court. Considering the increased interest in globes 
among Chinese elites involved in the Self-Strengthening Movement of the late nine-
teenth century, and the availability of the Zhuang Tingfu map outside of the court, 
with its republications in 1848 it is not unlikely that the Rosthorn globe would have 
been made for a non-imperial market after the first Opium War (1839–1842). Even 
though comparable data are still needed, the material analysis of silver discussed earlier 
in this chapter also supports the dating of the 19th century as the possible production 
data.

The presence of the idiosyncratic stand would be consistent with the “legend” 
of the globe being purchased by Rosthorn in a shop, having been displaced from 
its original location during the Siege of Beijing, gotten onto the domestic antiques 
market, and having been “improved” by a new stand. Since the Rosthorns already 
had connections with antiques and silverware dealers, the globe could have been 
explicitly offered to Paula or Arthur von Rosthorn. Given the quality of its enamel-
ling, it is also possible that the Rosthorn globe was an earlier silver globe that was 
later enamelled to make it more “decorative” and marketable around the date of its 
sale in 1902. 

Regardless of its origin, the globe was presented as a “Jesuit” object at least since it 
was first lent to the museum in 1919. How would the globe have acquired its moniker 
as “Jesuit”? 

The history of the Jesuit workshops at the Qing Court had remained well in 
the public consciousness in Europe throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries. The 
accounts of Jesuit scientific activities presented in Jean Baptiste Du Halde’s Description 
geographique, historique, chronologique, politique, et physique de l’empire de la Chine, 
was first published in 1735 but subsequently republished over the course of the 18th 
and 19th centuries.187 Ferdinand von Richtofen, the most notable authority on the 
geography of China of the late 19th century, wrote of the Jesuit cartographic activities:

“The most important field for the activity of the Jesuits, who were 
trained in mathematics and astronomy, was the construction of 
a real map of China. [...] the tempting opportunity occurred to 
perform a geographic task of such magnitude with relatively little 
effort, which would also be a great gain for science as it would bring 
the mission everlasting fame. […] The same praise as for the skill 
of the French Jesuits, however, is due to the insight of the great 
KANG-HSI; for in the whole of the Chinese empire there would 
have been few who, like him, recognized the great importance of 
the possession of a correct map.”188 
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Rosthorn had presented a strong interest in geography since the beginning of his 
career. During his work on the Chinese Maritime Customs Service expedition to 
Sichuan, he was involved in drafting maps.189 His doctoral thesis at the University of 
Leipzig, published in 1895, deals with the ancient Chinese geographic treatise Tribute 
of Yu 禹贡 directly tackled the question of the historicity of the text raised by Richt-
hofen in his own writings.190 Rosthorn would have likely been familiar with the Jesuit 
cartographic legacy, possibly even through Richthofen’s reception. 

So prominent was the connection of geography and astronomy with the Jesuits 
in the early 20th century, that the Jesuits themselves embedded it in their visual pre-
sentation. An example is provided by the portrait of Ferdiand Verbiest, based on the 
engravings in Du Halde’s Description geographique, made in 1914 at the Jesuit-run 
Zikawei Orphanage (established together with a museum and observatory). Where 
in Du Halde Ferdinand Verbiest is represented with an armillary sphere, in this 
painting it is replaced with a terrestrial globe.191 The Jesuit-run Zikawei observatory 
and its scientists were important members of the Royal Asiatic society in Shanghai, 

Fig. 17 Left: Portrait of Ferdinand Verbiest, detail, 1914. China; Shanghail. Ricci Institute for 

Chinese-Western Cultural History, University of San Francisco. Image via Reichle, China at the 

Centre, front flap. Right: Ferdinand Verbiest, detail,  Du Halde, Description geographique…, vol 

III, 87, image via Reichle, China at the Centre, 11. 
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and thus the scientific connection of the 19th-century Jesuits would not have escaped 
Rosthorn.192

The material presence of Jesuit “objects” also rose to public awareness with first the 
looting of Yuanmingyuan, and then the looting of the Imperial Observatory during 
the Boxer Rebellion (fig. 16).193 

While it is impossible to pinpoint exactly what the globe would have meant to 
both Paula and Arthur Rosthorn, it is possible to understand the different layers 
of meaning that a “Jesuit” globe would have had for Arthur as a European Sino-
logist around 1900: a symbol of a fraught Catholic attempt to reconcile science 
and religion, an episode of European cartographic history, the embodiment of a 
moment in Qing history when the imperial court was invigorated by Western scien-
tific practice. Finally, the object’s status as a looted object, never outright stated on 
labels but implied through the label “Jesuit”, held its own connotations: as James 
Hevia writes, the acquisition of “Jesuit” objects, prized by the Qing emperors, 
was an act that undermined Qing imperial sovereignty, and constituted an act of 
symbolic subjugation.194 

4 Reframing the Rosthorn Globe

This study is exemplary in several aspects: It focuses on the Chinese objects as one of 
the first Austrian case studies to examine its acquisition background within the frame-
work of looting and provenance research.195 It also challenges the previous discourse 
on the nineteenth-century/early twentieth-century Austro-Hungarian entanglement 
with colonialism in Asia, its collecting and its museum’s purchase of objects in/from 
Asia within the art historical scholarship. 

Having studied the globe in depth from several perspectives, our preliminary 
findings indicate that the Jesuit and imperial provenance of the Chinese globe 
from the MAK collection is disputable. The decoding of the cartographic details, 
the material analysis and the analysis of socio-cultural context of terrestrial globes 
in late Qing China have revealed that the Rosthorn globe was very likely to have 
been manufactured in the 19th century for a Chinese audience. This analysis clearly 
indicates that the identity of the Chinese silver globe in the MAK collection has 
gone through several metamorphoses. Possibly created as both a pedagogical and 
symbolic tool of the emerging consciousness of Qing China of its place in the world 
of the late 19th century, the globe was at some point detached from its original 
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context and marketed with an imperial provenance in the Beijing antiques market. 
By 1919 the Jesuit attribution was probably added by Arthur, a learned sinologist 
and geographer, to the information given to the Museum of Art and Industry. Since 
then, the Rosthorn globe has been given labels such as “imperial,” “Jesuit,” and “the 
Boxer Rebellion”. 

Paula and Arthur Rosthorn

One crucial point this study illuminates concerns another ironic turn in the globe’s 
narrative. The discussion in this study has shown that Arthur had little documented 
passion in collecting art objects. His field of interest was rather antique books, and 
when he did purchase other types of objects, it was as speculative acquisitions for 
museums, such as the bronze drums for the Natural History Museum. The presence of 
embroidery, rock crystal sculpture, silver wares, ivory carving etc. from the Rosthorn 

Fig. 18 Celestial Globe. Qing Dynasty, 1673. Ancient Observatory, Beijing. Image via Wikimedia 
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collection in Viennese exhibitions, as well as Paula’s own account of her passion for 
collecting finely worked craft products in Beijing suggest that Paula was at least as 
active as Arthur as a collector, while spending even more time and energy in art 
hunting than her husband.196 

Given the fact that Paula and Arthur’s collection purchased in China between 
1896 and 1900 was lost during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900, and rebuilt afterwards 
to be sent back to Vienna in 1906 and 1916 respectively,197 the size of the collection 
must have been substantial. Considering the discussions above, Paula needs to be 
seriously considered as a possible candidate for the collector of the Chinese globe. 
Notably, no single account – neither exhibition catalogues nor official documents 
including letters and inventories – mentions Paula as the collector of the objects, 
many of which correspond to Paula’s profile as a collector. Paula’s invisibility in 
the official accounts might be addressed as a typical nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century phenomenon, yet this practice certainly erased the activities of 
female collectors at the turn of the century such as Paula von Rosthorn and has, 
in effect, distorted the prevailing narrative of Austro-Hungarian collecting in East 
Asia. 

It is, ultimately, at this point not possible to definitively identify the purchaser 
of the Rosthorn globe. Due to Arthur’s passion for geography, it is certainly possible 
that he purchased the piece. Likewise, Paula could well have been the one who found 
the object during one of her regular curio-hunting tours. However, in view of Paula’s 
active collecting, and the late-19th and early 20th-century practice of erasing female 
collectors from official accounts, Paula should be acknowledged as the possible (co-)
collector of the object.

The Boxer Rebellion as a Marketing Label

While the Rosthorns’ agenda in disseminating this particular provenance story 
remains uncertain, the historical circumstances behind the narrative of the object’s 
“imperial” provenance lead us to another ironic turn in the object’s reception 
history: the discourses on the looting of Winter Palace, as well as other imperial 
and non-imperial spaces in Beijing, Tianjin and other areas affected by the retri-
butive campaigns in 1900–1901 after the Boxer Rebellion, helped the Rosthorns 
to better market the Chinese globe in Vienna, significantly elevating its art-his-
torical, monetary and symbolic values. Along with Arthur and Paula’s sojourn in 
Beijing during the critical period of large-scale plunder, the shared knowledge 
about the massive influx of looted Chinese objects after the siege among those 
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who interested in Chinese art, art market and dealership certainly gave the credi-
bility to the object story.198 

The European art market of the 1860s had already experienced the first flourish of 
“authentic” pieces from China that flooded the auctions after the Second Opium War 
(1860).199 The 1861 issue of the Oxford Journal, giving a vivid account on the art dealers 
stirred by the arrival of imperial spoils looted of the Summer Palace,200 is not only emb-
lematic for the collective amnesia of the circumstances of objects’ translocation from 
China since the 1860s, but also testifies the discourse on the spoils from China, typi-
cally framed by expressions like “lovely”, “rare” in juxtaposition with “looted/loot”.201 
This legacy certainly gave the impetus to easily link Chinese objects – brought directly 
from China – to euphemistic phrases invoking an imperial provenance, boosting the 
commodities’ marketability. In this context, the Jesuit narrative that long accompa-
nied the Chinese globe from the MAK collection stands in this inglorious tradition.  

The Museum of Art and Industry, today’s Museum of Applied Arts in Vienna, 
has long been silent about the critical provenances of Chinese objects acquired in 
the period after the wave of lootings of Chinese objects after the 1860s. At the same 
time, this institutional reticence resonated with the general discourse on Chinese 
art on the art market and in exhibitions in Europe. Exemplary for this is a business 
letter dated 10 February 1912 addressed to the Museum of Art and Industry. A decade 
after the looting after the Boxer Rebellion, Au Mikado, one of the leading auction 
houses in Vienna, sent a notice to the Museum of Art and Industry (the predecessor 
museum of today’s MAK) in this correspondence, announcing that Chinese antiques 
on sale were purchased at extremely reasonable prices during the Boxer Rebellion and 
this interesting convolute of objects would certainly arouse great interest among art 
lovers.202  Indeed, the Museum of Art and Industry received an increasing number of 
bids of Chinese works of art from the mid-1900s and some of them stress the Imperial 
provenance.203    

Reframing the Globe as Transnational Object 

As we have seen, the movements of the globe have rendered it with layers of 
meaning: as a looted object, as a product of the “Jesuit” Sino-European encounter, 
as an exemplar of Qing “imperial” art in the MAK.  By challenging the established 
narrative and re-considering the historical circumstances and collecting context of 
the globe, we have uncovered hitherto neglected aspects of the globe, such as its 
production at a time of rising interest in scientific geography and Western carto-
graphy among Chinese elites. By considering the globe as negotiating the Jesuit 
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cartographic legacy in China, while being possible produced outside of a “Jesuit” 
workshop, we allow it to unravel a historical narrative hitherto unexplored. We 
can thus shift the focus away from a Eurocentric narrative of Jesuit “influence” 
on Chinese cartography to a narrative that centers the complicated reception of 
a type of pedagogic and scientific object that came to accrue specific local layers 
of meaning. We can also widen our discursive framing of the Rosthorn globus 
within the collective Western amnesia of the looted objects from China and the 
commercial abusiveness of the historical facts in transnational art trade. With its 
multi-facetted biographies, shifting identities and changing discursive framings, 
the Rosthorn globe in the course of centuries proved to represent the transforma-
tive nature of a transnational object.   
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