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Abstract 

History of archaeology, not merely archaeology itself, has become an important subject in 

contemporary scholarship. An investigation of The Karlbeck Syndicate (1930-1934), a 

collector’s group that primarily focussed on the collecting and studying of early Chinese art, 

is based on primary archival research. The syndicate included some of Europe’s most 

prominent private collectors and significant national institutions at that time. This study 

analyses original, hitherto unpublished, archival data provided by a set of archives at the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in Stockholm, the Victoria and Albert Museum and the 

British Museum. The mechanics of this interesting and some-what secretive collector’s group 

provides a contextual understanding of how Chinese collections were formed in this defined 

period in Western history and in the study of Chinese archaeology in Sweden and Britain. 

The syndicate is named after Orvar Karlbeck (1879-1967). This thesis focuses on his 

collecting method and pioneering scholarship in the then developing field of Chinese art and 

archaeology in Sweden. Together with Johan Gunnar Andersson (1874-1960) and Gustaf 

Adolf of Sweden (1882-1973) he played an undeniable role in the foundation of the Museum 

of Far Eastern Antiquities. At the time a group of Bronze Age objects formed a novel 

collecting and study subject and also had just started to appear on the art market. This thesis 

examines the institutional and intellectual framing of these objects in the discipline of 

Chinese art and archaeology in Sweden and Britain. A close-knit group of Western specialists 

of Chinese art are deliberated. They were all connected to the Karlbeck Syndicate and its 

organisers; including Andersson and Karlbeck in Sweden and Perceval W. Yetts (1878-

1957), Robert L. Hobson (1872-1941) and Charles G. Seligman (1873-1940) in Britain.  

The aim of this study is not to provide an art historical but a historical analysis of the major 

players and theoretical orientations that they depended on. I will consider approaches on the 

evolution of stylistic development at that time and how this affected the display and 

institutionalisation of the objects. Moreover, it examines the different methodologies used to 

classify and categorise the non-Western objects within Western scholarship, including the so-

called comparative method. The intellectual background under which the syndicate operated 

was guided by some diffusionist concepts within the study of Chinese art and archaeology at 

that time. This debate is still playing a part in the current study of Chinese archaeology. 

Overall this study is based on the examination of archival material and will throw new light 

on a lesser known history of collecting and lay foundations to future research. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Objective of the study 

The objective of this thesis is to analyse the significance of and discuss the hitherto 

unpublished archival material on a unique European-based collector’s consortium, The 

Karlbeck Syndicate (1930-1934); furthermore, it intends to use the debate to provide a 

contextual understanding of the collections formed through this syndicate within the then 

developing discipline of Chinese art and archaeology in the West.
1
 Through the purchasing 

operations of this collectors group many important archaeological objects from China’s 

Bronze Age period (c. 16
th

 century-206 BC) entered Western collections during the second 

and third decades of the twentieth century.
2
  

The syndicate is named after the Swedish collector and railroad engineer Orvar Karlbeck 

(1879-1967): an interesting and somewhat ambiguous figure who was an important 

personage in the collector’s world of early Chinese art and archaeology during the first three 

quarters the twentieth century (Figure 1). His personal history has, until now, been ignored in 

museum studies and in the history of Chinese collections in Europe, as well as, his role in the 

                                                             
1 This thesis uses the term Chinese art and archaeology for the studies concerning the topic because it was used 

as the title for the academic study of early Chinese culture in Britain. It officially became part of the British 

academic program in the early 1930s at the Courtauld Institute and later at the School of Oriental Studies (now 

School of Oriental and African Studies), University of London. Stacey Pierson, ‘Private Collecting, Teaching 

and Institutionalisation: The Percival David Foundation and the Field of Chinese Art in Britain, 1920-1964’, 

(PhD diss., Sussex University, 2004).  
2 The approximate date for the beginning of China’s Bronze Age is the Erlitou culture (c. 1700 BC). However, 

the Ordos bronzes (c. 771 BC-221 AD) were also a group collected by Karlbeck and included in the discussion 

of this thesis. For dates see, Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy eds., The Cambridge History of 

Ancient China: From the origins of civilization to 221 BC (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 

Xiaoneny Yang, edt., The Golden Age of Chinese Archaeology: Celebrated Discoveries of the People’s 

Republic (London and New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). 

For further reading on collecting early Chinese art during this period see, Craig Clunas, Art in China (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1997); For a full discussion on Karlbeck see Chapter 2. 
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developing studies in the discipline of China’s art and archaeology in the West at that defined 

time.
3
  

The first section of this thesis analyses and illustrates his important attribution to the 

formation of archaeological Chinese collections, public and private, and how he participated 

in the increasingly knowledgeable specialist discussions on China’s Bronze Age. He 

predominantly collected a defined group of archaic objects from the Shang (c. 16
th

 century- 

11
th

 century BC) and Zhou (c. 11
th

 century-221 BC) period for himself, institutions and 

private collectors. These formed the basis for considering ancient Chinese culture within the 

larger context of world history.
4
 The objects consisted of jades, ceramics, ritual bronze 

vessels and ornamental bronzes such as weaponry, mirrors and belt hooks (Figures 2-6). 

Many of the smaller, un-inscribed bronzes dated from the second half of the Zhou period 

(Eastern Zhou period, c. 770-221 BC) and Han period (206 BC-221 AD). In addition, he also 

brought back a number of, considered non-Chinese, Ordos bronzes which visually bear a 

relation to objects produced by cultures associated with the so-called steppe regions of 

Northern and Central Asia, as well as, Eastern Europe and were then recently discovered 

within China’s borders (Figure 7). Furthermore, and aside from the Bronze Age objects, he 

collected a selected number of Tang period (618-906 AD) tomb figures and Song (960-1279 

AD) ceramics on behalf of his clientele (Figures 8 and 9).
5
  

                                                             
3 This thesis predominantly uses the term West or Western in reference to countries and people with historical 

and cultural links to Europe. This includes North America. When used in reference to Central Asia it is 

footnoted.  
4
 The term archaic implies: ‘Designating or belonging to an early or formative period of culture, art. Primitive, 

antiquated.’ Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Fifth edition, Volume 1, A-M, (Oxford: 2002).  

For a discussion on the  complexities surrounding the writing of world history see, Christopher A. Bayly, ‘From 

Archaic Globalization to International Networks, circa 1600-2000’, in Interactions: transregional perspectives 

on world history, eds. Jerry H. Bentley, Renate Bridenthal and Anan A. Yang, 14-29, (Honolulu: University of 

Hawaii Press, 2005); Benedikt Stuchley and Eckhardt Fuchs, eds. Writing World History 1800-2000 (Oxford 

and New York: Oxford University Press, 2003); Edwin J. Van Kley, ‘Europe’s Discovery of China and the 

Writing of World History, The American Historical Review 76 (2) (Apr., 1971): 358-385. 
5
 In this thesis the Song (‘Sung’) refers to its art historical style rather than a specific time period in Chinese 

dynastic history (Song dynasty 960-1279 BC). See, Stacey Pierson, Collectors, Collections and Museums: The 

Field of Chinese Ceramics in Britain, 1560-1960 (Oxford and New York: P. Lang, 2007), 94. 
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Karlbeck’s role as a collector often overshadowed his connoisseurship and scholarly 

reputation. Through primary archival research his position is analysed. This thesis determines 

that he was an established member of a then newly formed scholarly group, who were 

predominantly self-taught, and dedicated themselves to the study of early Chinese material 

culture.
6
 The select group focussed on in this thesis included Johan Gunnar Andersson (1874-

1960) and Bernhard Karlgren (1889-1978) in Sweden, Berthold Laufer (1874-1934) at the 

Field Museum of Chicago, Robert Lockhart Hobson (1872-1941) at the British Museum, 

Walter Perceval Yetts (1878-1957) at the University of London and the British ethnologist 

Charles Gabriel Seligman (1873-1940); moreover, an evaluation of their direct involvement 

in the institutional and intellectual framing of Chinese art and archaeology in their countries 

also proves valuable.
7
 The collecting activities and specialist studies conducted by Karlbeck 

during the period 1924-1967, according to his publications and through the analysis of the 

original archival data, demonstrate the conventional approaches then used for categorising 

early Chinese art and are important in the understanding of the history and evolution of the 
                                                             
6 For a discussion of the small but very significant group of self-taught Western specialists and collectors in the 
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Chinese Art and British Collecting, 1860-1935’, Journal of the Scottish Society for Art History Orientalism 6 

(2001): 45-52.  
7
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David, ‘Professor Walter Perceval Yetts: An Appreciation’, Oriental Art (OA) III (3) (Autumn, 1957) 

[obituary]: 119-120; Howard Hansford, ‘Walter Perceval Yetts’, The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
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subject in the West, and particularly in Europe. The innovative research by the 

aforementioned- essentially connected to the Karlbeck Syndicate collections discussed in this 

thesis- defined two important centres for studying and collecting early Chinese art and 

archaeology outside China during this period, one in Stockholm and the other in London.  

Indeed, the first decades of the twentieth century are an important time in the 

developing concept of Chinese art in the West. Large public and private collections were 

formed, archaeology was introduced as a scientific discipline in China, mainly by foreign 

example, and historical object studies on Chinese material culture were led by a small group 

of predominantly self-taught connoisseurs who were essentially responsible for directing 

ground-breaking academic research. This thesis concentrates on Karlbeck’s role within the 

foundation of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in Stockholm, as one of those 

specialists, and evidently his role in the acquisition of a particular bronze collection for the 

British Museum. His collecting activity united private collectors and museums to a single 

defined collector’s group, the Karlbeck Syndicate, and those directly involved in the study 

and institutionalisation of these objects.  

Within the evaluation of these ideas the Karlbeck Syndicate is highly significant because, as 

this thesis will argue, it deliberates the manner in which a group of Chinese archaeological 

objects were collected and classified. The collecting methodology of the syndicate is 

analysed comprehensively through the original archival material. This thesis is consequently 

an important archival study that bases its arguments directly upon primary data and is framed 

by the boundaries of the archives. This also means that Karlbeck and the collectors involved 

are solely approached through Western sources. Its intention was not to use Chinese sources 

in this analysis because the focus lies on Western scholarship, collecting and institutional 

framing as a separate entity. 
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  A notable landmark within the history of collecting Chinese art and archaeology were 

Karlbeck’s expeditions to China. There is- to my knowledge- no other collector’s syndicate 

that was formed either in the past or present which was organised or operated on such a large 

scale under the umbrella of connoisseurship. The hitherto unrecognised capacity of such a 

collector’s consortium, as discussed in this thesis, confirms the operation of a delineated 

network of distinguished Western collectors who are characterised within a particular social 

strata and had a common intellectual motivation to understand the cultural and historical 

significance of their acquisitions. Throughout this thesis the Karlbeck Syndicate is 

exemplified in the same sphere as other known collector’s clubs of that period that promoted 

Chinese art; the Oriental Ceramic Society in London, the Kinnaklubben (China Club) in 

Sweden, the Vereeniging van Vrienden van Aziatische Kunst (Friends of Asian Art Society) 

in The Netherlands and the Gesellschaft für Ostasiatische Kunst (Society for East Asian Art) 

in Germany.
8
 Recently, Russell Belk commented on the general concept of the collector’s 

group which also frames the organisational network of the Karlbeck Syndicate: 

‘Organized groups of collectors support their mutual identity not only by trading with each 

other, but also delighting in showing their new acquisitions to each other. Only in such groups does a 
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collector find knowledgeable others with sufficient understanding to feel appreciative and envious of 

the collector’s acquisitions.’
9
 

The syndicate exhibits such a collector’s consortium, as indicated by Russell Belk, where 

serious discussion of the collected objects and systematic exhibition display by its organisers 

formed the basis for the promotion and study of early Chinese art and archaeology. Indeed, 

Judith Green recently discussed the history of the Oriental Ceramic Society- which included a 

number of syndicate members, like Karlbeck- particular in conjunction with the British 

collections of Chinese ceramics at that time.
10

 Still, within the framework of collecting non-

Western art, the Karlbeck Syndicate is an incomparable example of how European collecting 

activities of a specific type operated by an organised group. For example, one aspect of its 

uniqueness is determined by its secretive planning of the purchasing expeditions into China 

based out of a European public institution.  

The foundation of the Karlbeck Syndicate is approached through the collecting expeditions 

that were supported by the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities (Figure 10). In the late 1920s 

and early 1930s the museum invited a group of private collectors and Western institutions to 

join its collecting activities. Today such an approach to collecting is often complicated 

because of the problematic aspects attached to the export of so-called cultural heritage objects 

and the discovery and institutionalisation of new archaeological data. The time-frame in 

which the syndicate operated is nonetheless demonstrative of a Eurocentric character 

connected to the Western mentality regarding East Asia in this period, where the collecting 

and export of historical objects was often accepted in the name of science.
11

 The historical 
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perspective of collecting in this thesis analysis how these Chinese collections participated in 

then specialist discussions instigated by collectors themselves, with the intention to locate 

their art works within an original historical context. Furthermore, discoveries and 

investigations into topics on evolution, technology, craftsmanship and origin led to the 

historical understanding of the production of these objects. 

However, the Karlbeck Syndicate was initially founded out of self-interest by the museum to 

help the growth of its collection. It hoped that the acquisitions by the invited collectors 

subsequently ended up in the museum through donations and bequests. This process was 

geographically wide-ranging, as this thesis examines; the private collectors associated with 

the syndicate often had strong links with a national museum. The legacy of the syndicate is 

today evident in the collections of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and at the British 

Museum, not only because both were directly involved but also through the private collectors 

that affiliated their collections with these two institutions. On the motivation behind donating 

one’s collection Stacey Pierson recently reflected on the incentive of the collector and 

function of the objects for teaching: 

‘The objects in the museum formed the framework for the discipline and the collector of these 

objects influenced the teaching at a public institution by donating his objects.’
12

  

This equally connects to the respective drive leading the collecting activities of the Swedish 

and British collectors in the syndicate. The process of collecting and understanding its unique 

historical context is addressed through important original data dating from the 1920s to 
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1930s.
13

 The particulars of the archives are discussed further on in this chapter and 

throughout the thesis; suffice it to say that they are contemplative of a specific collecting 

period in Europe and unite the syndicate and discipline of Chinese art and archaeology in its 

earliest phase. In this retrospective context, one can argue that the syndicate is a unique 

example of how a group of Western institutions and private collectors not only instigated but 

participated actively in the acquisition and study of their collections. 

Furthermore, this thesis focuses on Western studies of early Chinese art and archaeology 

conducted during the first decades of the twentieth century in Sweden and Britain specifically 

because this illustrates the boundaries of the archival material. It exemplifies the syndicate as 

an organisation dedicated to both scholarship and art during this formative period. Such 

activities for North American museums and private collectors would be an interesting 

comparative subject. However, it diverts this thesis from its original research question of why 

the syndicate is significant in the history of the discipline and collecting in Sweden and 

Britain set within the framework provided by the archive.    

One primary objective is to look at the objects acquired by the Karlbeck Syndicate as 

a branch of specific scholarship and institutional framing of the subject. By grouping the 

objects, as analysed through the archives and purchase lists by Karlbeck, determined the 

different categories then used in Western scholarship. This concept is further examined. At 

the time, tentative chronologies were considered by a small group of Western specialists. 

Coincidentally this was a period when Chinese archaeological objects arrived into European 
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collections through the art market and a popular taste for these commenced.
14

 Archaeological 

material was exposed because of extensive growth of rail and road building, a practice which 

unearthed ancient tomb sites and their contents came on to the market.
15

 This is consistent 

with the analysis of syndicate records that detail how many objects were purchased from 

local dealers in China, with often their only provenance an approximate geographical 

location. In the West, by contrast, there were two ways in which these objects were 

conceptualised: one as archaeology and the other as art in accordance with the aesthetic tastes 

of the collector at the time.
16

  

The trends and aesthetic tastes in Chinese art in Britain have been discussed by a 

number of scholars including Basil Gray (1904-1989), Bernhard Rackham (1876-1964), and 

more recently, Stacey Pierson, Judith Green and Craig Clunas, and at times brought into 

context with the  so-called ‘emerging taste for Modernism’.
17

 Primarily, however, the 

collecting of archaic Chinese bronzes was first depicted as a representation of a, in his words, 

‘modern awakening’ by the bronze specialist Yetts in 1929, where their mystery and novelty 

was explicated in conjunction with a continuously growing of scholarly knowledge.
18

 Indeed, 

according to Craig Clunas, the concept of modernity in the West during the first decades of 

the twentieth century brought the objects into a new perspective which initially affected the 
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Western aesthetic appreciation of Chinese bronzes.
19

 This modern awakening is reflective of 

a new era which determined the interest of the Western collector in the appreciation of 

Chinese art from the early dynasties which in turn created aesthetic and economic value.
20

 

Howard Morphy and Morgan Perkins discussed some of the ideas surrounding Modernism 

with regard to establishing an evolutionary framework for objects within the definition of art 

or anthropology and mentioned that these were often viewed as examples of a universal 

aesthetic which were open to a universalistic interpretation.
21

 Such considerations for 

historical objects often incorporated an anthropological perspective because it focussed on a 

cultural and evolutionary scheme within the idea of a universal history.    

This thesis doesn’t intend to analyse the archaic objects collected by Karlbeck within 

the aesthetic perceptions connected to collecting trends of that period. What the study of the 

Karlbeck Syndicate negotiates is that alongside this aesthetic appreciation an ethnological 

and archaeological interest in them often determined Karlbeck’s selection. However, that 

there was an artistic appeal connected to these objects within the Modernist movement of this 

period is undeniable. In the 1925 the British art historian Roger Fry (1866-1934) introduced 

Chinese art as a significant field of study with its emphasis on aesthetics to the Western 

public.
22

 Interestingly, a couple of years earlier he commented on an archaic Chinese bronze 

vessel on display in a London gallery as a fascinating historical document ‘whatever we may 
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think of it from an aesthetic point of view’.
23

 Overall, his analysis of early Chinese art 

demonstrated a modernist comparative approach where Western art historical terminology 

was used in order to explain elements of Chinese art, especially in painting. This is also an 

approach that predominantly Chinese painting experts of that time like Laurence Binyon 

(1869-1943) and John C. Ferguson (1866-1945) pursued for exploring a relationship between 

Western and Chinese art without the intention of suggesting a direct influence or common 

origin.
24

 Such studies were principally concerned with the aesthetic development in Chinese 

art history.
25

 Their art historical discussions should not be confused with the theme 

considered in this thesis where through analysis of decorative motifs and stylistic 

comparisons in archaeological objects some historical inter-cultural affiliations were 

proposed at the time. However during this period the study of art history and archaeology 

were closely connected by its scholarship and scholars. Robert Thorp and Wen C Fong 

recently discussed this first generation of Western art historians who focussed on Chinese art, 

including their art historical studies of Bronze Age material.
26

 Robert Thorp described this 

new group: 
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‘As a group, the common goal of professional art historians was to deploy Eurocentric art-

historical concepts and methods on Chinese materials. First, certain kinds of objects were defined for 

operational purposes as art. As such they were assumed to express the maker’s intentions and to 

manifest specific stages in a logical evolution. Thus the scholar’s goal was to unlock the pattern of 

that evolution through the closest and most perceptive visual scrutiny of his objects. Certain patterns 

were to be expected, most notably a development from simple to complex, and a reaction against the 

complexity that has been described as a cycle of archaic, classic, and baroque.’
27

 

First and foremost there was amongst these Western scholars a distinction between certain 

types of medium and meaning of the art work; like that of painting, calligraphy and sculpture 

with undeniable aesthetic values to objects that used to have operational purposes, such as 

ritual bronzes, mirrors, belt hooks and tomb goods. What this thesis deliberates is that from 

the start, there was a difference in the study of archaeological objects to that of painting, 

calligraphy and religious sculpture, which was regarded as a fine art and ranked differently in 

the hierarchy within the field of art history.
28

 Painting and sculpture were also later in date in 

comparison to the Bronze Age material that was also considered archaeologically important. 

This meant that in Western scholarship the attitude to Chinese painting was slightly different 

to that of Neolithic and archaic objects. Painting was and is an art historical study whereas in 

this period the archaeological objects were also placed within an ethnological and historical 

framework that focussed on progress, technology and evolution of an ancient culture. Such 

analysis brings its own complexities. The use of the term origin, as Jonathan Hay explained, 

is problematic as it implies a specific source in history.
29

 In his argument origin is always 

retrospective and described from an ideological standpoint and framed by a historiographic 
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institution. It is interesting to keep this in mind throughout this thesis where some of the 

methodologies used to frame China’s bronze art were driven by specific Western ideologies 

at that time that addressed ancient history and cultures globally.    

The representation of the archaic in this thesis, including ritual and ornamental 

bronzes and jades, belonged to a particular group of scholarship which included 

anthropological and archaeological questions by its collectors, as opposed to the more 

popular ceramics from the Tang and Song period admired for their aesthetic appeal. This 

thesis does not focus on the development of aesthetic trends or the art historical evaluation in 

early Chinese art in the West. It primarily concentrates on the process of collecting, 

institutionalisation and historical research of Bronze Age objects as part of a new scholarly 

approach that was responsible for placing these within the concept of Chinese art. The theme 

of classification is discussed and elaborates how this was often determined upon existing 

definitions in associated studies of art history, archaeology and anthropology that were all 

part of the larger intellectual environment in Western scholarship at the time. It is for this 

reason that the term also used throughout this thesis to describe the archaic objects is material 

culture.
30

 Within the study of material culture the object symbolises the people who created 

it. This is significant in the field of anthropology, archaeology and art history and therefore 

the terminology is convenient and neutral in the discussion of the Karlbeck Syndicate objects. 

Overall it is especially useful in the discussion of non-Western archaeological material, 

where the object has been removed from its original location and placed within a Western 

museum context. The term material culture is used here as a tool associated with the different 

disciplines; art history, archaeology and anthropology. What they have in common is that 
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they investigate the object’s formal qualities, classify according to the framework provided 

by the discipline and resolve questions regarding its history, function and meaning. It is 

important to keep this in mind when analysing the institutional and intellectual framing of the 

Karlbeck Syndicate objects within a Western environment and scholarship. 

During the early twentieth century there was no clear definition dictating whether the 

early dating Chinese objects should be categorised as ethnology, as a branch of studies on 

cultures in the discipline of anthropology, or art and connected to the discipline of art history; 

Furthermore, the whole era represents an evolution in academic humanities and sciences, 

where structural development led to innovative studies on prehistory, archaeology and 

ethnology.
31

 Studies often focussed on the so-called comparative method, a terminology used 

then and today to describe a methodology predominantly explored by a group of field 

anthropologists in the America and Europe, such as Franz Boas (1858-1942), William Halse 

Rivers (1864-1922) and Alfred Cort Haddon (1855-1940), to understand and study non-

Western cultures, their histories and material culture by means of cross-comparison.
32

 A good 
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explanation by Ruth Mace and Mark Pagel considered that the comparative method used 

cross-cultural comparison as a common system of ‘testing hypotheses regarding the co-

evolution of elements of cultures or of the adaptiveness of a cultural practice to some aspect 

of the environment’ in philological and anthropological studies.
33

 From an anthropological 

standpoint, one thing that both Haddon and Boas investigated was to study forms and 

decorative patterns in the art of non-Western cultures in order to establish historical 

relationships between groups.
34

 Although much of their research was conducted on the 

artistic productions of living societies they also established a framework for classifying 

archaeological material. This sequencing of data led to the concept of temporal progression; 

from simple to complex, from figurative to complex, from geometric to naturalistic or from 

naturalistic to geometric. In doing so, decorative motifs were seen to succeed each other, 

spreading across boundaries and explored on larger scale evolutionary and cultural diffusion. 

The idea of cultural diffusion proposed that invention, in particular of technology, art and 

other elements connected to creative progress in civilizations or societies, could be traced to 

one single source.
35

 From this original location the new ideas diffused to other cultures or 

societies around them, which in turn absorbed these innovative concepts. The diffusionist 

theory introduced a methodology that used comparative techniques to support its argument. It 
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is important to consider Boas and Haddon’s contribution to the study of not only material 

culture but also to archaeology and art history in general for connecting this methodology to 

object-studies. This thesis examines how the comparative method was important in the study 

of early Chinese art and archaeology during this period. However, it should not be confused 

with the comparative art historical terminology used at the time that explored the significance 

of Chinese art in comparison with that of Western art. Haddon’s systematic and scientific 

approach to the classification objects is echoed in the terminology used by Karlbeck and his 

contemporaries and, furthermore, determined how the essentially anthropological theory of 

diffusionism was connected to the study of ancient cultures; for example, often the term 

specimen was used to encapsulate the ethnographic nature of the objects in question.
36

 

Recently, Judith Green posits that this terminology was used in the first steps towards 

categorising objects of early Chinese art and it similarly polarised art and ethnography.
37

 In a 

recent Swedish publication, Magnus Fiskesjö discussed the collections of the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities and the process by which the objects of Chinese antiquity came to be 

defined as art, as opposed to, archaeology.
38

 Indeed, the labelling of objects as ethnological 

indicated a cultural position, further demonstrating the social, technological and artistic 

changes within human societies in the past and present.
39

 Within this cultural approach to 

studying historical objects, their stylistic and technological evolution was deliberated. 
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1.2 The concept of Style in the study of Chinese archaeological objects 

To discuss Style in early Chinese art comes with its complexities. The stylistic 

approach to classify art has been the main tool for art historians.
40

 In archaeology Style is 

also used as a framework for defining the types of artefacts, where typology and decorative 

analysis play an important role to understand the function of objects and examine change.
41

 

In anthropology, as seen in the studies by Haddon and Boas, the art forms of a culture had the 

possibility to bring to light some historical and social patterns of a society. Haddon 

concentrated on the formal analysis of art and connected stylistic-evolution to the social 

reflection of a culture.
42

 His research included the discovery of evolutionary patterns of 

decorative motifs to answer questions on origin and cultural history:  

‘The craving for decorative art having been common to mankind for many thousand years 

would be a very difficult task to determine its origin. All we can do is to study the art of the most 

backward peoples, in the hope of gaining sufficient light to cast a glimmer down the gloomy 

perspective of the past.’
43

 

The perceived breakthrough in ethnological methodology for studying then called living-

primitive societies during this period was that an understanding of their past was critical. 

Ethnologists believed that progress within any technological or cultural changes that were 

visual was often considered to be imported by a so-called ‘advanced’ culture. Boas connected 

the formal qualities of art to meaning in his anthropological studies in North America. 

Notably he constructed a framework that distinguished two separate stylistic expressions, one 
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symbolic and the other formal and highlighted the importance of the geographical 

contribution of different cultural elements.
44

 Essentially he engaged with the core arguments 

of art historians at the time, including the analysis of relationships between decorative 

representations within a historic pattern. For example, his system (although based on objects 

categorised as Primitive art) was later used to understand the development of decorative 

motifs on ancient bronze art as part of a study that proposed a universal model in non-

Western art by the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (b.1908).
45

 However, at this 

stage in the developing field of Chinese art and archaeology the first process of identifying 

the objects was to find a coherent classification system that addressed chronological issues 

and a cultural understanding of the material. It also demonstrates that art historical and 

anthropological methodology shared common ground. 

The anthropological and art historical frameworks effectively had an impact on the study of 

Chinese material culture and directed Western scholarship on the subject. The 

conceptualisation of the archaic objects and how they were typologically arranged based 

upon stylistic analysis within museum-displays and private collections demonstrated then 

current beliefs in evolution, progress and degeneration within a culture.
46

 Wen C Fong points 

out that the development of scientific theories of stylistic analysis coincided with the 

expansion of the Western art historian’s interest from the classical phases of Western art to 

the non-classical styles, including industrial and non-Western art forms.
47

 It is important to 
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take his words into consideration because during the first decades of the twentieth century 

this was also deliberated by ethnologists and archaeologists and demonstrative that the three 

disciplines were closely integrated and even depended on each other.  

Thus, to discuss Style in ancient Chinese objects can mean different things to those of 

different scholarly backgrounds. The terminology is at times vague. Generally, for the art 

historian the typology of an object is predominantly concerned with shape and surface motifs, 

for the ethnologist questions of meaning and function supported by the study of evolutionary 

development in decoration and ornament are important.
48

 Robert Bagely recently explained 

this complex issue and defined Style as ‘a property of objects- not a property of single objects 

considered in isolation but of their relationships with others, for example by comparison’.
49

 

The method to compare remains an essential analytical tool. In this debate Wen C Fong posits 

that the style of a work of art is largely determined by the mechanical properties of the 

material and the technical problems of manufacture.
50

 In studying groups of objects 

characterisations and defined qualities unite them together, thus, to ascribe a style to an object 

is to state the result of comparison. This is also a good starting point to define the concept of 

Style in this thesis, as the divisions between art historical and ethnological analysis of 

Chinese objects was still undefined at this period, however, their classification depended on a 

correspondence of typological similarities or differences. Defining the scholars of this period 

Wen C Fong identified a group of, what he called, stylistic historians who approached 

notably stylistic changes in phases and so divided the history of China’s bronze art into 

different cycles of stylistic development.
51

 In the 1920s and 1930s these included Osvald 

Sirén (1879-1966) and Ludwig Bachhofer (1894-1976), who were not only interested in the 
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study of decorative patterns in Chinese bronze art but also proposed evolutionary models of 

stylistic developments from Simple to Classical to Baroque.
52

 Sirén proclaimed that his 

principal interest was fixed on the evolution of Style and influence of the historical and 

religious events in the formation of the arts of China and that the early arts made this study so 

attractive because of the ever-recurring new forms, styles and influences.
53

 Bachhofer was a 

student of the Swiss art historian Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945).
54

 Wölfflin was interested in 

the genealogical development in art and patterns that indicated change, progress and 

degeneration, much like the ethnologists of his day. This evolutionary approach within art 

history was a very distinct route to classify objects and understand the so-called visual 

language in a historical sense that was reflective of the ideas associated with the Modernist 

movement in Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century.
55

 Bachhofer’s analysis of 

Chinese art followed Wölfflin approach. Furthermore, the classification of China’s bronze art 

was later developed by the art historian Max Loehr (1903-1988), a student of Bachhofer, who 

would go to have a major impact on the field.
56

 Through his stylistic art historical approach 

Loehr created an effective system that identified and successfully chronologically classified 

China’s bronze art.
57

 However, within the scope of this thesis the view is argued that at this 
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period this specific art historical approach was essentially part of an already established 

anthropological system and widely used in a number of cultural and archaeological studies.    

There are two particular bronze categories that are demonstrative of the focus of new 

scholarship in Chinese art and archaeology at this time. Both were collected by Karlbeck for 

the syndicate. The Huai-style bronzes and the Ordos bronzes (Figures 4, 5 and 7). Both 

groups were part of innovative studies within the field and first promoted through then 

recently formed Western collections. One of the considerations is how both the new 

categories were established, classified and inevitably linked to circulating inter-cultural 

concepts in the study of ancient cultures through the analysis of Style at this period. Notably, 

this thesis is not a case study on the history of the objects themselves but illustrates how 

certain methodologies affected their institutional and intellectual framing, classification and 

display in Western collections. Within this approach the concept of origin and essentially 

tracing decorative motifs or technologies to a common source was a central tool for 

establishing a tentative chronology. For example, the Huai-style, discussed in this thesis, was 

characterised by a number of naturalistic so-called animal-style decorative motifs that were 

introduced during the late Zhou period.
58

 The bronzes dating from that period, then recently 

discovered and studied by Andersson, Karlgren and Karlbeck, were first placed within an 

ethnological and philological perspective and also drew the attention of art historians, like 

Sirén and Bachhofer. One thing these scholars of Chinese art and archaeology have in 

common was that their methodology included comparative techniques in order to establish 

chronological sequences and patterns. At the time, their stylistic studies and classification of 
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groups provided a number of theories supporting cultural links between ancient China and the 

West and, furthermore, led to questions on origin, influence and diffusion in Chinese art.
59

 

The term Huai-style is no longer in use today; furthermore, the bronzes are now 

predominantly classified under the periodisation Eastern Zhou, which in turn splits into the 

Spring and Autumn Annals (770-476 BC) and Warring States (475- 221 BC).
60

 In 1929, the 

French historian and orientalist René Grousset (1885-1952) popularly proposed the term 

Huai-style in his publication, Les Civilisations de l’Orient: Chine, for this distinct stylistic 

group of bronzes (Figures 24-25 and 32).
61

 They were first discovered in the Huai Valley 

Region and first collected by Karlbeck and therefore a geographical term was given to 

generalise and identify their common characteristics. Between 1935 and 1941 Karlgren used 

the term to describe this group in the museum collection in Stockholm that corresponded to 

this typical decorative style.
62

 This thesis discusses how the Huai-style was used as an 

accepted classification model at the time, especially at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 

and how it inevitably connected to a historical debate on inter-cultural relationships in ancient 

China. Within this discussion the Huai-style objects were linked to studies on the Ordos 

bronzes.  
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 The so-called Ordos bronzes (Figures 7 and 34) are a specific group of ornamental 

objects first discovered in the Ordos region in the early twentieth century. A number of 

similar objects have also been found throughout Northern China, Inner Mongolia, Central 

Asia, Siberia and Southern Russia and therefore the name is somewhat misleading. The 

objects depict distinct naturalistic animal motifs in bronze art. They are considered non –

Chinese in appearance, meaning that they were not executed in the more typical geometric 

decorative motifs of the Shang and Zhou period associated with ancient Chinese civilizations, 

including the Huai-style, however, they were also discovered within China’s borders.
63

 The 

Karlbeck Syndicate showed a specific interest for these, specifically by the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities and the British Museum, each acquiring a great number of these bronzes. 

Moreover, it demonstrates how studies on Eurasian objects were an integrated subject in the 

institutionalisation and study of Chinese art and archaeology from an early stage in the 

development of the discipline. Again, the discussion of the Ordos bronzes in this thesis is not 

a case study of the objects themselves but an analysis of a specific classification process at 

the time.  

This thesis deliberates, in particular, on the studies of Ordos objects from the 1920s and 

1930s by the pioneering group of Western scholars; including Andersson and Karlgren, but 

also by Ellis Hovell Minns (1874-1953) and Michael Ivanovich Rostovtzeff (1870-1952).
64

 

Their publications are prime examples how, in this period, both the Chinese and Ordos 
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bronzes were compared and considered within the boundaries of decorative analysis and how 

it was connected to an examination of a direct cultural relationship between the two 

neighbouring civilizations. 

The Ordos bronzes, then and today, continue to raise a number of questions with regard to 

their cultural descent; such as possibly being produced by the nomadic Scythian or Xiongnu 

culture that lived within China’s northern borders in ancient times.
65

 At the beginning of the 

twentieth century, a group of Scythian cultural objects were discovered covering a large 

geographical area.
66

 Already in 1923, Fry commented in his publication on Scythian art that 

the bronze Zhou style was inspired by the animal-style of the Scyths and initiated a debate on 

questions of origin, exchange and influence between China and Eurasia in art historical terms 

rather than one based on archaeological facts through excavation.
67

 Through a number of 

known historical records and supported by then recent discoveries there appeared to be a 

cross-cultural absorption of Hellenic elements within their execution (those making this 

comparison did so being aware that the Hellenic was associated to the origin of the high 

culture of western civilization). Speculation on the origin of the Ordos bronzes and their 

possible influence on the development of Chinese decorative motifs, as analysed by the small 

group of Western scholars, included arguments that evidently China had embraced cultural 

elements of the Scyths and respectively Hellenic through cultural diffusion. Indeed, such 

speculations make the stylistic approach to classification more complex than merely 

establishing a chronological sequence for the objects in question. It further explored themes 

like influence and cultural relationship in ancient China. Indigenous decorative and 
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technological development in early Chinese cultures was questioned with arguments of 

importation and diffusion from the West.   

In Eurocentric historical constructions, Hellenic culture is considered the core of 

Western civilization.
68

 From this point of view, it arguably suggested that the ancient Chinese 

recognised and accepted a technological and artistic superiority of a Western culture and 

were inspired or aspired to pursue and develop these distinct cultural elements within their 

indigenous art.
69

 The theory argued at the time was diffusionist, where a body of influence 

was defined and indicated a geographically determined historical centre, source or origin, that 

diffused its superior knowledge to under-developed or so-called primitive societies.
70

 As this 

thesis will argue, these diffusionist concepts were incorporated in studies by Minns, 

Rostovtzeff, Yetts and Andersson. To support their research they included the comparative 

method and incorporated the latest archaeological data, in combination with, ethnological and 

art historical questions of the objects in question; their decorative motifs, technology, 

geographical location and origin. Their work encapsulates how the subject included 

anthropological methodology as an accepted format for classification Bronze Age art.   

In 2003 a symposium was organised in Stockholm by the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities that reconsidered the topic of Prehistoric East-West contacts; these included the 

first surveys conducted by Andersson based upon his archaeological discoveries in China in 

the 1920s.
71

 The discussion was founded on the Neolithic and bronze collections he had 
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brought back and his first attempts at tracing the origin of the culture that had produced these 

objects. Within Andersson’s search for answering the question of cultural origin in China he 

looked at the possibility of diffusion from Central Asia. Instead of applying the term 

diffusionism Andersson argued his Theory of Western Origin to link objects from ancient 

cultural sites across Eurasia and China, proposing missing links and clearly indicating a West 

to East influence.
72

 This thesis highlights some of the topics considered at the symposium in 

relation to Andersson’s legacy and, based upon the archival data and understanding the 

foundation of the collection at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, add to the 

contemporary debate.
73

   

Within the discussion of how the analysis of Style was used in Chinese archaeology and 

to provide an intellectual framework the impact of the diffusionist theory is explored through 

the European scholarship of that period. In Sweden, this discussion was directed by 

Andersson, Karlgren and Karlbeck. In Britain, it was led by Yetts, Hobson and Seligman. 

Yetts’ studies are representative of his scholarly approach to Chinese bronzes; Hobson 

connected the British Museum to the Karlbeck Syndicate; and Seligman characterises the 

private collector’s in the syndicate and innovative scholarship on Chinese culture through his 

collection. In particular the group of syndicate objects in the Seligman Collection show a 

clear anthropological aspect to his collecting incentive which is also significant when 

understanding his professional background. An analysis of the Seligman Collection and the 

Karlbeck Syndicate is therefore an important consideration in this thesis. 

                                                             
72 Johan G. Andersson, ‘Researches into the Prehistory of the Chinese’, BMFEA 15 (1943): 7-304.  
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Seligman was a well-known anthropologist. He started his career as a participant in the 

famous British Torres Straits Expedition in 1898 led by the aforementioned Haddon and 

Rivers. It was the first British ethnographic fieldwork expedition that marked a new era in the 

professionalization of the discipline.
74

 Although his professional focus was on ethnological 

fieldwork conducted in the Sudan, Egypt and Sri Lanka, his hobby was collecting and 

studying Chinese art, archaeology and culture. Seligman was influenced by his mentors 

Haddon and Rivers and their methodology of stylistic analysis in anthropological data is 

evident in his work. He published a number of papers on China’s material culture, which 

were predominantly studies based on objects in his private collection.
75

 Many of these were 

collected for him by Karlbeck. His publications are a clear example on how anthropological 

methodology was applied to studies on early Chinese art and archaeology and an important 

supporting factor in this thesis that anthropology influenced the study of Chinese art and 

archaeology in this period. Seligman’s studies were fundamental innovative European 

scholarship in this field; moreover, this thesis demonstrates how, together with Yetts and 
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Hobson, he influenced the direction of the discipline in Britain from an anthropological 

perspective rather than from an art historical viewpoint.
76

 

At the time, pioneering studies shaped the field of Chinese art and archaeology. This area 

of Western scholarship is therefore an important objective in this thesis. In this retrospect the 

history of the discipline has, until now, not been considered. Another important aspect that is 

deconstructed through examination of the archival data is that the collecting activity by 

Karlbeck connected the founders of the Western branch of the field of Chinese art and 

archaeology, retrospectively whether they agreed with each other’s work or not, and places 

him at the foreground of this important formative period. 

This discussion of the history of the discipline through the important analysis of the 

mechanics of the collector’s group, the Karlbeck Syndicate, further leads to significant study 

questions and themes that considers the impact of diffusionism in the scholarship of Chinese 

art, archaeology and collecting within a post-colonial framework. 

1.3 Study Questions and themes 

The central topic to the question and themes in this thesis is the importance of Karlbeck 

Syndicate operation and its organisers: Karlbeck, Andersson and Gustaf Adolf (1882-1973, 

then Crown Prince and reigned King Gustaf VI Adolf 1950-1973) (Figure 14).
77

 It deliberates 

how they were contributors to the study of Chinese art and archaeology in the West. This 

leads to a more general viewpoint if collecting is connected to some of the Western principles 

led by a history of colonisation, and furthermore, whether the institutional framing of Chinese 
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collections in Western museums is a form of ‘internal colonisation’ in itself.
78

 The collecting 

process is placed in a historical context where the tradition of collecting has its origin in 

Western trade and colonialism and also considers the concept of ownership.
79

 This is also 

something that more recently Chris Gosden has investigated and in particular how the object 

functioned as part of colonial change within a society, Western and non-Western.
80

 He points 

out that by addressing the moral issues connected to colonialism we are forced to recognise 

that the object acted as an agent in this, and therefore that it was profoundly material. In this 

relationship Gosden creates a framework that connects the (re-)identification of the objects, 

as they became part of trade, to (mass)-production and collecting, and indicates that in 

hindsight this was not categorically a negative thing. In this system the collected object 

became part of a larger global culture. In today’s terms we identify ourselves within 

globalization, where the display of these other, non-Western cultures are accepted, integrated 

and promote the internationality of the objects themselves and their makers. The object may 

be identified as a symbol and artistic production of a defined nationality, ethnic group and/or 

culture of the past and present and therefore can relate to different people, individually or as a 

group, on a number of levels. This also connects to the idea of the visual language of objects 

as pointed out earlier, where their interpretation is framed within a universalistic approach, 

where function and meaning, as well as aesthetic appreciation, continues to play an important 

role within the boundaries of their display. This opens further research questions on the 
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Chinese collections formed by the Karlbeck Syndicate and on the display of the objects 

within an institutional environment.  

The start of Chinese art engaging as a Western concept during the first decades of the 

twentieth century is examined through the development of classification systems as it became 

part of Western collections. One of the ideas that this thesis deliberates is that the syndicate 

objects were arguably the subject of a tentative taxonomy, established by a number of self-

taught specialists. In turn, this shows how the archaeological and historical analysis came 

from a small, select group with specific intellectual biases. A discussion of the new 

classification systems for the Huai-style and Ordos bronzes in this thesis is based upon their 

proposed terminology. This thesis considers whether the suggestion of specific stylistic 

definitions was related to the growth in Chinese objects in Western collections in this period. 

It negotiates that those involved with the collections first instigated the problems concerning 

the origin of Chinese art and determined in subsequent studies what was defined as 

archaeological evidence to tackle the issues.  

The re-occurring themes of cultural diffusionism and the inter-cultural in objects are 

linked to the institutionalisation of the Chinese collections and form an important intellectual 

framework for this thesis. A critical view on the Karlbeck Syndicate and its collecting 

process, as well as, Andersson’s discoveries of Neolithic cultures in China and the foundation 

of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, the Seligman Collection as a discrete entity, and a 

number of exemplary publications dating from that period lead to an original analysis. In 

doing so it locates the diffusionist theory for the first time within studies of Chinese art and 

archaeology. Furthermore, it shows how Western studies and collections connected to early 

Chinese culture were pursued through the purchasing of ancient objects through a thriving art 

market. In particular, it defines a period when research was based upon objects that had little 
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provenance or archaeological data. In this environment speculation often led to hypothetical 

classification methodologies that had some of its roots in anthropology and philology. 

1.4 The comparative method and diffusionism in Chinese art and archaeology 

One of the applications of the comparative method to China’s archaeological objects 

was to visually connect them to those of other past cultures. In accordance, then popular 

anthropological methodology placed them within the larger picture of world history. 

Consequently, this thesis examines how this method formed a basis of Western scholarship 

for developing a tentative chronology- based on typology and the evolution of style- and how 

it proposed diffusionism to new archaeological data. In this diffusionist debate an alternative 

to Darwin’s evolutionism was argued for, which in traditional cultural studies promoted the 

concept of independent invention.
81

 Independent invention was believed to link into the idea 

of psychic unity which supported that all cultural traits can occur autonomously in more than 

one place and therefore technological and artistic progress was indigenous as opposed to 

diffusionism where cultural innovations evolved once and were then acquired through 

borrowing or immigration.
82

 Generally, through diffusionism the theorist is able to link 

different cultures or civilizations together, by process of identifying a superior or advanced 

source and a lesser receiving one. In the traditional diffusionist model the superior source is 

always Western and the Primitive or non-Western receiving progress. Within this historical 

background this thesis intends to analyse Western sources on Chinese art only as these define 

a tight framework for the discussion of the classification of Karlbeck Syndicate objects. It 

was decided not to make a case-study of diffusionism itself and make a comparison between 
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Western and Chinese studies of that time, which would broaden the topic beyond the scope of 

this thesis.
83

 

As discussed, the use of the comparative method cross-referenced historical objects and 

easily linked into the theory of diffusionism that explored the cultural patterns between 

different societies, in past and present. The historical and social background of this theory is 

also connected to the idea of the national identity of the European (Western) against the non-

European (non-Western). On the other hand, diffusionism engaged with the presumption that 

the history of non-Western cultures is to a degree invented and based upon interpretations and 

assumptions by the West.
84

 In order to understand the circulation and popularisation of how 

these ideas circulated its historical context in Western scholarship is an important 

consideration. For example, this deliberates how Chinese archaeological data was processed. 

This thesis argues that diffusionism is historically connected to the comparative method in 

the study of Chinese art and archaeology. Both theory and methodology had its roots in the 

discipline of philology and later appropriated as an anthropological theory in the study of 

cultures. This concept contemplated the existence of a universal history within a system of a 
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unifying historiography. In the seventeenth century Anthesius Kircher (1602-1680) first 

shaped the model that ancient Chinese culture had some of its sources in Western culture that 

he based on comparative philological and religious studies.
85

 Other theories exploring the 

possible cultural connections between China and the West by Josephe de Guignes (1721-

1800), Cornelius de Pauw (1739-1799) and William Jones (1746-1794) followed.
86

 In the late 

nineteenth century the French sinologist Albert Terrien De Lacouperie (1845-1894), who was 

based at University College London, argued in a number of publications for a direct 

relationship between ancient Chinese civilization and that of ancient Babylonia through 

comparative philological studies.
87

 In this philological scholarship of the Western specialists 

each claimed apparent origin of Chinese culture back to Egypt, Scythia, ancient Hindustan or 

Babylonia. In retrospect, these scholars were responsible for shaping the first Western ideas 

on China’s ancient history by (re-)creating its cultural past. This inevitably led to hypothesis 

circulating in the early twentieth century that the source of early Chinese art production was 

anything but indigenous.  

The development of such speculations was also formed by those generally studying the origin 

of mankind and the evolution of civilization within a more scientific sphere. In the nineteenth 
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century James Cowels Prichard (1786-1848), a British physician turned ethnologist, was the 

first to scientifically propose that originally Man derived from one source, which he placed in 

ancient Egypt.
88

 In addition, the impact of Charles Robert Darwin’s (1809-1882) theory of 

evolution on historical studies continued to be an integral part of the educational system in 

Britain well into the first decades of the 1900s but started to be challenged within the 

intellectual environment.
89

 In 1871 two British anthropologists Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-

1917) and John Lubbock (1834-1913) respectively published their theories on Primitive Man 

and its relation to prehistory providing a framework that looked at the past in order to 

understand the present.
90

 Overall, their studies popularised the idea of progress and according 

to Glyn Daniel (1914-1986), by doing so, a feeling of superiority of modern Western 

civilization was brought into context with studies of a culture’s past.
91

 This is important 

because it explains one of the driving forces that made it plausible for diffusionism to be used 

as a tool for analysing historical objects. Another significant contribution by Lubbock was the 

development of the Three Age System, which he used to support and illustrate his ideas. This 

system was initially proposed by the Dane Christian Jürgensen Thomsen (1788-1865) to 

classify the technological developmental stages in prehistory into Stone, Bronze and Iron 

based upon the representation that progress had occurred.
92

 Thomsen first used this model as 

a basis for exhibiting ancient objects within a chronological sequence for the National 

Museum in Denmark. As a review to the application of the Three Age Model in the 

nineteenth century, Howard Morphy and Morgan Perkins determined that it emphasised 

classification by dating the objects and also focussed on appreciating, appraising and 
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authenticating them as part of their cultural significances, something that was later also taken 

into consideration by the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities when collecting and the 

institutional framing these objects.
93

 In that same period, Augustus Pitt-Rivers (born Lane-

Fox, 1827-1900) exhibited the ethnological object in a new type of museum display in Britain 

using a taxonomic and typological structure.
94

 This meant that essentially the comparative 

method was used in museum display. These frameworks defined the institutionalisation of 

cultural and historical objects for some time to come, including those of early Chinese art and 

archaeology. It had a lasting effect on anthropological and archaeological scholarship because 

it set the format of systematic display. This theme will be further discussed through analysing 

the first exhibitions at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in the early 1930s when they 

displayed the objects within a sequence that demonstrated evolutionary progress through 

comparison. In this sense, the comparative-method was applied for understanding the 

development and differentiations of technology, decoration and styles. This included the 

proposal of cross-cultural relationships. Such display-models are one explanation as to why 

early Chinese objects, like those collected by Karlbeck, were at first classified as ethnological 

and later affiliated with art.  

The application of the comparative method therefore is a crucial theme examined in this 

thesis. This methodology coincided with important archaeological discoveries in China but 
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also, in an art historical sense, through the proposing of sets of universal forms of 

representation where basic developments were labelled as Archaic, Classic and Baroque and 

applied to non-Western art. This included a cultural and aesthetic appreciation of the 

archaeological objects in art collections and museums. This thesis will focus on the scientific 

and historical motivations of the institutionalisation of these objects rather than the aesthetic 

and address some of the relevant questions raised through the publications of Andersson, 

Hobson, Laufer, Yetts and Seligman.  

Notably, the first decades of the twentieth century in Britain delineate the complexity 

of the diffusionist argument that led to some radical ideas where Europe was placed at the 

centre of cultural origin. In these discussions, ancient Egypt and a number of specific sites in 

Central Asia was acknowledged as the cradle of all civilizations.
95

 This movement was led by 

Grafton Elliot Smith (1871-1937) and his student William James Perry (1887-1949).
96

 At the 

same time, a more moderate diffusionist approach was suggested by the British archaeologist 

Vere Gordon Childe (1892-1957) who brought a model of culture-complexes to the discipline 

of archaeology.
97

 The culture-complex system demonstrated that an isolated centre of 

advanced technological and cultural development diffused superior cultural elements and 
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technology to surrounding societies.
98

 This method initially promoted diffusionist ideas 

among the studies of past cultures and helped to classify archaeological objects. This thesis 

examines how such theoretical influences were applied to the study of Chinese art and 

archaeology.  

The popularity of the diffusionist theory was short lived but during this period it took centre 

stage in the anthropological and archaeological debate surrounding cultural history. In 1929, 

the Austrian-born American anthropologist Robert Harry Lowie (1883-1957), a student of 

Boas, commented on the intellectual environment implementing these ideas.
99

 

  ‘It has always been much easier to borrow an idea from one’s neighbour than to originate a 

new idea; and a transmission of cultural elements, which in all ages has taken place in many different 

ways, it has been one of the greatest promoters of cultural development [...]When we examine the 

higher civilizations of the Old World we are met with evidence that one of the conditions of 

development is the contact of peoples and the consequent diffusion of cultural elements. This appears 

clearly from a consideration of the ancient civilizations of Egypt, Babylonia and China’.
100

  

This cultural debate is reflective of a defined Eurocentric Zeitgeist where such ideas 

supported the superiority of the West over other cultures, in the ancient past and historical 

present.
101

 As Werner Muensterberger recently commented: 

‘Taste, choice and styles are inevitably affected, albeit often unconsciously, by the Zeitgeist, 

the spirit and socio-cultural climate of an era.’
102
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The study of Chinese culture through archaeological objects is a recurring theme in 

this thesis. Eurocentric ideals connected to collecting and the attitude to the Chinese 

collections in Sweden and Britain in particular were often supported by its scholarship where 

cultural diffusionism was an accepted element in the classification of early Chinese art 

outside China. A demonstration of such a typical approach is noted in the then current 

publications by Charles Kliene (1867-1952) and the historian Herbert Chatley (1895-1947), 

where both included nineteenth century philological studies to support new archaeological 

data to conclude that Chinese civilization had its roots in the West.
103

 Their publications 

should be viewed in a larger, more popular context, where China’s history was presented as a 

combination of philological, mythological and archaeological studies that were in essence 

diffusionist in nature.   

How the institutional and intellectual framing of the objects collected by Karlbeck 

were located within this historical context, where the idea of the West- meaning from 

European cultural descent- and Others- meaning culturally non-Western- validated some 

Eurocentric attitudes in Western scholarship at the time, is a theme in itself.
104

 In this 

contextualisation China is considered as the Other because of the drastic cultural 

differentiation with the West.
105

 The conception of this delineation is an issue heavily 

scrutinised by scholars like Edward Said (1935-2003), Robert Young and James Clifford.
106
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Said, for example, commented that such ideas were created Western concepts of the Orient 

that supported its own historical path:  

‘[...]the Orient is an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, imagery and vocabulary 

that have given reality and presence in and for the West’.
107

  

The Chinese scholar Zhang Longxi connected Said’s consideration to some of the bias 

Western perceptions of China and how these affected ideas on its history.
108

 For example, he 

deliberates its function and how the West needed to culturally and historically cross-reference 

these views:    

‘The East or the Orient, which stands for the Other over against which the West has been able 

to identify itself, is indeed a conceptual given in the process of self-understanding of the West, and an 

image built up in that formative process as much as the West itself.’
109

 

Zhang Longxi’s argument is an example of how misconceptions and ideas about China and 

its history became rooted within accepted Western attitude towards its cultural history. By 

doing so they were able to understand and place themselves in their own historical context. 

Retrospectively, Robert Young commented on the two different aspects that Said addressed 

in his presentation of Orientalism- one being a fabricated representational of a culture’s past; 

the other being the real or present- and how such concepts were separated from each other by 

the West.
110

 In this manner, China’s past and present are essentially two different things, the 

past being orderly in coherence with Western civilizations and the present a ‘fallen empire’ 

and in decline.
111

 This thesis posits that by the time the first Western studies on China’s 

material culture, meaning art and archaeology, started to take form in the first decades of the 
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twentieth century, the preconceptions of China’s history were already entangled with the new 

scientific truths through archaeological research and the discovery and excavation of ancient 

sites. 

Within this sphere, the role of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in directing the study of 

Chinese art and archaeology in the West is an important theme in this thesis. Founded as a 

research institute for Chinese archaeology, their team of in-house specialists- led by its 

curator Andersson and the sinologist/philologist Karlgren – directed their studies on its 

collection and on objects in private collections associated with the museum (Figures 11 and 

12) and in doing so constructed a basis for this new and growing academic field outside 

China. Notably Karlgren sought to determine chronological information through his 

classification of decorative motifs in addition to his translations of archaic script found on the 

ancient bronzes.
112

 Although his classification technique proved to be flawed his attempts 

represent some of the first Western studies of China’s archaic bronzes. This thesis focuses on 

classification process within this Western scholarship rather than the history of the discipline 

itself and intends to condense the study of this theme to Western publications of that period, 

as opposed to, a comparison of studies conducted in Chinese or other languages that 

considered similar topics. 
113

 

 In retrospect, during the early twentieth century archaeological objects belonging to 

an archaic past were systematically approached in the same way as those belonging to what 
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was also referred to as the living primitive by the anthropologists at the time.
114

 Initially, the 

recreation of China’s past through object studies was processed in the same manner as those 

belonging to primitive cultures. Both archaeology and anthropology relied on the collecting 

of ethnological data, often on site. This thesis will address through the study of archival data 

and a number of primary sources how questions on origin, evolution and progress considered 

in both academic fields were justified through the analysis of stylistic and technological 

development of Chinese objects in Western collections and how this affected scholarship.  

1.5 Sources 

The examinations and critical analysis in this thesis are based on original primary 

unpublished archival material on Karlbeck and the Karlbeck Syndicate. This includes English 

translations from original Swedish archival data and presented here for the first time. The 

complete set of the Karlbeck Syndicate archive is located at the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities: The Karlbeck Syndicate Archive Volumes I-IX. Two subsequent archives 

dealing with the British operations are in London: The Karlbeck Syndicate File at the 

Department of Asia at the British Museum and The Karlbeck Syndicate Papers at the Asian 

Department at the Victoria and Albert Museum. Two fieldwork trips to Stockholm to study 

the archives and a presentation of this research at a workshop organised at the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities in the fall of 2005 proved essential in the completion of this thesis.
115

 

The archives include original copies of Karlbeck’s newsletter-reports, which he wrote to the 

syndicate during his expeditions in China (Figure 15). The newsletter-reports feature detailed 

description of purchase lists and tales of in his words ‘treasure hunts’, as he often referred to 

his acquisition of objects (Figure 16). Respectively, these primary sources show the interests 
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of the individual collectors involved and to what extent they were concerned in the syndicate 

operations. In addition, the prices paid for each object in China are included in his reports. 

They provide an extremely important documentation of the history of the market value of 

Chinese antiquities in China and Europe in the 1920s and 1930s and collecting in general. 

There are two auto-biographical publications by Karlbeck himself, one in Swedish and one 

translated into English that recapitulate his adventures and collecting activities between 1908 

and 1934.
116

 His scholarly work is addressed through the articles he published between 1925 

and 1967.
117

 The analysis of these primary sources, importantly, considers the public identity 

and personal character of Karlbeck. In addition, private letters in the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities archive and his obituary written by his colleagues and friends illustrate the 

appreciation as a collector and specialist.
118

 It’s within this boundary of these primary sources 

that the work and persona of Karlbeck is analysed. No Chinese sources on Karlbeck surfaced 
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during the period that research was conducted. More recently, an article- in Swedish- by 

Perry Johansson commented on his relationship with Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and 

includes some of the ethical principles connected to this discussion.
119

 Issues such as the 

export of antiquities is briefly discussed and primarily based on examination of original 

archival data. It provides a clear insight on Karlbeck’s own perceptions on the trade in 

archaeological objects at the time. It is not the intention to compare Karlbeck with other 

Western collectors that operated in China previously, contemporarily or later because the 

syndicate is treated as a unique entity. Indeed, it would be an interesting commentary to 

analyse Karlbeck against some of his contemporaries and therefore a number references are 

made to his encounters with some of his rival collectors throughout this thesis.  

Recently, Nicky Levell discussed the Seligman Collection of Chinese Art and, in 

doing so, addressed Karlbeck’s association with the collection.
120

 There are two catalogues 

covering the collection: one on ceramics by John Ayers; the other dealing with the bronzes by 

Howard Hansford (1923-1973).
121

 Also, William Waston (1917-2007) co-published with 

Soame Jenyns (1904-1976) on ‘The Seligman Gift’ to the British Museum and particularly 

dealt with acquisitions that were motivated by his ethnological interest.
122

 Although these 
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publications are secondary sources they are used to create a complete insight into the original 

collection that has since been split between the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert 

Museum. Seligman’s contribution to the study of early Chinese art in Britain is addressed 

using primary sources based on the Seligman Papers at the London School of Economics 

Archive and a number of his publications. This thesis further elaborates on his collecting 

activity through the syndicate and his specific selection process. In turn, it links to a 

consideration of these articles and the topic of cultural diffusion in Chinese art and 

archaeology.   

Further historical examination of British scholarship- such that of Yetts and Hobson- and the 

Karlbeck Syndicate is based upon primary archival data (situated at the School of Oriental 

and African Studies Archive; The Papers on the Chinese Department at the Courtauld 

Institute, The Robert Lockhart Hobson Papers and the Standing Committee Minutes both at 

the Central Archive at the British Museum Library).    

This study is principally support by the investigation of the named archives, and 

further substantiated through primary original publications by a number of Western 

specialists of that period. The English language journals that published many of the studies 

reflect the intellectual environment at the time, these include; The Burlington Magazine for 

Connoisseurs, The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, The 

China Journal of Science and Arts, Antiquity, Artibus Asiae, Transactions of the Ceramic 

Society and the Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities.
123

 Stacey Pierson recently 

commented that such journals brought Chinese art to the attention of a wider public and had a 

general Eurocentric approach to the subject.
124
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 Secondary sources on Chinese art and collecting in Britain and Sweden that are considered 

besides the already named Craig Clunas, Stacey Pierson, Judith Green and Watson, also 

include the Swedish experts Bo Gyllensvärd (1916-2004) and Nils Palmgren (1890-1955).
125

 

  On the intellectual and historical discussion of diffusionism, post-colonial theory and 

collecting, notable contextual discussion is found in the works of James Clifford, Susan 

Pearce, Susan Stewart, Mieke Ball and Carol Duncan.
126

 By including contemporary 

discussions on object-studies, art history and collecting the Karlbeck Syndicate is 

deconstructed. Contemporary analytical methodologies by the likes of Tony Bennett 

considering concepts in the studies concerning museology are addressed in order to 

understand the private collectors and institutions.
127

 To direct the discussion on the syndicate 

the analysis engages the definitions by Howard Morphy, Morgan Perkins and Robert Layton, 

where the study of art in anthropology is conceptualised as an integrated tool for 

understanding a specific culture.
128

  

Eurocentrism and material of non-western cultures is a topic recently deliberated by scholars 

like Sally Price, Robert Young, Adam Kuper, James Blautt, Tim Barringer, Tom Flynn, 
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George Marcus and Fred Meyers.
129

 This thesis refers to their studies as a post-colonial 

understanding of this complex topic. 

1.6 Organisation of the thesis 

This study is thematically constructed through the division of material into six chapters, 

each chapter of topical coherence. The first chapter, the Introduction presents the different 

aspects the subject entails and important aspects of the analysis of the archival data. The 

primary archival material substantiates and explicates the fundamental issues of the thesis and 

promotes a greater knowledge of this topic.  

The following chapter, Orvar Karlbeck (1879-1967): a collector and a scholar, examines the 

first set of archival data on Karlbeck and his collecting activities in China. This chapter 

addresses the biographical issues surrounding his persona.  This leads to Chapter 3, where the 

‘forerunners and backers’ of the Karlbeck Syndicate are considered, and why the syndicate 

was an important creation within the foundation of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. 

Again, the primary sources form the core of this analysis.   

Notably, this chapter examines aspects of the foundation of the museum collection and the 

history of Swedish collecting activities in China. Andersson’s role in the establishment of the 

Swedish China Research Committee proves an essential element for the study of the 

collection and later purchases from Karlbeck.
130

 Andersson’s early scholarship is examined 

as an example of the methodology used at that time for classifying China’s archaeological 

objects, this includes the Neolithic objects he brought back to Sweden. This chapter also 

introduces the Gustaf Adolf as one of the great promoters of early Chinese art of his time, and 
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analysis his direct association with the museum. The study of archival material in this chapter 

considers the specifics of Karlbeck’s connection with the museum and his first collecting 

expedition to China in 1928 including a discussion on the museum’s first exhibition and the 

display of the objects collected on this trip.  

Chapter 4, The Karlbeck Syndicate, examines the mechanics and planning of the syndicate 

entirely through original analysis of the archival material. The first syndicate expedition 

(1930-1931) identified the seventeen names of the Swedish participants and all the objects 

purchased. Not all of the Swedish collectors are discussed in the analysis but some 

individuals connected to the museum are considered give a hitherto undisclosed perspective 

of Chinese collections in Sweden. Two subsequent expeditions (1931-1932 and 1934), and 

the changing nature of the syndicate’s international affiliation, is again considered through 

the examination of archival data. This includes the names of its members. Not all of the 

collectors are individually discussed because this thesis primarily focuses on those that were 

directly involved with the mechanics of the syndicate and scholarship connected to the 

objects. In this chapter, a number of objects are deliberated through the 1933 exhibitions 

organised at the museum, particularly the Huai-style and Ordos bronzes.
131

 Their 

institutionalisation identifies one aspect of the character of Western scholarship at the time.  

Deliberately, this is not a case study of the objects themselves but a discussion on their 

presence and identification in Swedish and British collections. 

In Chapter 5, The Contribution of the Karlbeck Syndicate to Scholarship on Early Chinese 

Art and Collecting in Britain (1931-1934), the intellectual framework for British scholarship 

and the syndicate is considered, including the question of cultural diffusion in the study of 

Chinese art and archaeology. Yetts represents the intellectual movement in London and 
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hitherto this side of his scholarship has not been addressed. Furthermore, the British Museum 

is singled out as an important institutional syndicate member. Its curator, Hobson is a 

valuable initiator for its participation and he made an important contribution to the growth of 

the museum’s bronze collections. The private collector Seligman is discussed in relation to 

the anthropological incentive in Chinese art collecting. His collection is considered through 

specific objects that included an ethnologically interest.  

In the final chapter, the Conclusion, I will give a fuller analysis of the Karlbeck Syndicate 

and its position in the history of Chinese art and archaeological collections in the West. It 

harnesses the research questions and themes first presented in the Introduction and reinforce 

the argument of the historical importance of the original archival data. It takes into 

consideration that during the first decades of the twentieth century comparable questions on 

cultural heritage and ownership were demonstrative of a new period of modernisation. Today 

such problems are still part of a more universal discussion including those of the effect of 

globalisation on art history and cultural history.  

By reassessing the theory of diffusionism in the study of Chinese art and archaeology its 

significance will be considered. For example, by understanding the function of some 

anthropological and art historical theories, like that of the universality principle or questions 

on whether art history is global, the debate on the history of cultural diffusion in Western 

scholarship can demonstrate how it eventually was shaped into new ideas. A current 

deliberation on the concept of interculturality, or what used to be called influence in Chinese 

art history, has been explored by a number of present day scholars.
132

 The treatment of 
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Chinese art as a unity is problematic, especially in the archaic objects, where regionality is an 

important consideration. The differences and similarities in the Style of Chinese bronze art 

was, and often still is, framed within a larger cultural whole that defines China. However, this 

must also take into consideration that the cultures living within these borders had their own 

specific developments and evolutionary path but also often crossed each other’s boundaries 

which influenced the production of its material culture. This thesis does not intend to 

challenge the definitions of interculturality in art history but proposes that in the early studies 

of Chinese art, archaeology and culture there existed a group of scholars that explored the 

idea of the intercultural, its historical and decorative perceptions, in early Chinese bronze art 

that crossed its borders into Eurasia, Siberia and beyond. The term intercultural is commonly 

used today in studies of China’s material culture that includes art historical and 

archaeological analysis. The Conclusion will furthermore reflect on the syndicate’s 

significance in the history of collecting Chinese art in the West, and particularly Sweden and 

Britain, and propose the direction that future research can benefit from the ideas, arguments 

and the comprehensive archival analysis considered in this thesis. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
for the art historian for understanding the Sincization (making something Chinese in character) process in art. 

An important consideration is that China as a unified whole is not necessarily a realistic view, especially when it 

comes to looking at the artistic development and material culture from a regional perspective. For further 

reading on theories covering these concepts see, Price, Primitive Art in Civilized Places, 23-36; James Elkins, 

‘Art History as a Global Discipline’, in Is Art History Global?, ed. James Elkins, 3-24 (New York and London: 

Routledge, 2007). Jonathan Hay, ‘Toward a theory of intercultural’, Res 35 (Spring, 1999): 5-41; Jonathan Hay, 

‘Questions of influence in Chinese art history’: 241-261; Schapiro, Words, Script, and Pictures: Semiotics of 

Visual Language; O’Toole The Language of Displayed Art. 
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Chapter 2  

Orvar Karlbeck (1879-1967): a collector and a scholar 

2.1 Karlbeck: a collector  

The early life of Karlbeck remains a bit of a mystery. Little is known about his 

background and youth. What is documented is his education. He finished his studies at the 

Royal College of Engineering in Stockholm in 1904.
133

 In his own mind he was young, 

curious and adventurous when in 1906 he decided to expand his horizons and work in China. 

He started collecting Chinese art not long after his arrival. At first he took a job as an 

engineer and superintendent of a concrete construction company. In 1908, he moved to a new 

posting, as section engineer for the Tientsin-Pukow Railway Company, an important 

connection that was part of the main train-link between Beijing and Shanghai (Figure 13).
134

 

He worked for the Railway Company for almost twenty years until he had to leave in 1927 

because of the growing politically volatile environment. It was unsafe for him and his family 

to stay when an anti-foreign movement, known as the Nanking Incident, occurred in the 

Lower Yangzi Valley and led to the establishment of the Nationalist Government (1927-

1937) by the General Chiang Kai-shek (1887-1975).
135

 However, his memoires of China are 

fond and recall his initial motivation for moving abroad:  
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‘Perhaps like many other people, I was born with the craving for adventure in my blood; that 

would partly account for my journey to China in January 1906.’
136 

His adventurous spirit and hunger for something different and new were reflective of 

Karlbeck’s inquisitive character and in fact directed him to start collecting, and, thereafter, to 

study the important historical value of his collections. One of his interests in Chinese art and 

archaeology is demonstrated by his attempts to establish a coherent classification model for 

many early dating Chinese objects. A reliable system was lacking at that time for many 

recently discovered Bronze Age material. The nature of Karlbeck’s collecting process recalls 

a comment by John Elsner and Roger Cardinal where they mentioned that:  

‘Classification precedes collection […] If classification is the mirror of collective humanity’s 

thoughts and perceptions, then collecting is the material embodiment’.
137

   

Many years later Karlbeck interestingly recollected the experiences and learning curve that he 

found it important to connect with the objects that he collected: 

  ‘I did not, however, collect for the stake of possession. I wanted to learn as much as possible 

about my treasures.’
138

  

His statement intimates that his incentive for collecting corresponded to a strong inclination 

to view the objects within their archaeological and historical significance. Throughout his 

collecting career Karlbeck remained a student of his collections and he independently 

examined and studied these with, what he named a cautiously ‘trained eye’. In 1926, just 

before he officially started to collect on behalf of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities he 

commented: 
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 Karlbeck, Treasure Seeker in China, vi. 
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138 Karlbeck, ‘Selected Objects from Ancient Shouchou’, 42. 
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‘The trained eye, the eye to recognize not only genuineness but quality is essential; without it 

one can do nothing.’
139

      

In turn, his trained eye and overall scholarly approach to collecting Chinese 

antiquities led him to the inner circles of the privileged private collector and museum scholars 

in Europe, the US and China.  

Karlbeck was certainly a complex character. We know something about him but also don’t 

know many things about him. Like his collections, Karlbeck documented his life and 

adventures in China with stories that he wanted people to know. His first set of memoirs was 

published in Swedish in 1938 under the title Tsin pu tie lu, named after the railroad line he 

worked for (Figure 17).
140

 This publication mainly dealt with reports on the construction of 

the railway and his curiosity of the local flora and fauna. It was during his engineering work 

that he first came into contact with the remains of China’s ancient cultures, as many building 

works led to the excavation of a great number of historical burial sites. Although many of the 

objects in Karlbeck’s early collections are said to have come from accidental finds during 

such works, he actually predominantly purchased from dealers. Karlbeck’s second auto-

biographical work Treasure Seeker in China was published in the 1950s, first in Swedish and 

later translated into English. It consists of a number of scattered stories of his travels as a 

collector between the years 1928 and 1934, at the time when the Karlbeck Syndicate was 

operating and he was collecting for the museum in Stockholm (Figure 18).    

More recently Perry Johansson pointed out that when Karlbeck first started visiting 

the curio dealers in the city of ‘Shouchou’ (Chuzhou), just north of Nanking where he was 
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stationed, it was of decisive importance that the things he bought should be old.
141

 He further 

mentioned that Karlbeck suggested that he had asked his Chinese language teacher to assist 

him with the purchase of early bronzes and to help him distinguish the fakes from the 

original. However, Karlbeck’s publications and supported by the archival data investigated in 

this thesis clearly show that he was predominantly self-taught when it came to Chinese art 

and archaeology. From the start he was interested in collecting early dating objects but was 

insecure in recognising the real from the fakes: 

‘I so want to buy bronzes, but do not dare, because I don’t want modern trash’.
142

 

This early testimonial of Karlbeck’s interest in pursuing a collection of Chinese bronzes and 

together with his comment in Tsin pu tie lu, as pointed out by Perry Johanssen, are the first 

and only known references that at the beginning he might have asked advise in purchasing 

ancient bronzes. However, Karlbeck never further elaborated on the background of this 

mentor or any Chinese material he might have been reading specifically on bronzes besides 

those mentioned in his publications. When it came to the time he returned to China on behalf 

of the museum and later the syndicate many years later it may be presumed that twenty years 

of residency provided a good knowledge of the local language and market. The first and 

second decades of the 1900s represent Karlbeck’s learning curve as a collector; and through 

his fair portion of amateur mistakes, he developed his connoisseurship through purchasing 

and examining numerous objects. In doing so he taught himself to distinguish the 

genuineness from the fake.  

Many of Karlbeck’s citations on collecting in Tsin pu tie lu were recently discussed 

by Perry Johansson. For example, Karlbeck’s interest in collecting Chinese antiquities was, 
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 This thesis will refer to the old spelling for the town known today as Chuzhou as ‘Shouchou’ in accordance 
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Treasure hunt’, 31. 
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after some time, noticed by the Chinese educated upper-class and so began associating 

himself with them; and according to Perry Johansson, the ‘collecting of antiquities provided 

Karlbeck with a pass to this exclusive club’.
143

 Who the Chinese scholars were or how they 

assisted his scholarship was never clarified by Karlbeck and therefore speculative. However, 

Perry Johansson elaborates on an interesting connection between the social backgrounds of 

Western and non-Western collectors outside Europe at that time. This is worth pointing out as 

it gives an insight to part of Karlbeck’s character: 

‘During the colonial period, going out into the world to make a career usually entailed a step 

up the social ladder for westerners. Those who had belonged to the middle class in their homelands 

found themselves part of a small white upper class in India, Africa or China […] A freedom to assume 

new identities prevailed outside the social space that had defined their lives […] The salaried railway 

engineer Orvar Karlbeck went through such a transformation when he began to associate with the 

Chinese upper class [...] Karlbeck’s ascension of the social ladder was not, however, limited to his 

Chinese experience. The visit paid him by the future King Gustaf Adolf one day in November 1926 

would change the course of his life.’
144

 

If Karlbeck’s motivation for collecting is consistent with this presumed need for ascending 

the social ladder the matter is debatable. First of all, Karlbeck was an educated young man 

with opportunities and it is highly unlikely that he came from a deprived or poor background 

in Sweden. Besides some of his passing remarks on social contacts with Chinese scholars 

there is no concrete evidence on these friendships. The seriousness with which he approached 

the act of collecting and the degree of his historical unravelling of his treasures was 

something that inspired him on an intellectual rather than social level. Without a doubt, 

nonetheless, it was his self-taught collecting ability that later brought him into contact with 
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the most notable upper-class collector’s circles in the West at the time. Furthermore, Perry 

Johansson connected Karlbeck’s elevation of social status through the terminology of Pierre 

Bourdieu (1930-2002), including that Karlbeck had acquired cultural capital that provided 

him with a way into antique-collecting upper classes and was confident, at an early stage in 

his collecting career, that he could translate this cultural capital into ‘hard cash’.
145

 Indeed, 

Karlbeck’s future career was directed to that of a professional collector, and much later 

defined as art dealer, but this was not something that was necessarily premeditated. His 

profession gradually grew out of selling some objects from his private collection, an idea first 

presented to him by the art historian Sirén.
146

  

During his early years in China Karlbeck often caught up with his fellow countrymen who 

were also working there at the time; including the geologist turned archaeologist Andersson, 

the visiting Sirén and the explorer Sven Hedin (1865-1952), who all shared a passion for 

China’s rich archaeological past and art.
147

 Letters from the 1920s in the archive verify these 

early friendships and included discussions on Chinese archaeological finds and objects. In 

particular Andersson and Sirén stayed with Karlbeck on several occasions in Pukow.
148
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An important influence in Karlbeck’s early collecting period was Sirén. In the early 

1920s, Sirén started to focus his art historical interest to East Asia.
149

 He first travelled to 

China in 1919 and stayed as a guest at Karlbeck’s home. For the duration of that time, he was 

interested in acquiring a number of bronze objects for the purpose of study and in a letter 

asked Karlbeck if he could help him make purchases:  

‘[…] could you not do me the great service of buying for me fragments of bronze and such 

things, animals and small figures and smaller vessels, whenever you get the chance? I am glad to send 

you money whenever you let me know; you have my complete confidence and plain pouvoir to buy 

for at least one or two thousand Mexican dollars. I know that you will only buy the right things, and 

you know probably what I wish […] Later on it may become possible to do some business on a larger 

scale in Stockholm, and I will be very glad to assist you in every way […] Do not speak too much 

about our plans to other people; the best course is at present to keep quiet and wait.’
150

 

He was predominantly interested in bronze fragments, small figures and smaller vessels. 

These objects were easy to transport out of the country and good study material as they 

depicted the decorative art of that period. In the excerpt, he interestingly asked Karlbeck to 

keep their future plans to sell such objects in Stockholm quiet for one reason or another, 

novelty being one. Overall, Sirén motivated the art dealer in Karlbeck with comments such as 

‘it may become possible to do some business on a larger scale in Stockholm, and I will be 

very glad to assist you in every way’.
151

 No doubt that he wanted to share in the profit and 

advised him to sell his private collections. He encouraged Karlbeck to ‘divide the collection 

into three parts because you will hardly be able to sell all the objects to one man or 

institution’.
152

 Upon his return to Sweden, he informed Gustaf Adolf of Karlbeck’s ceramic 

                                                             
149

 On Sirén’s early travels through China see, Minna Törma, ‘Decade of Change: 1920’s in the Life of Osvald 

Sirén’, in The Shaping of Art History in Finland, ed. Renja Souminen-Kokkonen, 157-168 (Helsinki: 

Taidehistorian seura, 2007). 
150 Sirén, ‘Letter to Karlbeck, 12 January 1919’. 
151 Sirén, ‘Letter to Karlbeck, 12 January 1919’. 
152

 Sirén, ‘Letter to Karlbeck, 12 January 1919’. 



79 
 

collection, who was in turn interested to purchase part of it for the National Museum.
153

 

There is no documented evidence that this transaction took place. This significant 

correspondence with Sirén is the first real indication that Karlbeck considered selling his 

locally collected objects to either institutions or private collectors in Europe. It was Sirén who 

made him aware of the art market in Sweden. Indeed, Karlbeck followed his advice.   

A large part of Karlbeck’s bronze collection was sold in 1922, soon after Sirén first 

stayed with him in Pukow, to the Swedish Countess Wilhelmina von Hallwyl (1844-1930) 

(Figure 32).
154

 The objects were collected between 1916 and 1922 and mainly purchased 

through local dealers in ‘Shouchou, Anhui and Nanking’.
155

 The sale included a group 

discovered in the Huai River Valley, where Karlbeck was stationed, and consisted of a 

number of mirrors, belt-hooks and weaponry. Wilhelmina von Hallwyl added them to her 

private museum where a variety of collections ranging from old master paintings to sculpture, 

armour and antique furniture were on display in her Stockholm home.
156

 The Huai-style 

bronzes were the first of its kind to reach Europe and in the preface of the Hallwyl catalogue, 

written by Karlbeck, he mentioned that he had intended this collection for a National 

Museum.
157

 This is the first official record where objects of his personal collection sold to a 

private collector and indicated an interest in the Western market for ornamental non-ritual 

Chinese bronzes. In 1924, Karlbeck sold the second part of this bronze collection to the Freer 

Gallery of Art, now housed at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington DC.
158
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In that same year the Malmö Museum in Sweden purchased a number of early 

ceramics from Karlbeck.
159

 It is likely that the original ceramic collection was split between 

the British Museum, the Malmö Museum and the Field Museum in Chicago; there is 

evidence that Karlbeck already offered a number of ceramics to the Field Museum in 1915 

and he definitely had approached the British Museum in 1924.
160

 During these years he 

contacted a number of scholars at Western institutions- such as Laufer at the Field Museum 

and Hobson at the British Museum- with the intention of presenting his archaeologically 

interesting and unusual bronzes and early dating glazed ceramic wares.
161

 He also hoped to 

initiate academic debate. One of the earliest commentaries on the existence of Karlbeck’s 

ceramic collection dates from 1915 by the American collector Charles Lang Freer (1854-

1919) who expressed an interest to purchase some of the objects (Figure 19).
162

 In 1917 

Laufer pointed out in his publication The Beginnings of Porcelain in China that Karlbeck had 

sent him a set of photographs and descriptions of a number of Han-glazed ceramic wares.
163

 

A note in the Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities some years later mentioned 

that Hobson had purchased some early glazed wares for the British Museum in 1925.
164
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Apart from a publication by Hobson dating 1924 where he discussed a group of early glazed 

ceramics that at the time belonged to Karlbeck (the article was written at the period that the 

British Museum purchased a number of ceramics from him, as mentioned by Andersson in 

the Bulletin) there are no official records of an actual acquisition.
165

 In this case, there are two 

ways for establishing the possible content of this original ceramic collection. One indicating 

that it consisted of a group of Song period ceramics, as described by Hobson in his article, 

and the other is that the objects purchased by the British Museum contained of a group of 

Han glazed wares for the purpose of studying. The latter is based upon an account by Laufer 

regarding a collection of ancient pottery that Karlbeck had offered to him for sale in 1915 

(Figure 20).
166

 There is strong suggestion that the collection discussed by Laufer was part of, 

or similar to, objects later purchased by the British Museum. Hobson was made aware of this 

collection when visiting Laufer in 1913, and both conducted research on questions regarding 

the origin of Chinese porcelain. Still, there is no evidence that the transaction with the Field 

Museum materialised, nor is it clear exactly what the British Museum acquired from 

Karlbeck in these early years, as there are no records that further confirm these purchases.  

However, Karlbeck’s collections were novel and of great interest to those studying 

early Chinese ceramics (especially Han period and Song wares) and ornamental bronzes. At 

the time, Laufer was the leading authority on early dating pottery and he had collected a 

number when in China during the first decade of the 1900s.
167

 Basing his research on 

archaeological data he notably argued that the glazed wares started to appear during the Han 

period when China came into contact with Western cultures and he made the assumption that 

glaze-producing technique was an import from the West by means of trade.
168

 This was also a 
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theory that also Hobson favoured at the time.
169

 The argument supports some ideas that can 

be considered diffusionist where a historical origin, or source, pointed to the West and 

introduced a new superior technology into China. This was incorporated into the production 

of material culture. Dating back as early as 1912 Laufer recalled that Karlbeck sent him a 

number of photographs depicting objects and fragments of Han ceramics.
170

 Karlbeck 

recognised that the fragments were essential pieces in the puzzle to trace the origin of glaze 

production. The following year Hobson visited Laufer in Chicago and the two concluded that 

the Han glazed wares were forerunners of true porcelain.
171

 In a comparison to some glazed 

wares from the Middle East Hobson suggested that Egypt was the origin of the invention of 

the glaze-technology and that this technology had diffused via Central Asia to China.
172

 

Studies of this kind were pioneering and further research depended on the collecting of a 

variety of specimen, usually pottery shards that could be displayed within an evolutionary 

framework. Karlbeck provided both, and it is evident that his very first archaeological 

collections consisted of ceramics. This early dating communication between Laufer, Hobson 

and Karlbeck shows a mutual historic interest in the study of Chinese ceramics and 

demonstrated how their research and collections linked into a specific intellectual 

environment that explored the topics of origin, evolution and diffusion through object-

studies. Interestingly, this academic exchange of data dates back to the period before Sirén 

suggested to Karlbeck to start selling his collections. Inevitably, it shows that Karlbeck was 

interested in opening a debate on the history of his collections with the most established 

experts in the field with the intent to advance knowledge.  

                                                             
169

 Robert L. Hobson, Chinese Pottery and Porcelain, 2 volumes (London and New York: Cassell and 

Company, ltd, 1915), 8. 
170

 Laufer, The Beginnings of Porcelain in China, 120, 125-128 and 147. 
171

 Laufer, The Beginnings of Porcelain in China, 84-85 and 95; Hobson, Chinese Pottery and Porcelain, vol. 2. 
172

 Hobson, Chinese Pottery and Porcelain, vol. 1, 8. 



83 
 

The transactions between Karlbeck and Hobson of this period are somewhat vague. 

The purchases by the British Museum in the 1920s were intended with the purpose of 

studying the origin of early glazes, and there is a good possibility that the price paid was 

minimal because these were not necessarily display objects. On the other hand, in one of his 

first publication on Song wares, Hobson mentioned that Karlbeck had sent to the British 

Museum an important consignment of a group of white and cream-glazed pottery, which he 

had discovered during some works on a railroad line in the neighbourhood of ‘Süchowfu’ 

(Suzhou).
173

 Such a significant find would help to identify the production localities of 

provincial factories and was important in the reconstruction of the history of Chinese 

ceramics that Hobson pursued. Karlbeck was a crucial provider of this study material. The 

rarity of the consignment might however have reflected in its price but as there are no records 

of the transaction it is left to speculation.   

Thus, Karlbeck’s early ceramic collections predominantly consisted of objects and fragments 

of glazed and unglazed wares dating from the Han to Song period and at that time primarily 

of interest to students of the subject. Research was focussed on the historical questions of 

technological origin and evolution rather than an aesthetic motivation to collecting such 

objects to display in a museum environment or private collection.
174

 Aesthetically their 

appeal was relatively limited and this would have affected its economic value. The demand 

was small and concentrated to a handful of interested who were often linked to scholarly 

institutions. Amongst this academic group Karlbeck started to define himself as a systematic 

collector. His incentive for selling his collections was not necessarily motivated by the 

translation of cultural capital into hard cash and any payment was probably considered as 

monetary compensation for his discovery, or finder’s fee, as the objects or fragments were 

meant for academic study. Going back to whether Karlbeck sold his objects solely for a 
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means of extra income is considered, but he had a good job as an engineer and there was a 

clear underlying need for his collections to be placed within a place of research or academic 

institution. His drive for intellectual acknowledgment, more so than elevation in social status, 

firstly pursued Karlbeck to sell his objects. Susan Pearce’s general comment on a collector’s 

ambition and need for recognition, is also applicable to Karlbeck: 

‘Collectors who are more ambitious for themselves and their material tend to think of their 

collections’ futures in terms of permanent disposition in a museum, and there we touch upon two 

important motifs: the particular character of the museum and the view the collector takes on the final 

act of self-surrender.’
175

 

In order to understand Karlbeck as a collector of archaeological objects and a self-

taught scholar, it is essential to validate the importance of his early collections. Firstly, they 

demonstrated his academic pursuit of what were then pioneering subjects in the developing 

field of Chinese art and archaeology. Secondly, during this period he published a series of 

innovative articles and collection catalogues that included topics on early ceramics and 

bronzes, often focusing on the so-called Huai-style bronzes, bronze casting techniques and 

the analysis of the so-called proto-porcelain dating from the Han to Tang period. The 

academic standards in his publications bring to light a highly knowledgeable connoisseur of 

early Chinese art and archaeology and he was greatly admired amongst his peers.
176

  

His career as a professional collector was, as will be discussed in the following chapters of 

this thesis, not something that Karlbeck pursued himself. The idea was put to him by 

Andersson and Gustaf Adolf when he couldn’t find an engineering job in Sweden after he 

had returned from China in 1927. In his memoirs Karlbeck recalled: 

                                                             
175 Pearce, On Collecting, 346 
176 For a full bibliography of Karlbeck’s publications see, Introduction, footnote 117, 64. 



85 
 

  ‘[…] little guessing that within a year I was to return to China on a very different errand’.
177

 

 The slightly obscure element of his travels and collecting process is something that is 

arguably demonstrative of the pioneering Eurocentric attitude of exploration and exploitation 

in Asia at that time.
178

 The newsletter-reports that he wrote to Andersson and the syndicate 

address an awareness and caution of the complexity and illegality aspects connected to the 

export of antiquities at the time. One could argue that by purchasing and exporting the 

historical objects he was indirect involved in unofficial excavations of the archaeological 

sites. There are no formal, or informal, records that confirm Karlbeck participated in any 

archaeological excavation. The only known accounts that deal with the subject are of an 

attempt by him and Sirén to organise an official excavation in September 1921.
179

 The two 

men planned an archaeological dig at a Bronze Age site near ‘Shouchou’ that according to 

Sirén, hopefully unearthed many beautiful Huai bronzes and, more importantly, indicated the 

precise historical location of either manufacture or operation of them.
180

 Karlbeck was in 

charge for selecting the site.  Both he and Sirén had high hopes that Andersson and Gustaf 

Adolf would participate in this venture, and so raise their profile immensely.
181

 Such social 

awareness played a part in so far as having this excavation approved by the local authorities. 

In a letter Sirén asked Karlbeck for help to get Andersson on board:  

‘Professor Andersson’s interests for these plans seem very important, and I would like to 

establish the closest cooperation with him out there.’
182

 

The archaeological excavation never materialised. One of the reasons was that the permission 

Karlbeck received from the local authority was not valid. It was Andersson who pointed out 
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his concerns regarding this matter that without the participation of himself or Gustaf Adolf 

the status of the excavation was worthless.
183

 Another reason was that Andersson was 

organising his own dig at the Neolithic Yangshao site in Gansu and was also trying to get the 

prince to join him for this project.
184

 It is undeniable that from the start there were doubts 

regarding the legality and the possession of archaeological finds by Sirén and Karlbeck. For 

example, in a letter Sirén quite directly asked Karlbeck if the authorities would interfere with 

keeping and taking home any of the objects excavated: 

‘Another question of importance is: Will I be allowed to take home with me the objects that 

we may find? Or is it feared that the population or the authorities will interfere? The material is of 

course essential to me from every point of view.’
185

  

It was during this period that the Chinese authorities started to proactively stop unofficial 

excavations and any export of antiquities. The main concern was that many national treasures 

had left the country to foreign hands in the past years. However, the art market was open to 

international trade. In defence to this issue Karlbeck later recalled his collecting activities: 

‘I had done nothing illegal in buying the things, and there was no law forbidding foreigners to 

take antiques from one part of the country to another, but it was the soldiers who had the power and 

they could do as they pleased.’
186

 

That he didn’t know or understand that the government prohibited the export of antiquities 

was not entirely true. In a letter to Andersson dating from as early as 1928 he commented: 

‘‘The Society for the Preservation of Cultural Objects’ has over the last weeks shown a very 

lively activity, and according to them it would be very difficult for me to be able to send anything 
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valuable out of the country [...] The American Express Company has ensured me that they are able to 

export for me what I want to ship, and I was told the same by the Yamanakas. The Chinese are not so 

secure. Some are openly telling that they cannot export large items, as stone sculptures, but only 

smaller items. All agree that minor items, as bronzes, large and small, minor Tang items and jades are 

easy to export. Everybody seems worried for the future […] one can still export things that are not too 

large, providing that you act carefully. To ask the legislation to act as the sender I feel unwise. I dare 

not to address the items directly to the museum, but am sending them to [Nils] Palmgren at Sveavagen 

65.’
187

 

Indeed, he was fully aware to act carefully and that by sending any objects directly to the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities it could become a political issue because of the concerns 

and complexities connected to the export of antiquities out of China. He clearly mentioned 

that he thought it safer to ship the goods to the then relatively unknown Palmgren, who was 

Andersson’s assistant.
188

 Secondly, Karlbeck mentioned it was easier, for him and the 

shipping companies, to transport smaller objects such as ornamental bronzes and ceramics, 

which were relatively easy to carry around and take out of the country. This is a significant 

indication as to why Karlbeck concentrated on purchasing of smaller sized ornaments such as 

mirrors, belt-hooks and weaponry. 

  One of Karlbeck’s newsletter-reports addressed to the China Research Committee in 

1929 included a clipping from the Chinese-English newspaper The Peking Leader.
189

 It dates 

from May of that year and described the regulations for any archaeological excavations and 

the export of antiquities. The article is one of the first English reports that marked the 

complicated issues surrounding the topic of excavation and ownership of ancient objects in 

China. In 1929 there was still no centralised law that dictated the matter, and it was the local 

                                                             
187 Orvar Karlbeck, ‘Letter to Andersson, Peking 30 September 1929’,The Karlbeck Syndicate Archives.  
188

 Karlbeck, ‘Nils Palmgren: In Memoriam’, 27-28. 
189 Kou Wen (Guo Wen), ‘Nanking Places Restrictions to China Exploring: Regulations Drafted Radically 

Limiting Exploration, 18 May 1929’, in Orvar Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-report to the China Research Committee, 

Peking 30 July 1929’,The Karlbeck Syndicate Archives. 



88 
 

authority that controlled local excavations and were responsible for placing a (financial and 

historical) value on the discoveries. To make things confusing, it was the foreign office of the 

Nanking government that was in charge for setting the main regulations. Several interesting 

extracts from the article are worth acknowledging as they address the complexity surrounding 

the foreign ownership of archaeological objects: 

  ‘According to the regulations drafted by the Nanking Ministry of Foreign Affairs there are 

many restrictions on exploration in China whether by foreign or Chinese scientists. In the first place it 

is stipulated that in excavating for ‘ancient things’ a scientific expedition shall not damage ancient 

structures, engravings, idols, monuments or other relics attached to the surface of the earth or decrease 

their value. Foreign scientists must apply to the Waichiaopu [the ministry for foreign affairs] for 

permission and a representative of the Chinese government must supervise the excavation.’
190

 

The article implied that any scientifically led excavation by foreign applicants was closely 

supervised by the foreign office and a Chinese government official must be present. Also, 

that excavation predominantly meant unearthing objects from the ground and that any 

monumental and fixed structures should not be damaged and authorisation for this was strict.   

  ‘When finds are made on public or private land the local authorities concerned should 

appraise their value and divide them into two sets, one for the state and one for the excavator. This 

can be determined by drawing lots. Whereas the excavator disputes the decision he may appeal to the 

ministry of education, in which event the ministry shall appoint three experts to revaluate the finds 

with the local authorities. Where it is impossible to classify the finds into sets, the local authorities 

shall purchase the ‘unclassable set’ at half the price fixed. In the event the local authorities consider it 

necessary to preserve all the discoveries, they are entitled to buy them from the excavator.’
191

 

The degree to which the local authority was involved and could claim ownership of the 

objects excavated was at times puzzling to those organising the excavation. The power of the 
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government authority led to a vague guideline of how objects should be divided amongst the 

excavator and the local government. In this process the Ministry of Education was asked to 

place a value on the objects, whilst the local authorities decided what they wanted to purchase 

and felt needed to be preserved in, for example, local depositories.  

  ‘Concerning exploration work done on private property, the regulations provide that the 

excavator shall give a fixed percentage of the price to the owner of the land unless there is a special 

contract between the two parties [...] It is further provided that anyone who conceals his finds or tries 

to smuggle them out of China shall be fined a sum not exceeding $ 3, 000 in addition to the 

confiscation of the finds [...] The regulations apply to ‘ancient things’ discovered by accidents. 

‘Ancient things’ are defined by the regulations as prehistoric remains buried under ground or scattered 

on the earth which have a bearing on culture or arts and works of art.’
192

 

However, excavation on private property was possible and a contract needed to be in order 

between the parties involved. However, the export of antiquities was, according to this 

article, considered smuggling and if caught a monetary fine of maximum $ 3 000 and the 

confiscation of the goods was implied. This also applied to any archaeological objects that 

were unearthed by non-official excavation, so-called accidental finds and no doubt included 

purchases made from dealers for export.  

As Karlbeck included this article with his correspondence to the Swedish China Research 

Committee, who was funding the first expedition for the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

he was conscious that the export of archaeological objects, or any ancient things bore 

consequences and he informed his employers at the museum. 

  On the 7 June and the 3 July 1930 respectively, the ‘Law on the Preservation of 

Ancient Objects’ and ‘The Detailed Rules on the Implementation of the Legislation on the 
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Preservation of Ancient Objects’ were put into practice; these, importantly, were the first 

cultural property guidelines that established protection for cultural and historical goods 

leaving China.
193

 Some years later Karlbeck again commented on the Society for the 

Preservation of Chinese Antiques and the cultural property laws to his clientele: 

‘There is a movement afoot to put a stop to the looting of tombs, and authorities in places 

such as Changtefu, Loyang, Sianfu and Shouchou are on the lookout for excavated pieces when any 

are found in the possession of would-be shippers. They are then confiscated and placed in local 

museums.’
194

 

Throughout his collecting career it became more complicated for Karlbeck to export the 

things he had bought. Already in 1929 he told Andersson of some difficulties he encountered 

in Beijing: 

  ‘Peking is probably the most difficult place to export from as it is here that the above 

mentioned society is based.’
195

 

The first cultural property laws were reflective of Chinese fear of foreign cultural 

exploitation. They encouraged state ownership of excavated objects and that archaeological 

excavations were led by Chinese academic institutions rather than by foreign scientists. 

Equally in the West there was a growing interest for obtaining Chinese archaeological 

material for its collections, with not only private collectors but a group of scholars at national 

institutions focussing their research on this material. An interesting point about the perception 

of foreign objects in Western collections was recently made by David Murphy who explained 

that they undergo a process of, what he calls cultural transformation, where an artificial 
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acculturation of the exotic was arguably an outgrowth of colonization and something that 

Chris Gosden also points out in his study.
196

 In this context the Chinese objects were 

contextualised in newly formed Western collections, where the gathering and preservation of 

non-Western exotic objects was not entirely a presentation of a colonial dominance over Asia 

but also as something unique and of wonder. This idea was first presented by the French 

museum specialist Hugues de Varine, who according to David Murphy:  

‘[…] notes that the very concept of cultural goods or property only emerges, paradoxically 

when goods have been divested of their primary functional utility and instead used for a secondary 

purpose, that is admiration. The rarity of the vestiges of the past leads to the enhancement both in 

intellectual and in economic terms.’
197

   

Many of the Bronze Age objects bought by Karlbeck were indeed one of cultural 

admiration in the West, and praised for both their aesthetic and historical significance. 

Arguably they underwent a similar process of cultural transformation when they appeared on 

the international art market and were included in private and public display, to be studied and 

admired. It was in the Western collection that their novelty led to a particular artistic and 

historic evaluation that made them desirable for the art collector and museum and inevitably a 

demand affected a growth in the market.
198

 It is true that, in a larger context, by transporting 

and buying the antiquities in China Karlbeck did nothing illegal because they were bought at 

an open market. However, by exporting the question of ownership became more complex. In 

a recollection of this period Karlbeck colourfully described how he transported his purchases 

inside China and that he felt the need to disguise them: 

                                                             
196

 Gosden, Collecting Colonialism;  Murphy, Plunder and Preservation, 38.  
197 For further reading on Hugh de Varine’s theory see,  Hugues de Varine, ‘The Rape and Plunder of Cultures: 

An Aspect of the Deterioration of the Terms of Cultural Trade Between Nations’, Museum 35 (1983): 152-153; 

Murphy, Plunder and Preservation, 38.  

 

 



92 
 

‘Everything had to be hidden, [therefore], and I made a thorough job of it. Round my waist I 

wore a belt consisting of large bronze mirrors. Spear-points and halberds tickled my armpits, while 

the pockets of my fur coat-it was warm now for such a garment- were stuffed to bursting.’
199

 

Karlbeck purposely hid objects whilst travelling around the country because he knew that if 

discovered they would have been confiscated. This was a conscience decision by him and this 

can only mean that he knew that there were regulations against a foreigner transporting 

antiquities without governmental authorisation. However, many of the archaic and Tang 

period objects had began to find their way onto the growing art market during these years, 

before the protection laws were fully implemented, and high prices were paid due to demand. 

During Karlbeck’s first official collecting expedition in 1928 he commented on this growth 

due to foreign buyers: 

‘The curio market has, during the two months I have been away from Peking, been enriched 

with quite a few good and interesting bronzes, but the competition is high, and therefore the prices are 

high. Many buyers from Europe and America are currently in Peking and pay good prices.’
200

 

Growing Western demand for objects of China’s archaic past coincided with the first 

scientific excavations by the Chinese Academia Sinica (National Research Institute of 

History and Philology) at the Shang dynasty site at Yinxu, just outside the city of Anyang.
201

 

The preliminary excavations of this highly important Bronze Age site were managed by Li Ji 

who had just returned from Harvard University after he finished his dissertation in 

anthropology (Figure 21). They commenced in 1928 and lasted until 1937 when the project 

had to be stopped due to the Japanese occupation of China. Interestingly, until 1930 the Freer 
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Gallery had been involved in the funding of the excavations.
202

 After this period the 

association of a Western institution’s contribution to a Chinese archaeological excavation 

was completely halted. In a 1931 newsletter-report Karlbeck wrote that Li Ji played an 

important role prohibiting any foreign participation in official Chinese excavations: 

‘[...] what has now happened is partly a matter of squeeze and partly jealousy on the side of Li 

Chi. Li knows perfectly well that tombs are being opened all over China by peasants and curio dealers 

and neither he or his confreres do anything to stop it. But when scientific excavations are being 

carried out by trained men, who leave all the material they find in local museums, then an attack is 

made on them. Foreigners who are interested in such matters are of the opinion that Li Chi is a 

dangerous man and very anti-foreign. He wants to do all the work himself and very bitterly [sic] 

against anybody who is engaged in research work in this country. He has even gone so far to state in 

public that no foreigner should be allowed to write on subjects dealing with Chinese art and 

archaeology.’
203

  

To present Li Ji as anti-foreign and forbidding the participation of Westerners in the 

developing field of Chinese archaeology is perhaps a step too far. Indeed, Li Ji kindly 

welcomed Karlbeck into his home some years earlier, and the two discussed some of the 

interesting archaeological discoveries at Anyang.
204

 

 Moreover, the Anyang excavations are important for a number of reasons. They are known 

to be the first large-scale Chinese led archaeological excavations that exposed the earliest 

dynastic culture of Chinese civilization, linking China’s literary history to its material culture. 

In 1899 the Chinese scholar Wang Yirong (1845-1900) identified a set of ancient inscribed 
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bones as China’s earliest form of writing.
205

 Soon after this discovery, the first Western 

collectors -the American Frank Herring Chalfant, (1862-1914) and the Canadian James 

Mellon Menzies (1885-1957)- purchased a number of the so-called oracle bones and brought 

to light this important discovery to Western scholarship.
206

 Li Ji commented that, from its 

inception, the Anyang excavation was directed towards the recovery of the early written 

history of China, which is something that traditional Chinese antiquarianism and 

historiography concentrated on rather than the material culture of its antiquity.
207

  

In the early years, the Academia Sinica excavation focussed on the centre where the 

oracle bones were found and did not include the peripheral burial sites where ritual bronzes 

and jades were predominantly located.
208

 The burial sites were often illegally plundered by 

the local population and many archaeological objects thus made it to the art market. In one of 

his newsletter-reports Karlbeck mentioned that most of these finds stayed in the hands of 

local dealers, which was good for provenance, as they could provide specific information on 
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the location of the tomb and other burial goods found with the objects.
209

 In 1932 Karlbeck 

visited Li Ji to see and discuss some of the things that were then recently officially 

excavated.
210

 These included some of the potshards and similar bronze weapons that he had 

purchased on the art market. His meeting with Li Ji provided him with the latest 

archaeological data of the site and comments of this visit in his newsletter-report included 

notes on different designs found on pottery remains. The visit shows that both men were on 

friendly terms during this period and not yet dominated by an anti-foreign atmosphere as 

Karlbeck mentioned two years later.
211

   

Already in 1929 Karlbeck said that whilst purchasing in Beijing there were a great deal of 

objects from Anyang on the market: 

  ‘Quite a few items are still coming from Anyang. The excavations that are still being made 

are done for the Nanking Museum but many things also benefit the Peking dealers. Inscribed and 

sculptured bones seem to be the largest part of the finds […] The bronzes which are said to have come 

from there, and I have all reason to believe that they are so, are from a history of art point of view of a 

very large interest and I therefore have purchased what I have seen.’
212

 

What is interesting is that Karlbeck mentioned that equally the Nanking Museum and the 

dealers in Beijing acquired similar objects unearthed and there is a clear indication that what 

was discovered was divided between the institution and the market. Another important factor 

was, according to Karlbeck, that from a history of art point of view the bronzes were of a 

great interest and he purchased with this in mind. As these represented the earliest stylistic 

productions of Chinese bronze art they were, and still are, one of the most meaningful objects 

in the cultural and historic study of Chinese design and technology. Karlbeck’s interest 
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clearly exceeded that of any ordinary dealer whose primary intentions were to buy and sell 

purely for financial gain.  

A couple of years after he first wrote to Andersson about the Anyang objects on the market 

he continued to comment about the influx of such for sale in China.
213

  At the start of the 

1931-1932 expedition Karlbeck wrote: 

‘The market is this time quite different from the situation during my earlier visits to China. 

Then I found it difficult to get really good bronzes. This time I am sorry not to buy any more of the 

beautiful things which are offered to me.’
214

 

The availability of bronzes on the market grew during the turn of the decade (1920s to 1930s) 

because of an increase in excavation, legal and illegal, market demand, and the instable 

political climate which made cultural property regulations difficult to implement. This 

inevitably affected their market value. In 1931 Karlbeck noted that vessels from Anyang were 

still moderately priced, however, this situation could suddenly change when the authorities 

put a stop to all [unauthorised] excavation, which would drive the prices up soaring high.
215

 

In 1930, Karlbeck’s friend, travel companion and fellow collector Robert William Swallow 

(1878-1938) commented on the antiquities market in China:
216

 

‘Many of the chief foreign collectors are placing more and more value on the older pieces 

[…] Another sign of the times is the constant complaint of the dealers that the demand is for ancient 

and unusual pieces, and that the prices for all other things are remarkably low […] there is evidence 
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enough to prove that the ancient wares of China are being enthusiastically sought after and 

admired.’
217

 

Thus, foreign demand led to an increase of early objects on the market. This sustained the 

high price-value for early dating objects. A decrease of objects available would increase their 

value because they were considered rare. Karlbeck’s and Swallow’s statements showed that 

at the time it was a prosperous and advantageous period to buy and invest in early Chinese 

art. 

As discussed, exporting antiquities from China was considered illegal by Chinese law 

in 1929. However, the debate about cultural property and ownership was not simple, even in 

today’s terms. The political situation in China was highly unstable in the late 1920s and early 

1930s, as there was no solid centralised government that had firm management of all the 

outer regions. This led to segregated ruler-ship in the different parts of the country. Many 

areas were under the control of local warlords or government officials and they were often 

prone to corruption.
218

 On one of his visits to Kaifeng Karlbeck complained that many of the 

shops did not contain high class goods because the local authorities had ordered the farmers 

to stop digging.
219

 He mentioned that the governor of Kaifeng was new and had not yet come 

to an agreement with the landowners as to how much of the proceeds were to be handed over. 

The poverty in the country-side was often blamed for the illegal excavations of ancient tombs 
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by the local population.
220

 Still, local corruption also played a leading role in allowing trade 

to continue, making the matter more complex. Karlbeck wrote: 

‘The population is now starving, and high prices are paid [for antiques], so farmers spend a 

lot of time searching [the land for ancient burial sites].’
221

  

Almost as a means for justification he declared: 

  ‘Local authorities let the farmers dig, against orders from Nanking to put a stop to it. The 

local authority’s reason to let the farmers dig is that they are so poor and otherwise would turn to 

bandits’.
222

  

In the same newsletter-report, Karlbeck commented that it is these types of excavations upon 

which he depends when it came to buying for the syndicate. 

  ‘[…] it is probable [because of the digging by the farmers] that interesting bronzes will reach 

Peiping and Shanghai this autumn.’
223

 

The prices that the ancient objects were fetching at the market were high and often the 

farmers would target the burial grounds which ensured them high prices:  

‘Farmers are said to receive $ 25 000 for a single find by the dealers. It is not surprising that 

the markets from time to time should be flooded with bronzes and early jade. Outstanding pieces are 

sold at high prices. There are many Japanese buyers and US and Chinese collectors.’
224

 

According to both Karlbeck and Swallow, there were three ways in which antiquities were 

unearthed and subsequently found their way onto the art market.
225

 Firstly, there were 
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accidental finds by the local population, for example, when they were digging up land for 

various practical purposes such as building houses, irrigation ditches and wells. Secondly, 

through the increase of public works activity, such as the building of roads, railways and 

embankments many ancient graves were uncovered. Thirdly, the objects came on the market 

by means of unauthorised digging in so-called favourable places, where heavy penalties 

would incur in the case of discovery and conviction. Both Karlbeck and Swallow understood 

that the great objection to unofficial excavation was the loss of any archaeological record as 

the objects were taken out quickly and sold as soon as possible. At that time Swallow called 

for the Chinese government’s attention to this problem and hoped that ‘before long all 

excavations will be made under the supervision of experts’.
226

 His plea for the preservation of 

archaeological seems contradictory as he was the owner of an antiques shop in Beijing. 

A detailed description by Karlbeck of an unofficial excavation of a tomb by local farmers in 

northern China gives an interesting insight on how such practices operated at the time: 

‘Before the mount was to be opened it was sown with kaoliang. When this had grown tall and 

tick enough to provide cover a vertical shaft was dug just wide enough to admit a man of normal 

girth. If anything of value was found, tunnels were thrown out from it in all directions. The digging 

took time, of course, but during autumn and winter no work is done in the fields and the peasants are 

therefore unoccupied. When the grave was thought to have been emptied of its treasures the shaft was 

usually, though not always filled again.’
227

  

At that time, different methods for digging up ancient graves were used. Around the Anyang 

site both Karlbeck and the then young American scholar Herrlee Glessner Creel (1905-1994), 

who visited the site in the late 1920s, observed that the grave-robbers used a post-hole digger 
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in order to locate the ancient graves and drill into the earth.
228

 Creel mentioned that most of 

the excavating was done at night and an entire tomb was often gutted by the morning. This 

was not without danger and often tunnels collapsed and fatalities occurred. A selected site 

was heavily guarded with armed men who would shoot to kill if interrupted making it 

difficult to intervene without the help of organised military co-operation. The looting of the 

graves by the farmers was severely punished by the local authorities, even by death. 

 It is true that a great deal of the objects ended up in foreign hands, including Europeans, 

Americans and Japanese. At that time, Creel remarked somewhat progressively that historical 

objects in Chinese or foreign collections were not lost to science and still available to 

research: 

‘Although a large proportion of them [the objects] go abroad to museums and private 

collectors. They are not, of course, lost to science, for they are still available to study, though it seems 

rather unfair to the Chinese scholars to have to go abroad to study their own antiquities. But far more 

serious is the fact that in the process of digging up these objects the grave-robbers heedlessly destroy 

the most valuable and irreplaceable archaeological evidences. If they had been excavated by trained 

archaeologists […] a great deal of the original form [could have been] preserved.’
229

 

That unsupervised excavation and the export of cultural property were not officially accepted 

during the time is undeniable but the question was and is complex. However, statements by 

those studying and collecting in China set the circumstances of the environment. For 

example, Creel recognised that to stop destruction of historic materials was not entirely 

related to a stop in the trade in the ancient objects:  

                                                             
228

 In one of his Newsletter-reports Karlbeck mentioned that Creel was a student of Chinese art and not a 

collector. This was one of the reasons Li Ji asked him to participate in the excavations at Anyang because he 

was considered non-threatening. Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-report, dated Peiping 20 July, 1934’; Karlbeck, Treasure 

Seeker in China, 176; Creel, The Birth of China, 31-32. 

For a biographical reference on Creel see, David T. Roy, ‘Herrlee Glessner Creel (1905-1994)’, Journal of 

Asian Studies 53 (4) (Nov., 1994) [obituary]: 1356-1357. 
229 Creel, The Birth of China, 32-33. 



101 
 

‘It is easy to say that the destruction of historic materials could be stopped if foreigners would 

cease to buying Chinese bronzes, but this is not quite true. Chinese collectors were encouraging this 

practice before the foreigners began buying, although the present high prices were unknown.’
230

 

Antiquarianism and the collecting of antiquities in China, including Bronze Age 

vessels, were not new practices and the traditional, domestic art market for such goods was 

well established from the Song period (960-1279) onwards.
231

 Within the country the 

traditional market was in the control of the Chinese dealers for centuries and they often 

bought objects on site bringing them back to Shanghai and Beijing to sell. Karlbeck recalled: 

‘[…] in Peking there were something like four hundred antique-shops employing six thousand 

salesmen, and why I was as a rule of hope when I entered any one of them, even if I visited the week 

before. One never knew when something interesting might turn up from the interior, and it was 

important to be first in the field.’
232

 

It is quite staggering to think that there were well over four hundred shops selling antiquities 

in Beijing alone and it would have been time consuming for Karlbeck to visit a good number 

and select the wares he was interested in. 

 It was rare to find foreign buyers purchasing outside the metropolitan cities, and Karlbeck 

was one of a handful who was confident and knowledgeable enough to travel around the 

country for this purpose. As a foreigner he was in possession of a Chinese passport, which 

was an official travel document in Chinese stating the provinces that he was allowed to visit 
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and he often enjoyed the protection of local authorities. Still, he often depended on purchases 

from dealers in the Shanghai and Beijing and larger provincial towns from shops that carried 

colourful names such as ‘The Shop of Eternal Spring’, ‘The Elegant Studio’ or ‘The Brilliant 

Studio’ (Figure 22).
233

 In his auto-biography he gives a picturesque description of a typical 

Chinese curio shop at that time: 

‘The antique-shops were usually quite narrow. The customer stepped into a front room 

crammed with objects designed to attract the less knowledgeable visitor. Should he find nothing here 

to please him, he was led across a small court into another room where better things were on display. 

If he was still not satisfied he was taken further into the interior of the store.’
234

 

The process to buy was time-consuming. Each shop had its best goods in the back rooms and 

in order to get there was a process where the buyer was required to demonstrate his 

knowledge on the objects in the front rooms before taken to the authentic treasures. 

The dealing of antiquities was in the hands of the Chinese themselves. During the 1920s and 

early 1930s it was predominantly the foreigners that purchased the early dating objects 

because they had the money to do so. In these years Karlbeck experienced that the market 

was thriving and growing because of an increase in demand: 

‘Local dealers are now aware of the high prices which are paid in Europe, they consider 

themselves entitled to greater part of the profits […] Foreign dealers, who bring gold to the country, 

can buy silver [Chinese dollars] very cheaply now and therefore local dealers are charging higher 

prices.’
235

  

High prices were established and Karlbeck was arguably one of the most successful foreign 

collectors operating at that time who understood the market. 
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 As discussed, he had already sold sets of his ceramic collection in the early 1920s and by 

doing so involved in the dealership of Chinese archaeology. From a collecting perspective 

Karlbeck systematically selected sets and this separated him from an ordinary dealer and 

motivation to sell. By selecting and organising specific objects to create sequences he 

understood the creation of a collection.
236

 During the collecting period for the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities and the syndicate, he purchased close to 2800 objects, focussing on ritual 

bronze vessels, belt-hooks, weaponry and mirrors from the Zhou period, archaic jades, Tang 

period ceramic figures, Song period ceramics and Ordos bronzes. Karlbeck focused on the 

historical studies connected to subject presented by the objects and produced some innovative 

research. A description by his friend Swallow of a true collector is reminiscent of Karlbeck’s 

approach to Chinese art and furthermore shows how a Western collector at that time 

identified himself with his private collection: 

‘The true collector is not content with the mere acquisition of a number of objects, no matter 

how rare and costly they may be, but is also interested in their origin, their history, and the turns of 

fortune that have followed them through the ages. For such an enthusiast what can be more interesting 

than an ancient mirror? Romance radiates from it, and it needs little skill or imagination to make it the 

centre of a fascinating story, especially if the inscription tells us that it was an imperial mirror, on it 

bears the name of one of the famous makers of the Han dynasty.’
237

 

If we take Swallow’s description and mirror it to Karlbeck it illustrates his drive to 

investigate and historically explore the significance of the collections he created. As argued 

here, he was first and foremost an academic collector, not only of the objects themselves but 

also of archaeological and historical knowledge. This force led him to become a specialist in 

his field, conducting innovative research on subjects that were often little known topics at 
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that time. His role within the academic circle that set the foundations of the study of Chinese 

art and archaeology in the West is undeniable.     

2.2 Karlbeck: a scholar  

To position Karlbeck within a newly formed group of Chinese art and culture specialists in 

the West- who then had recently based their studies on emerging scientific and historical 

evidence provided by ancient objects-  it is important to analyse and identify the innovative 

concepts he presented in his publications. Karlbeck wrote twenty-four articles on Chinese art 

and archaeology, including two catalogues for the Hallwyl House Museum, between 1923 

and 1967. He published predominantly in English which shows that it was the preferred 

language of the academic circle then.  His articles are based on self-studies on the objects that 

he collected, including the period he was in China on behalf of the museum and the 

syndicate.  

The first articles date from the early 1920s until the late 1930s and cover five main subject 

areas: his observations on Chinese archaeology whilst in China; Chinese minor bronzes, such 

as mirrors; Anyang moulds for bronze casting; Anyang marble sculpture and archaic jade 

pendants. His later articles, published between 1939 and 1967, predominantly dealt with the 

topics on ceramics such as proto-porcelain and Yue ware, historical kiln sites and revisiting 

his earlier work on bronzes. Throughout the years Karlbeck was in constant communication 

with a number of scholars and connoisseurs to discuss his work and analysis. The Karlbeck 

archive at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities includes a 1953 New Years card from the 

art historian Loehr, whose later research on the evolution of Chinese bronze decoration 

provided a guideline for dating bronzes.
238

 In the postcard Loehr asked if Karlbeck was 

interested in publishing an article or note in the American scholarly journal Ars Orientalis 
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dedicated to art history, ‘which I would be greatly honoured to receive’.
239

 Overall, Karlbeck 

was held in high regard to later scholars in the field and he stayed active in this academic 

circle for many years. 

Karlbeck’s articles define his personal research interests. Subjects like that of early weapons 

and ancient mirrors was not part of the traditional intellectual repertoire for the study of 

Chinese bronzes, where the focus at the time was on ritual bronze vessels and inscriptions. 

When he started collecting such objects in the late 1910s and early 1920s he was one of the 

first to systematically form collections of these types. There was not an immediate aesthetic 

ideal connected to them that would have triggered the interest of the more general collector of 

Chinese art; furthermore, the small bronzes were initially collected as ethnographic material, 

to analyse the development of decorative styles, inter-cultural influences, and technological 

evolution in early cultures. What occupied Karlbeck was to classify his collections in a 

coherent systematic manner, where description, dating and provenance preceded any further 

historical analysis. This is typical of the typological influence in classifying archaeological 

and ethnological objects at the time which was based upon the display of evolutionary 

progress. 

Two specific articles based on his personal bronze collection date from the 1920 and included 

short technical descriptions of the objects he first acquired.
240

 ‘Ancient Chinese bronze 

weapons’ and ‘Notes on some early bronze mirrors’ were published in the China Journal of 

Science and Arts and are the first in English dealing with these particular topics. Both were 

written when he was still a resident in China and demonstrate he was at the front-line of this 

research. In 1925 he already commented on the historical value of this collection: 
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‘To judge the number of minor bronze objects from the earlier Dynasties displayed amongst 

the wares of the curio dealers in various parts of China there must be some who are attracted by and 

collect such archaeological material.’
241

 

Karlbeck was certainly interested and attracted to these archaeological objects and his 

incentive for collecting weaponry was out of a genuine historical interest for the subject-

matter connected to the Bronze Age. In the same article he continued: 

‘It would not [only] be of interest to the student of Chinese archaeology but serve a definite 

scientific purpose as well if those collectors could be induced to publish [in the relevant column of the 

The China Journal of Science and Arts] reproductions of specimens in their collections, be it 

photographs, drawings or rubbings, accompanied with information about localities or districts where 

the objects were unearthed, and other data that might be of interest.’
242

  

His request for sufficient data from other students or collectors which could help him in the 

taxonomic process was how he approached his collection. Again, the academic and 

intellectual dialogue is something that was important to him. Interestingly, he referred to 

these objects as specimen, and so associated them within an ethnological definition, and not 

immediately as art. The truth is that the few who approached this subject at the time were a 

small group of primarily Westerners residing in China. What sets them apart from the 

collectors outside China is that they concentrated on this topic because of the availability of 

these small objects either found on site or inexpensively purchased from dealers.
243

 However, 

these bronzes slowly reached the art market in Europe and were gradually bought by private 

collectors out of admiration for refined craftsmanship. Any important historical or 
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archaeological data was lost in transport and information depended on data gathered by 

collectors in China, like Karlbeck. 

Karlbeck was the first authority to call attention bronze mirrors he collected when he 

was living in the Huai River Valley (Figures 23 and 24). The Huai-style mirrors, a term he 

later borrowed from Karlgren, were of a particular interest from the start. Already 1926 he 

opened many questions addressing the evolution of casting technology, design and origin of 

this particular bronze group. The Chinese had been collectors of ancient mirrors for centuries 

and the first studies on the subject are found in Chinese literature of the Song period 

containing illustrations of mirrors from the Han period onwards.
244

 In his article Karlbeck 

used the available original Chinese source the Bogu tulu as a historical guide to his own 

studies on the bronze mirrors, in particular to define specific types and production 

locations.
245

 He recognised that it was essential that Chinese sources be taken into account 

when studying the mirrors as, in his words, ‘they hold the key to the history of its makers’ 

and the article sheds some light to what original material he was reading. Furthermore, he 

tried to date some of the objects with relation to their geographical history and in doing so 

linked distinct decorative motifs to specific cultural groups during the later Bronze Age 

period, like the Chu (771-450 BC) and Qin (221-206 BC) states.  

The Huai-style mirrors date approximately from the fifth to third centuries BC (Eastern Zhou 

period). Through stylistic analysis based on sequencing and identifying evolutionary changes 

Karlbeck was the first to date these to earlier than the Han period. He questioned if some 

decorative motifs had a relationship to the ornamented knife handles from a then recently 

discovered Scythian bronze culture in Minusinsk in Russia, and wondered if there was a link 

                                                             
244

 Karlbeck, ‘Notes on some early Chinese bronze mirrors’, 3; Swallow, Ancient Chinese Mirrors, xi. 
245 Karlbeck, ‘Notes on some early Chinese bronze mirrors’, 3-9. 



108 
 

between the two bronze producing cultures.
246

 Some years later, in 1933 the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities organised an exhibition of Chinese bronzes that included the display of a 

number Minnusink bronzes alongside the Huai examples as tentative comparative material.
247

 

Many of the bronzes exhibited had been collected by Karlbeck and he was involved in the 

arrangement of this exhibition. Without a doubt he supported a visual connection between the 

bronzes produced by the neighbouring cultures by comparison. 

This methodology not only showed his advanced knowledge of the Chinese sources but his 

stylistic analysis was essential and reflective of the more general Western approach to 

understanding non-Western objects in a historical context. Studies on stylistic development 

were useful to classify these mirrors and Karlbeck supplied fellow collectors with an intricate 

and visual description. Furthermore, he identified three separate methods of technology that 

were used in the ornamentation of the Huai-style and he was interested when a transition of 

the geometric to the naturalistic animal-style influenced ornament. At the time, the 

terminology to define and classify specific groups of objects, such as bronzes, within a 

stylistic framework was not firmly established and agreed upon amongst the Western and 

Chinese specialists. Some years later, Swallow commented that the Chinese method of 

classification was different to that of a Western approached the subject.  

‘The Chinese mind steeped as it is in history and historical allusions thinks of the past in 

terms of imperial dynasties, and the same system of classification is used when speaking of curios and 

art.’
248
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Swallow’s comments somewhat suggested that the traditional Chinese methodology was 

inferior to the analysis of the same through the Western typological approach. At the same 

time Western specialists, including Karlbeck, were initially eager to follow the traditional 

Chinese system of defining stylistic groups within their approximate dynastic period, 

however, by Western academic tradition they also defined objects through classifying 

geographical and evolutionary styles.  

During a visit to Anyang in 1929 Karlbeck investigated a number of dagger-axes (ge) found 

at the site and he suggested resemblances of design between the ancient Chinese and the 

Minnusinsk culture (Figure 25).
249

 His comments implied awareness of the circulating inter-

cultural diffusionist ideas that were part of the intellectual debate during that time, where the 

Minnusinsk bronzes were considered Western. To support his view he made cross-cultural 

comparisons by categorizing the archaeological material of the Anyang site with those of 

other bronze cultures outside China’s borders. However, to define Karlbeck in today’s terms 

as a Eurocentric diffusionist is maybe far-fetched. His main concern was not to demonstrate 

superior technologies being introduced to China from the West but to establish the 

classification and the institutionalisation of the objects collected within a coherent typological 

sequence. 

One of Karlbeck’s important contributions to the study of Chinese art and 

archaeology was the deconstruction of regional styles in bronze objects discovered in the 

Huai Valley region and the discovery of a particular transitional style. This style of what 

Karlbeck called the Huai bronzes was identified as breaking away from the geometric 

stylization generally found on the earlier dating Shang and Zhou bronzes and introduction of 

more naturalistic motifs.
250

 The term Huai-style was only used for a short period of time in 
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Western scholarship and later predominantly connected to the collection at the Museum of 

Far Eastern Antiquities. Geographically many of the Huai bronzes were produced in the state 

of Chu that included the Huai River Valley area.
251

 These archaeological discoveries of Chu 

material culture showed an exquisitely rich artistic production ranging from bronzes, jades, 

woodwork and architecture distinctly different from the Anyang finds. In his discussion of 

the decorative elements Karlbeck suggested that the geometric patterns produced by the Chu 

were a significant link to the more naturalistic elements produced by the following Han 

period. He argued that although it did not necessarily originate in the Huai River Valley 

region, it demonstrated that other influences were accepted within the Chu’s artistic 

repertoire (Figures 23 and 24). Furthermore, he suggested that the Chu people were the first 

to decorate their mirrors by means of a, in his words, primitive experimental stamp designs 

(Figures 26 and 27).
252

 Interestingly, he links ancient technology with the word primitive. 

This coincides with the conceptualisation that the cultural study of past societies was 

connected to a similar ethnological methodology used to analyse living primitive societies at 

the time and also addressed concepts like progress and evolution. Moreover, the mirrors were 

considered essential in the study of the origin and evolutionary production of design, 

ornamentation and casting techniques in Bronze Age China and continued to occupy 

Karlbeck’s research throughout his life. Some years later he wrote: 

‘During the many years I have been collecting I have studied and seen a great number of early 

mirrors, and have become familiar with the types found at the early centres. In Shou Chou, Shanghai 

and elsewhere I have examined many hundreds of early Shou Chou mirrors and in Cheng Chou and 

K’ai-feng Fu, where I have stayed many times, I have studied collections of early mirrors from 
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Loyang and Chin Ts’un and I have found that types common at Loyang are but rarely met with at 

Shou Chou, and vise versa [sic].’
253

   

Karlbeck clearly considered himself a leading specialist on Huai Valley mirror production. 

He not only visited the important Bronze Age production centres at Chuzhou and at Loyang 

many times but was fortunate to examine many hundreds of mirrors in collections around the 

country and in Europe.
254

 During his travels he allocated production sites and identified the 

historical and archaeological importance of the two locations. He was the first to identify two 

separate centres of mirror production during the late Zhou period, each developing a distinct 

decorative style.
255

 He also suggested that the Chu people were the first cultural group to 

decorate their mirrors because of their experimental manner in ornament.
256

     

There are a couple of specific articles that portray Karlbeck’s choice of subject-matter and 

placed him at the forefront of ground-breaking research on ancient Chinese culture. One 

article dealt with questions surrounding Anyang ceramic moulds that were used for casting 

the bronze ritual vessels.
257

 He bought a number of these moulds from a local dealer for the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities (Figures 28 and 29). 

‘During a visit paid to Anyang in August 1934 I obtained from a local dealer some fragments 

of clay moulds for bronze vessels which the dealer informed me he had obtained in the village of 

Hsiao-t’un. The moulds were all rather worn [...] but nevertheless the ornaments could be deciphered 

and were carried out in a style generally found on the bronzes from Anyang [...] The only moulds for 

bronze vessels known to me at the time were fragments found by the members of the Academia Sinica 

at Anyang and kindly shown me by Dr. Li Chi. I consequently considered my find as highly important 
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[...]When I departed I had procured a total of 25 fragments, chiefly through the aid of two small local 

dealers.’
258

 

 Karlbeck recognised that the discovery of the moulds was highly important because they 

explained the technology of the Shang craftsmen to cast the ritual vessels. On the other hand, 

they were also extremely rare and only recently officially excavated by the Academia Sinica. 

Based upon studying the moulds Karlbeck was the first to correctly indicate that during the 

Shang period two different techniques were used to cast the vessels; by direct-process, where 

the molten metal was poured directly into the mould; or through the cire perdue or ‘lost wax’ 

method, where a wax layer applied to a model of the vessel was lost through a heating 

process and replaced by the molten bronze. The moulds for the direct-process, like those 

collected by Karlbeck, were of two principal types: permanent moulds that were used 

repeatedly or those that only permitted one or two castings.
259

 The cire perdue method 

required piece-moulds and were already known to have been used in ancient China. Karlbeck 

made a coherent argument for the use of direct casting as early as the Shang period based 

upon his collected evidence that the moulds had been in contact with molten metal.
260

 In 

doing so he was the first Western specialist to discuss the different casting methods of the 
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Shang. Karlbeck’s research on casting techniques was recently discussed by Lukas Nickel 

and used as a basis for his review on the different casting technology in ancient China.
261

  

This topic continued to occupy Karlbeck’s research for many years. In the early 1960s he 

participated in the Bronze Project, which investigated some of the casting problems raised by 

the Freer Gallery bronzes.
262

 During this project the so-called Karlbeck Mark found on Shang 

bronzes was officially named after him. The mark was recognized by a set of lines in the 

form of a cross at the base of the bronzes and indicated their casting technique by use of the 

discussed moulds.
263

 In 1964 Karlbeck visited London at the age of 85, where he gave a talk 

at the Oriental Ceramic Society on the problems of bronze casting.
264

 This was his last lecture 

on his specialist topic and showed that his research and discovery was still of interest by 

collectors and academics after many decades.
265

 A copy with notes of this lecture is part of 

the archival data in Stockholm. It is unclear why the notes of his presentation weren’t 

published in the Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society and it might well be that his 

age prevented him from compiling a draft of his lecture for publishing. 

A second article that coincided with the discovery of the moulds found in Anyang was on a 

number of stone ornaments discovered at the site. In ‘Anyang Marble Sculpture’ Karlbeck 

discussed a pioneering topic in the study of Chinese sculpture (Figure 30).
266

 The Museum of 

Far Eastern Antiquities had first acquired a number of such objects from the Chinese scholar, 
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collector, epigraphist and art dealer Luo Zhenyu (1866-1940).
267

 The exact date for this 

acquisition is not known but appears to be soon after the museum was founded in 1925. In his 

article, Karlbeck stated that between 1928 and 1934 the Academia Sinica unearthed a number 

of stone sculptures at the Anyang site and appeared similar to those acquired by the museum. 

These objects depict stylized motifs, as on the bronzes from the same site, but also include 

figurative human and animal representations that Karlbeck described as:  

‘[...] one of those composite creations in early Chinese art in which naturalistic and highly 

conventionalized motifs have been combined to form a monster [...] They are a common occurrence 

in the art of the Han dynasty but appear to be extremely rare on archaic objects.’
268

 

This group of marble sculptures are, besides the smaller jade carvings, the earliest form of the 

plastic arts in China and considered an essential link in the art historical study of Chinese 

sculpture. It was generally thought that the three-dimensional carving of stone only 

commenced with the arrival of Buddhism during the Han period.
269

 Karlbeck demonstrated 

that such technology was already practiced by the Shang. Furthermore, he suggested that the 

carvings were an incorporated part of their monumental architectural designs, a theory which 

is still widely accepted today. Another interesting observation was that the design was made 

up of naturalistic and stylized motifs, which was considered rare and unusual at this period 

and opened questions whether naturalistic ornamentation was indigenous, diffused or 

imported within Bronze Age production. 

In 1938 Karlbeck published an article on archaic jade pendants that was a brief 

independent study on the evolution and development of decorative motifs.
270

 To date early 

jade ornaments was complex because of the many different types that had been excavated and 
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also recently appeared in Western collections through the art market. Karlbeck’s analysis 

illustrated various objects he had collected in Anyang and Loyang during the syndicate 

expeditions for his clientele (Figure 31). He mentioned that he was self-taught on the subject 

but was confident to identify the characteristics of the different decorative styles because of 

his examination of numerous objects in Chinese and Western collections over the years. In 

his study of the distinct decorative motifs he addressed some Chinese sources like the 

Jinshixue that dealt with bronze inscriptions and characters on the oracle bones, but also gave 

an understanding between the relationship between inscriptions and design.
271

 In this study 

Karlbeck made notable reference to Karlgren’s then groundbreaking studies presenting a 

tentative chronology of both Shang and Zhou ritual bronzes.
272

 He used Karlgren’s dating 

system as a reference to classify the jade pendants using the comparative method to indicate 

specific stylistic representations that typified the two successive bronze cultures. In doing so 

he dated many archaic jades in Western collections that were bought on the art market and 

had no provenance. The objects were then given a tentative origin as having been produced at 

Anyang or Loyang, depending on the defined decorative elements. 

These pioneering studies placed Karlbeck at the centre of Western research in Chinese 

art and archaeology at the time. He dealt with questions on origin, stylistic evolution and 

cultural diffusion. The themes were also discussed in ‘Notes on Some Chinese Wheel-axle 

Caps’, published in the mid 1960s (although, this historical analysis was first presented in the 

1920s and 1930s).
273

 Based upon a new archaeological discovery of an untouched chariot pit 

in 1953 by the Chinese Academy of Science Karlbeck compared the finds with a number of 
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chariot-fittings he had purchased on behalf of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in the 

late 1920s and early 1930s (Figure 32).
274

 He starts the article with an excerpt out of The 

Bronze Age by the well-known British archaeologist Childe, where he argued that the 

invention and diffusion of the wheeled vehicle originated at the ancient Sumerian capital Ur 

in Mesopotamia (date before 3000 BC).
275

 Karlbeck took this historical study on board and 

followed to conclude:  

‘Since the [Chinese] chariot proper was drawn by horses it probably originated in a type of 

country suitable to the raising of horses and the grassland to the north of the Caucasus has been 

suggested as a likely region. Thence it spread in various directions and probably reached China in the 

Yin era [which corresponds to the early phase of the Shang period].’
276

    

He argued that the Chinese chariot design had its origin in the northern Caucasus region, 

which in historical terms was considered Western, and diffused into its borders as early as the 

beginning of the Bronze Age. The bronze axle-caps collected by Karlbeck were the remains 

of original chariots dating from the Shang and Zhou periods. He methodologically analysed 

the technological production of the chariot in ancient China and included the classification 

and evolution of the axle-caps through a discussion of the notable changes in decoration and 

design. Through comparative method he considered the chariots in the Middle East and China 

were similar and furthermore questioned whether they were a Chinese invention or not. He 

recalled that when he purchased a number of fittings from a ‘trustworthy dealer in Peking’ he 

was informed that some probably originated in the Ordos region. This region is associated 

with the non-Chinese Xiongnu tribes that occupied this territory in ancient times. In the same 
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article, discussing related bronze objects, Karlbeck argued that the Chinese got the idea of a 

[belt] buckle from their nomad neighbours and that many of their designs and ornamentation 

had again their origin in the Ordos region (Figures 33 and 34).
277

 Thus, the ornamentation on 

the chariot designs and those found on the belt-buckle connected to the concept of import and 

new stylistic influences at a given period when the Chinese and Xiongnu were interacting, 

through trade and warfare. Such statements are reflective of diffusionist principles, where 

technology and decorative styles had its origin outside China’s boundaries and absorbed into 

the Bronze Age cultures discovered within the boundaries. What is interesting is that the 

general diffusionist debate (as known in the 1920s and 1930s) was dismissed by the time that 

this article was published. However, these points made by Karlbeck demonstrated that in the 

1960s some issues were still unresolved and the overall reconstruction of material culture, 

archaeology and history was more complex. The historical studies in Chinese art and 

archaeology remain to seek a possible link of influence between ancient cultures in China and 

its Western borders. It continues to analyse collected material in the first decades of the 

twentieth century, including those by Karlbeck and his peers, as the 2003 symposium 

discussed in the Introduction verified.  

Indeed, Karlbeck’s articles were predominantly based on objects that he acquired for 

himself, the museum and the syndicate and were an essential source for his research. As 

demonstrated, the subjects that challenged him to pursue his studies included archaeology, 

bronze-casting and the analysis of stylistic evolution in non-inscribed archaic bronzes and 

jades. This determined his field of expertise. This historical knowledge in combination with 

the trained eye of an experienced collector and familiarity of the art market in China also 

included speaking and reading the Chinese language. This inevitably led to a successful 

career at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and as an important buyer for a number of 
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prominent collectors and institutions in Europe in particular. The collecting process and 

concerns about the legality of the export of his purchases is something that links into the 

complex and contemporary topic of the circulation of cultural heritage. 

We are dealing with a controversial issue. On the one hand Karlbeck was breaking the 

Chinese law by exporting the Bronze Age objects (as stated by the Chinese legislation 

published in 1930). But, to portray Karlbeck as a smuggler of antiquities would be too 

simplistic. Firstly, he was operating in a complicated environment with a tradition of trade in 

antiquities going back centuries. In the late 1920s and 1930s China was in consistent chaos 

and warlords ruled different parts of the country. Legislation was often vague and not 

enforced. He was one of a number of foreign collectors operating in China at the time, who 

will be briefly discussed in the following chapter. The study of collectors and collections 

needs to consider a complete view of their history, as Chris Gosden has recently pointed out, 

including their intellectual interests, institutional histories, economic resources and social 

skill to understand what they are, how they were collected and why.
278

 Bearing in mind the 

Eurocentric issues that are connected with the obvious impact of imperialism on collecting 

and ownership we should perhaps also perceive the collection as an entity in itself. This is a 

significant consideration where the collection has an after-life beyond its initial history and in 

a sense can be viewed within a larger global sense today. It also stresses that the colonial 

system was essentially about material culture and an important deliberation in archaeology 

and the formations of collections in the West. Collections, like those formed by Karlbeck, 

played an important role in the globalization of archaeology and non-Western art. They not 

only identify the interest of Western scholarship in ancient Chinese history but also their 

presentation demonstrated a dialogue with China at that period in time. The objects 

themselves are re-identified within this context, where the material culture of China’s past in 
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Western institutions represents a new era of global communication. On the other hand the 

analysis of the complexity of this issue has revealed a multi-layered picture. In any rate, 

Karlbeck and his scholarship has made an important contribution to the study of Chinese art 

and archaeology. It was his pioneering research and classification method which effectively 

institutionalised the Bronze Age objects. This brought him respect and recognition within the 

discipline and has left his legacy within a number of institutions around Europe. We have to 

place Karlbeck in a historical context, defined by a period when the foreign collector in China 

influenced the growth of collections in the West. In turn, this period was also domineered by 

a Eurocentric prerogative on the ownership of non-Western cultural objects and Karlbeck 

needs to be understood as active participant in this system.  

The foundation of institutional and private collections in Sweden is discussed in the 

next chapter. As part of the discussion Karlbeck is analysed through his collecting activities 

that lead to the Karlbeck Syndicate. The first collecting trip was organised by the museum 

with the benefit of expanding its collections. The China Research Committee funded the first 

expedition. The brains behind these collecting expeditions were Andersson and Gustaf Adolf. 

Furthermore, the following chapter acknowledges Andersson’s pioneering scholarship during 

these formative years and focuses on how he directed the discipline in Sweden. Most of his 

research was based on the collections at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities under his 

curatorship. These included numerous objects he had brought back from China and later 

additions by Karlbeck upon his request. His scholarship is contextualised by defining his 

methodology. In connection to the museum’s foundation the role of the Swedish China 

Research Committee is discussed and Gustaf Adolf’s legacy proves essential to the history of 

Chinese collections in Sweden. Overall this next chapter gives a comprehensive insight in the 

institutional framing these objects at the museum, their collecting and classification 
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methodologies and how the influence of collectors, like Gustaf Adolf and Karlbeck, 

functioned within this system. 
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Chapter 3 

The Forerunners and Backers of the Karlbeck Syndicate: Andersson, Gustaf Adolf and 

the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. 

The important collections of China’s prehistoric and Bronze Age material culture in 

Stockholm are unique in Europe. How the collections ended up in Sweden in the 1920s is not 

a coincidence. They were part of an extensive collecting campaign that was organised and 

backed by a small but influential group of Swedish scientists, collectors and donors. 

Foremost, it was Andersson’s pioneering scientific work during the second and third decade 

of the twentieth century that led to the foundation of the Swedish China Research Committee 

and inevitably the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. In 1925 the museum was established 

as a research institute and placed Stockholm on the foreground as an important centre for 

studies on Chinese art and archaeology outside China. Andersson’s scholarship and legacy is 

still relevant today; and exhibited in the museum collection. Furthermore, Gustaf Adolf 

equally played an essential role in the founding of the museum. As a private collector of 

Chinese art and chairman of the China Research Committee he directed and promoted the 

discipline in Sweden. This chapter discusses Andersson’s scholarship, the role of China 

Research Committee and Gustaf Adolf in connection with collecting Chinese art and 

archaeology in Sweden. In this analysis the foundation of the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities engages Karlbeck’s participation in one of Sweden’s most important collecting 

expeditions in China during this period. 

The extensive scientific collecting campaigns conducted by Andersson in the 1920s in 

China are well known.
279

 His work ultimately resulted in the acquisition of numerous 
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archaeological objects and their subsequent infiltration into Sweden’s national collections. 

His expeditions were followed by that of Karlbeck who became the dominant collector for 

the museum during the later 1920s and early 1930s. How Karlbeck collaborated with 

Andersson and the China Research Committee is based upon the analysis of primary archival 

data. This chapter will discuss the mechanics of this partnership by deconstructing the 

primary sources. Ultimately, the collecting activities resulted in the creation the Karlbeck 

Syndicate. The syndicate’s operations are viewed in a larger context where Sweden’s interest 

in China’s geology and archaeology are representative of a domineering Western presence in 

Asia at that time.  

An important year in the discussion of the archival material in this chapter is 1928, when the 

Swedish China Research Committee proposed Karlbeck to venture out to China on a 

purchasing trip to enhance its collection with archaic objects.
280

 Up to then the collection 

consisted of Neolithic pottery and some bronze objects collected by Andersson in the early 

1920s. The two figures who initiated this expedition was Andersson and Gustaf Adolf, 

interestingly one a scholar the other a collector. Their ideas on Chinese art and archaeology, 

connoisseurship and collecting were later absorbed in the syndicate operations and affected 

how some European collections were founded and promoted. Andersson’s work as a 

geologist and archaeologist is important. He directed much of its operations from Sweden 

with a focus on his personal research. His studies are contextualised with the first collections 

of the museum and studies at the institute. 
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3.1 Andersson and the Swedish China Research Committee: Swedish scholarship and 

Chinese archaeology. 

  Andersson’s pioneering discovery of Neolithic sites in China determined the unique 

archaeological collection he brought back to Sweden. His collecting activities initiated the 

founding of a museum and established Stockholm as one of the main centres for the study of 

China’s art and archaeology in the West. The legacy of his early scholarship was recently 

considered by a number of scholars who came together at a symposium, New Perspectives in 

Eurasian Archaeology, in 2003 as aforementioned in the introduction of this thesis. His work 

was brought into context with questions today regarding early cultural contacts between 

China and Eurasia and to more recent archaeological discoveries. What is important is that 

Andersson’s early studies on the Neolithic discoveries and his Theory of Western Origin 

(which are theoretically diffusionist in persuasion, and Eurocentric in application) they are 

placed within a contemporary historical context.
281

 Consequently, in the early 1940s 

Andersson retracted his diffusionist conclusions on prehistoric and Neolithic China because 

new archaeological evidence supported indigenous development in prehistoric societies.
282

 

However, these ideas were again challenged at the 2003 symposium.  

In the context of this thesis, Andersson’s publications are analysed considering 

diffusionist concepts in ancient Chinese history. More importantly they are demonstrative 

that such a theory was accepted and commonly utilised amongst an established group of 

European scholars at the time. A revision of Andersson’s scholarship enables us to make an 
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important connection to the objects Karlbeck collected upon his request for the Museum of 

Far Eastern Antiquities. 

In 1918, Andersson started a comprehensive collecting campaign in co-operation with 

the Geological Survey of China (NGS) where at that time he served as a mining adviser. The 

NGS was under the directorship of Ding Wenjiang (1887-1936).
283

 During this period 

Andersson made a deal with Ding that foresaw the division of the collected material between 

him and the Chinese government. At this stage this consisted of fossils or so-called dragon-

bones.
284

 The idea was that these were split between the Geological Survey of China and 

Swedish museums on the condition that all the necessary funds were raised by Andersson in 

Sweden. Under this unique arrangement a great number of China’s geological, and later 

archaeological, material came to Sweden for research on the basis that one half of the 

collections were returned to China at a later date. This research then included geological 

surveys and analysis of paleontological and prehistoric data. At this point Andersson 

approached Axel Lagrelius (1863-1944), a leading Swedish industrialist with connections to 

the Swedish Royal Court, who offered financial assistance for natural history research.
285

 On 

the 15 September 1919 the Swedish China Research Committee was founded by Lagrelius 

who took the role of treasurer. The committee proceeded to play an important financial role 

in the scientific relationship between Sweden and China; indeed, it acted as the principal 

economic source that invested in Andersson’s collecting activities.
286

 The committee was a 
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private organisation and relied on private donors. It continuously consisted of three dominant 

members who would lead the proceedings. However, it was Lagrelius’ fund-raising efforts 

that financed a great number of Swedish expeditions and paid for the transport of collected 

research material back to Sweden. 

   In 1921 Gustaf Adolf took the chairmanship of the China Research Committee. This 

was a turning point for Swedish collecting in China because the committee, for the first time, 

included the funding of archaeological excavations in its remits as opposed to its previous 

focus on geological and paleontological field work.
287

 The year 1921 is significant in many 

ways: not only did the China Research Committee extend its areas of support for further 

research, but it was also during this period that Andersson discovered remains of a distinct 

Neolithic culture in Central China and changed his research topic to archaeology. This 

discovery changed the global view on the existence of a sophisticated civilization in 

prehistoric China and placed it on the same foot as early cultures in Central Asia, the Middle 

East and Europe. 

During this time Andersson closely collaborated with a group of Chinese scientists, like 

Ding, and had made a name in his ground-breaking research on China’s prehistory. Recently, 

Magnus Fiskesjö, Chen Xingcan and Perry Johansson have all published on Andersson’s role 

in the foundation of Chinese collections in Sweden, including that of the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities.
288

 The Swedish financial and scholarly engagement in geological and 

archaeological research is connected to a realization that China’s undiscovered prehistory 

was an open field and reflective of certain nationalistic elements where success in this field 
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brought recognition.
289

 A scientific breakthrough and new discovery benefited Sweden as a 

country, where its progressive scientists claimed innovative scholarly studies and in doing so 

economic connections strengthened with other nations, such as China. Taking this into 

consideration, Andersson was the perfect business card for his country. Another point is that- 

from a predominantly Chinese point of view- Swedish scholars must have seemed less 

threatening as partners; as opposed to those from other European nations, for example, 

Britain who had a recent history of military altercations in China.
290

  

Andersson was born in the town of Knista in 1874. He enrolled as a student at 

Uppsala University in 1892 and in 1901 he was appointed assistant professor for Geology and 

proceeded to receive his doctorate degree. In his early career he was a participant in leading 

Swedish expeditions that took him to several Arctic islands- such as to Bear Island which is 

situated in the high Arctic and to Hope Bay and Vega Island as part of the Swedish Antarctic 

Expedition.
291

 These expeditions brought him recognition in his field and from 1906 until 

1914 he was the director of the Geological Survey of Sweden. He held this important post 

until he left for China in 1914. It was in China that Andersson found his niche and his 

important paleontological and archaeological work attained worldwide recognition.  

In 1920 Andersson was supported by the Chinese National Geological Society and the local 

provincial government in Henan for starting the first archaeological excavations at the 

Neolithic Yangshao site. His discovery was revolutionary because the excavated evidence of 

this prehistoric culture altered the perception of the earliest written history of the country. 
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This was based on traditional historical accounts dating from the Zhou and Han dynasties, 

such as the Shangshu and the Shiji.
292

 At the time, Li Ji heralded the discovery as: 

‘An early Chinese culture totally unknown before, and whose relation to traditional Chinese 

culture […] aroused a great deal of speculation’.
293

 

The speculation of the origin of this culture was something that occupied Western and 

Chinese scholars alike and is, as will be discussed through Andersson’s studies, one of the 

arguments for cultural diffusion into ancient China.  

What is important is that Andersson’s discovery of this Neolithic culture still stands as one of 

the most important archaeological discoveries in China’s during modern time. Throughout 

this period he continued to locate Neolithic sites in Gansu and Henan. He first categorised 

these as Painted Pottery Cultures, named after the unearthed funerary wares found at the sites 

(Figure 35).
294

 Today the remains are generally referred to as belonging to the Yangshao 

culture. The painted ceramic pottery style and technology placed China’s Neolithic culture 

next to similar discoveries at sites in the Mediterranean and Central Asia (Figures 36 and 

37).
295

 This is important because it suggested that this culture had a developed aesthetic 

awareness that gave it an elevated historic value or status. The objects were heralded as 

‘masterpieces worthy of the ceramic art of the Aegean’, by scholars like Grousset who, in 
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doing so, connected them to the Western ideals of taste and artistic appreciation.
296

 This is 

one example how archaeological objects were compared within an art historical analysis by a 

Western scholar, and where their cultural and historical context was initially over-ruled by 

the artistic appraisal.  

Indeed, Andersson’s fieldwork is well documented in several of his publications.
297

 

On the 4 September 1921 Andersson sent a letter to Gustaf Adolf urging him to visit and take 

part in the excavations. Scientific fieldwork in the Western sense was a relatively new thing 

in China at the time and not something that the traditional Chinese antiquarian would partake 

or was skilled in. There was only a small group of Chinese scholars that were interested in 

this new field and they predominantly had been trained outside China.
298

 Andersson was 

aware of the impact of the high profile participation by Gustaf Adolf and connected this to an 

advancement of archaeological fieldwork in the region and internationally: 

  ‘Now, if a noble lord in the exalted position of Your Royal Highness were to come out here 

and very modestly sit down in a site where antiquities are found and hold a spade or a knife in your 

hand, it would have a tremendous moral effect as a demonstration of the sanctity of scientific work 

even in its most humble forms.’
299

  

This correspondence foreshadowed the important roles both individuals were to play in the 

following years; realising each other’s strengths in foundation of the Museum of Far Eastern 
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Antiquities and promotion of the discipline in the West and for that matter around the 

world.
300

  

An important moment was Andersson’s analysis of the material he unearthed at the site. He 

was often accompanied by a number of Chinese colleagues who with him agreed that they 

had found the key to uncovering the origin of Chinese civilization. A common denominator 

in the story was that they were first and foremost captivated by the geometric motifs depicted 

on the ceramics and that they bore a resemblance to finds of Western Neolithic cultures.
301

 

An extract from the Chinese scholar Hu Shi’s (1891-1962) diary exemplifies this fascination 

by Andersson and his colleagues: 

 ‘Andersson took us to see the ancient stone tools and pottery he had excavated [...] he said 

their decorations did not seem Chinese, but were very close to those seen in Central Asia and 

Southern Russia’.
302

 

Hu Shi mentioned that Andersson specified to his colleagues that the decoration of the 

pottery did not seem Chinese and its origin laid elsewhere. Clearly origin indicated a specific 

source or location in history. However, years later Andersson recalled that at the moment of 

his discovery he didn’t make a cultural or historical connection between the Chinese, 

Southern Russian and Central Asian Neolithic: 
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‘I knew nothing of the fine ceramics with black painting on a red ground that were found by 

Pumpelly’s expeditions of 1903 and 1904 at Anau [...] or much more similar polychrome vessels of 

the Neolithic and Aeneolithic finds in South East Europe, and it therefore seemed to me inconceivable 

that such clay vessels could be found together with stone implements [...] on my return to Peking I 

had the good fortune to find in the library of the Geological Survey the three splendid volumes in 

which the discoveries of the Pumpelly expedition in Anau in Russian Turkestan were described. In 

them I found coloured illustrations of fragments of vessels with paintings which reminded me very 

much of the fragments which I had found at Yang shao.’
303

  

Andersson discovered the Yangshao site in the spring of 1921 but only started the excavation 

in October. The cited excerpt of Hu Shi’s diary dates to almost a year after the discovery of 

the site and many months after the first excavations had taken place. By the time of the 

described visit by his Chinese colleague Andersson already established a possible 

geographical, cultural or historical link between the pottery of the Yangshao and that of the 

Neolithic culture discovered at Anua (Figure 36).
304

 He based this on the decorative 

resemblances between the Yangshao fragments and illustrations published by the American 

geologist and explorer Raphael Pumpelly (1837-1923) in his volume Explorations in 

Turkestan.
305

 It was the archaeological reports in this publication that provided Andersson 

with the visual evidence that inspired him with comparative material and to explore some 

diffusionist concepts. In his report Andersson illustrated the pottery shards from Henan, Anau 

and Tripolje, each with similar geometric designs and pottery shapes (Figure 37). It was the 

stylistic elements (as defined in the Introduction of this thesis) that grouped these 

archaeological finds together based upon the sequencing of similar patterns. Furthermore, it 

was suggested that there was a direct cultural link between the geographically wide-spread 
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production sites. The methodology used by Andersson was closely related to that pursued in 

ethnographic research in other parts of the world at the time, like in the work of Boas, 

Haddon, Rivers and Seligman.
306

 The studies by these anthropologists provided a structure 

that proposed a universal stylistic development in art, where the geometric designs, as seen 

on Neolithic pottery, evolved to more intricate and stylized patterns. One of the aspects of the 

ethnological approach to art and stylistic analysis was that the comparison of decoration and 

ornament could provide evidence of information on cross-cultural and intercultural 

relationships but also present a framework for dating the objects. One of the things that 

Andersson considered was to use the non-Chinese Neolithic examples as an aid to 

chronologically classify the material he had collected and excavated, aside from questions of 

the function of these objects in their society. In doing so he established a number of cultural 

stages that were identified by particular decorative motifs, from simple to complex. His 

methodology was consistent with archaeological practices in other parts of the world.
307

  

In his Preliminary Report Andersson wrote that, with the support of [Robert Lockhart] 

Hobson and other un-named British archaeologists, he grouped the Yangshao ceramics as 

belonging to, in his words, the same family of design as those found on sites in Central Asia 

and the Middle East. He opened academic debate with other Western specialists to help him 

classify and identify the finds within an historical context:  
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‘I sent to HRH the Crown Prince of Sweden a small number of specimens of the Yang Shao 

painted pottery. When his Royal Highness visited London in May 1922 he took the material in 

question with him and showed it to Mr. R.L. Hobson, the British Museum expert on Chinese 

ceramics. Mr. Hobson consulted a number of British archaeologists about this new Chinese ware and 

after these consultations presented HRH with a statement which was forwarded to me and here 

reproduced [....] The red pottery with black ornaments is clearly the same family of design as on the 

Aeneolithic pottery found on many sites of the Near East.’
308

 

His initial contact to open this scholarly debate was through Gustaf Adolf, who went on to 

show the discoveries to Hobson at the British Museum. Andersson doesn’t elaborate, with the 

exception of Hobson, on the other specialists approached in Britain. However, soon after the 

Swedish Royal visit to London in 1922, Yetts published two articles on the Neolithic finds 

which included the important conclusion that, in his words, a cultural diffusion had taken 

place into China during Neolithic times.
309

 His study will be further discussed in Chapter 5 of 

this thesis. During these years Andersson also sought the professional opinion of the German 

archaeologist Hubert Schmidt (1864-1933).
310

 He had conducted the excavation in Anau and 

had a more reserved opinion to the diffusionist ideas Andersson and his British colleagues 

proposed to these discoveries. Was it that the British were more prone to the exploring the 

theory of diffusionism than other scholars of other countries because it was widely discussed 

within their intellectual environment at that time? Andersson mentioned two other 

archaeologists whose expertise he approached, the Austrian L. Franz and the Swede Ture 

Johnsson Arne (1879-1965).
311

 In co-operation they explored through comparisons a number 

of Yangshao and Near Eastern specimens. This investigation led to the typological 
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sequencing of the material and established approximate dates for the Yangshao objects. 

Andersson concluded: 

  ‘[...] the evidence of consanguinity between the prehistoric groups of ceramics from the Near 

East and the Far East had become so convincing that we found it imperative to extend our 

archaeological research further west to regions were we could expect to find relics of the hypothetical 

connection between the sites in Honan and those in South West Asia [...] pointing to Kansu’.
312

  

Interestingly, Andersson uses the term consanguinity to highlight how much he was 

convinced about a direct lineage between the Yangshao culture and those of the Neolithic 

sites further to the west of these regions. Indeed, it was the comparative method based upon 

the study of stylistic developments and change in the decorative motifs that directed his 

research and an important integrated element in archaeological studies. 

Based upon his concluded evidence Andersson organised a Northwestern Expedition in 

search for any missing links between Neolithic cultures in China and Central Asia.
313

 The 

search for missing links in an historical and evolutionary sense was something that defined 

the intellectual and scientific environment of the early twentieth century was still influenced 

by some traditional Darwinian concepts. Andersson viewed his work as an important 

contribution to science rather than art history and this was reflected in his methodology. His 

conscious choice to pursue Neolithic prehistory overland was motivated by the 

archaeological data that suggested migration occurred in the form of a movement of people or 

cultural exchange. In other words, in his early scholarship he argued for cultural diffusion in 

Neolithic times. His main tool for establishing a complete chronology was by comparison 

with Near Eastern material because it was readily available and there was very few 
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comparative data from China itself. Before a total survey of scientific evidence of the area 

was completed he concluded: 

‘[...] at the close of the Neolithic Age a strong cultural influence was brought from ‘west’ to 

‘east’.
314

  

According to Andersson a cultural diffusion amongst Neolithic cultures influenced the 

painted pottery production in China. His approach to China’s archaeology was systematic and 

scientific combining his geological background and ethnological methodology for 

interpreting data collected on site. He based his classification system on topological 

sequencing and predominantly used comparative techniques. In doing so he defined 

evolutionary patterns in style and decorative motifs. To approach objects through a stylistic 

definition and use of the comparative method was part of the then current direction of 

Western scholarship in art history, archaeology and anthropology, especially ethnology.
315

 

Andersson’s framework provided an analysis for China’s archaeological objects and 

was followed by his contemporaries like in Karlbeck’s and Seligman’s work on non-inscribed 

bronze objects but also directed the language of art historians like Sirén and Bachhofer who 

commented on China’s Neolithic and bronze art. It is therefore important to recap on how the 

art historical methodology was an integrated part in the study of Chinese art and archaeology 

and used in parallel to ethnological and archaeological stylistic frameworks that determined 

the classification process for Neolithic and Bronze Age objects. 
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It is relevant to note that Bachhofer’s art historical analysis on Neolithic pottery and their 

stylistic development were known to Andersson at the time.
316

 Bachhofer tried to locate the 

origin of China’s painted pottery to South East Europe by following a migration theory. In 

doing so he argued for the transmission of advanced technology from a superior culture from 

the West, a scholarly route that Andersson had followed at the beginning of his research.
317

 

Andersson later dismissed Bachhofer’s theory as fiction and contradicted some of his earlier 

statements.
318

 However, what is important to note is that Bachhofer’s work characterised the 

manner in which Style was approached by the art historian and how this aspect of the 

discipline essentially developed out of the first archaeological studies by Andersson. What is 

emphasised is that the importance of Style in early Chinese art, within a historical context, 

was promoted by a select group of Western specialists- art historians, archaeologists and 

anthropologists- that focussed on the genealogical development in the distinctive features of 

objects. Within these types of studies a determination to locate the source of Chinese art led 

many of the theories. 

3.2 Diffusionist concepts in Andersson’s early scholarship 

By the time Andersson first published on his archaeological discoveries he was fully 

aware of a number of theories circulating in Western scholarship that considered diffusionist 

concepts in Chinese history. For example, the philological studies of Charles J. Ball and 

Chalfant and Terrien De Lacouperie suggested a common origin for the Chinese script to the 
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pictorial writings of the Middle East.
319

 Although Andersson mentioned he wasn’t competent 

to make any concrete diffusionist conclusions he implied that such philological studies were 

part of his analytical methodology. In doing so he connected philology to the study of 

objects.  

As discussed in the Introduction of this thesis, the idea that ancient Chinese culture had direct 

historic links with other, non-Chinese, cultures was eventually dismissed.
320

 However, at the 

time Andersson was careful to leave future discussion open as new archaeological material 

surfaced and he considered there was a cultural complex that connected different groups 

together as early as Neolithic times. In the 1940s he stated: 

‘Compared with Eastern Europe and the Near East, where painted pottery has been studied for 

more than half a century, in the Far East only the surface has been scratched so far. It is no way an 

exaggeration to assume that the painted pottery provinces of the Far East form a cultural complex just 

as varied and extensive as that of the Near East. One day these two areas will be united through 

numerous sites being found and carefully surveyed in Central Asia. Then we shall know the nature of 

the actual exchange between West and East.’
321

 

Andersson understood that Chinese archaeology was still at its infancy and new discoveries 

would provide new evidences. Still, the diffusionist or western origin concept he considered 

in his early work had an important impact on the course of this field. Largely, they were 

accepted by his contemporaries. For example, the collector for the Freer Gallery Carl Whiting 
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Bishop (1881-1942), a competitor of Karlbeck in China at the time, supported Andersson’s 

theory.
322

 In an article on the subject he commented that:  

‘While the evidence is not yet conclusive either way, it appears to show that the painted ware 

was diffused along what were in historical times the principal routes of travel, while the Neolithic 

sites on which [painted pottery] does not occur are those in the more secluded localities’.
323

  

Bishop’s ethnological studies of this period were highly diffusionist in nature and he is one 

example of American scholarship in this debate. He approached the study of ancient China’s 

within the typical anthropological methodology, where a study of the so-called living-

primitive was thought to be reflective of Neolithic society. In his study on the rise of 

civilization in China he clearly stated that he thought it was foreign influences that brought 

progress in the development of this civilization: 

 ‘Most if not all domestic animals and cereals that form the economic basis of present day 

Chinese life are demonstrably of foreign origin [...] Wherever the aboriginal inhabitants of China has 

achieved any marked progress it has been without exception through culture borrowings. The group 

that live today in various isolated districts have signally failed to advance themselves through their 

efforts. The truth seems to be that Late Stone Age peoples of south-east Asia, including the proto-

Chinese, had developed a culture pattern too rigid an inelastic to permit of progress beyond a certain 

point’.
324

 

Furthermore, he pointed out two streams of influence coming into China in the Neolithic and 

Bronze Age periods, one from India and the other from Central Asia (connected to cultures 

more to its Western regions). In his argument he posited that the discovery of painted pottery 

remains in China was evidence of its relations with the West: 
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 ‘Of an independent origin of painted pottery in China no indication has so far come to light; it 

seems rather to have been already fairly well developed when it first appeared there. The use of some 

form of the potter’s wheel in its manufacture is also significant; for that instrument was known in the 

more advanced parts of the Occident far earlier than it was in China’.
325

 

Also, Sowerby, then editor of the popular magazine the China Journal of Science and Art, 

mentioned that the Neolithic pottery were evidence of a cultural diffusion between Gansu, 

Central Asia and even parts of Neolithic Europe:  

‘...that the proto-Chinese of Gansu were related in culture with the prehistoric peoples of Western and 

South-western Asia, the Mediterranean region, and other parts of Europe’.
326

  

An important point to the reception of the Neolithic objects was that to Western scholarship 

they represented the origin of Chinese ceramics, so popularly collected for centuries. They 

were interesting historical objects to the archaeologist, ethnologist and the ceramic collector. 

Their novelty and intriguing historical debate added to their mystery and they made them a 

wanted commodity on all fronts. On a popular scale the Neolithic discoveries demonstrated a 

need to link ancient civilizations and integrate them within a unified historical context. By 

promoting these objects within a shared common origin with others produced in the West it 

stimulated propaganda on Western historical technological superiority and supported this in 

the writing of history, as shown by Andersson’s and Bishop’s studies. These are an example 

of active Eurocentrism in this particular period, in connection with China, and its effects upon 

the general perceptions on non-Western history. 

  In relation to Andersson’s early scholarship, Watson pointed out that initially he was 

responsible for promoting this westward theory.
327

 This idea was not contested until the 
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excavation of the Longshan black pottery culture in the early 1930s when the Chinese 

archaeologist Liang Siyong (1904-1954) adopted a single line of descent for Neolithic 

cultures in the region based upon the topographical circumstances in north-west China.
328

 

Watson asserted that the influence of such westward-thinking historiography upon the first 

studies on China’s archaeology was reinforced by the first scientific methods used. Chinese 

and Western archaeologists used archaeological methodology that specifically belonged to a 

traditional Western scholarship. This inevitably led to a rationalisation to look to the West for 

solutions. It was at this period that Andersson leading away from his diffusionist principals 

and revisited his studies on Yangshao.
329

 He continued to base this on the stratigraphical 

evidence where the Yangshao, Lungshan and Shang cultures were linked as a group in one 

site as opposed to having a segregated origin that was imported into China. 

However, in the 1920s, Andersson had found it essential to bring the Neolithic material to 

Europe for further investigation: 

‘It has been found necessary to bring the larger part of our Kansu collections to Europe for 

comparative study where full access is possible not only to libraries and museums, but also to help 

and advice of the numerous European archaeologists who have already, by correspondence, 

contributed most materially to the progress of our archaeological research.’
330
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At this stage Chinese archaeological research was still very much led by Western scholarship 

and in anticipation of the arrival of his collections in Sweden, he promoted the idea that these 

Neolithic findings were linked to a migration of cultural diffusion.
331

    

In the summer of 1925 Andersson’s Chinese collections reached Stockholm. First and 

foremost they needed to be housed. The Swedish archaeological state museum (Statens 

Historiska Museum, Stockholm) offered the necessary facilities as his scientific headquarter 

for the next year. The organisation was placed under supervision of the Academy of 

Antiquaries. The foundation of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities was planned with the 

aid of government funds in order to facilitate his important archaeological research and 

unique collection. During this period a number of objects were added to the museum 

predominantly purchased from Sirén, Karlbeck and Luo Zhenyu.
332

 Palmgren, a young 

scientist, was appointed Andersson’s assistant. Also Gustaf Adolf became actively involved. 

For some years he was a promoter of Andersson’s work. He was a student of archaeology and 

a collector of Chinese art since the early 1900s.
333

 His interest in early Chinese art combined 

the two, art and archaeology, and he greatly influenced the direction of the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities as a public collection. 
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3.2 Gustaf Adolf, Andersson and Karlbeck: shaping the museum collections. 

The Museum of Far Eastern collection was essentially founded by Andersson, Gustaf 

Adolf and Karlbeck. The private collection of Gustaf Adolf is well documented by 

Gyllensvärd, the biographer of the Royal Collection (Figure 14).
334

 The ‘originary moment’ 

of this private collection dates to 1907 when he purchased some Kangxi porcelain wares from 

an antique shop in Sweden.
335

 During the following years he made annual visits to London, 

then a centre for the Chinese art market in Europe, where many new acquisitions were made. 

Eventually the collection grew to circa 2600 objects. It was during his visits around Europe 

that he established friendships with a close-knit London collector’s circle that included 

Hobson, Yetts, Seligman, George Eumorfopoulos (1863-1939) and Oscar Raphael (1874-

1941).
336

 During the 1920s he started to focus on the early period objects (pre-Ming ceramics, 

archaic bronzes and jades) in the trend of the London based collectors. Craig Clunas recently 

commented that British collectors started to direct their interest to early Chinese wares during 

the years after World War I (1914-1918) as part of Modernist ideals because ‘early Chinese 

art was seen as the embodying a spontaneity and vitality that was invigoratingly different 

(and superior to) the more highly finished porcelain that had attracted an earlier 

generation’.
337

 Eventually, these objects became his main collecting interest. This is evidently 

connected to the many purchases he made from Karlbeck. Whether he was motivated by 
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modernist ideals is hard to determine, but he was most definitely encouraged by their novelty, 

beauty and archaeological significance.  

As a collector Gustaf Adolf was one of the great promoters of Chinese art in the West 

during this period. In 1914 he took the initiative to organise the first exhibition of Chinese art 

in Sweden since 1849.
338

 It was to open at the Royal Academy in Stockholm and planned in 

close co-operation with Hobson, Eumorfopoulos and the curator of the Berlin State Museum 

Otto Kümmel (1874-1952).
339

 Close to 550 objects were assembled from Swedish, British 

and German museums and private collections, covering the development of Style from the 

Zhou to the Qing (1644-1911 AD) period following the typical topological display of that 

period. The only reference to the preparations of this exhibition is a recollection by 

Gyllensvärd, who acknowledged that it intended to start a closer co-operation between 

scholars all over Europe: 

  ‘[...] the first attempt in our country to give a broad survey of Chinese art in all its aspects, 

and it no doubt considerably widened interest in this ancient culture. It was also intended to start 

closer co-operation between scholars all over Europe’.
340

  

World War I prevented the exhibition from opening to the public and there is no official 

documentation that further recalled the event. The war, however, did not stop Gustaf Adolf 

from continuing to make new additions to his collection, which by that stage included not 

only ceramics but also a number of bronzes and jades.
341

 During these formative years, he 

was continuously kept up-to-date on archaeological discoveries in China made by his fellow 
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country-men Andersson and Karlbeck and passed on important documentation to Hobson at 

the British Museum.
342

 It was during this period that he became profoundly engaged in 

promoting Swedish research in China, demonstrated by his chairmanship of the Swedish 

China Research Committee. Extending the Chinese collections in Sweden was highly 

relevant.  

The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities collection was initially a depository for 

Chinese archaeological objects. There was also a necessity for an officially recognised 

research institute devoted to the scientific study of this data. Andersson’s role in its 

foundation has been established through his collection of Neolithic pottery; however, what is 

important in this thesis is how he directed the next flow of objects that came to its collection 

through Karlbeck.
343

  

By creating a leading one-of-a-kind institute that focussed on Chinese archaeology outside 

China, the museum’s original collections needed to be all encompassing in order to complete 

classification of the subject. At the time, Andersson commented that studies linked to the 

museum were intended for scientific examination and to place objects in a complete 

chronology.
344

 This need to complete required adequate study material and directly 

corresponded to the demand for new objects. Andersson and Gustaf Adolf decided to enhance 

the collection and include archaic bronzes and jades. There were a number of reasons for this 

and connect the principal figures to the objects themselves: First, Andersson’s original 

collection had also included a number of Ordos bronzes, which, as we have seen, was then a 

novelty subject. Secondly, Karlbeck was an established collector of Huai-style bronzes and a 

reliable source to have on site in China. Thirdly, Gustaf Adolf had started to direct his 
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interests to early Chinese art in his private collection. Finally, the well-acclaimed philologist, 

Karlgren commenced his pioneering research on archaic Chinese script based on bronzes at 

the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. Andersson recalled that the affiliation of Karlgren 

with the museum was a necessity, raising their profile to one of the leading research institute 

in its field.
345

 The combination of this group and their collecting incentives for the museum 

broadened its research remit to the archaic and Ordos bronzes, jades and later ceramics from 

the Tang period. 

For financial support the museum had to rely on the donors of the China Research 

Committee. In 1926 the three committee members included Gustaf Adolf, Andersson and 

Lagrelius. The main donors were the brothers Emil Hultmark (1872-1942) and Richard 

Hultmark, Anders Hellström (1877-1940), Wilhelmina von Hallwyl and Gustaf Carlberg.
346

 

Andersson, Lagrelius, Gustaf Adolf and the donors were coincidentally also Chinese art 

collectors and later purchased objects through the Karlbeck Syndicate.   

On 24 February 1926, Sweden’s Parliament considered proposals from the committee to 

nationalise the Chinese collections. Up to this point it had regarded itself as its formal owner. 

Its administration had temporarily been placed under the Royal Academy of Letters. By 

nationalising the collections more benefits were gained; such as government funding for 

storage and exhibition space. Shortly after Andersson was allocated the title of Professor of 
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East Asian Archaeology at Stockholm University and officially elected as the museum’s first 

director. 

Later that year Gustaf Adolf left on a well-documented journey to the Far East with his 

second wife, the English born and raised, Louise Mountbatten (1889-1965).
347

 This trip 

proved a turning point for the museum and the relationship between Andersson, Karlbeck and 

Gustaf Adolf; the three became increasingly associated through purchasing for the museum. 

The year 1926 is significant in a number of ways. Apart from the Royal visit to China and the 

nationalisation of the Chinese collections, it was also an important year in the history of 

Chinese archaeology because the very first official Chinese-led excavations took place under 

supervision of Li Ji at Xiyin village in Shanxi, a Yangshao cultural site.
348

   

The Royal couple and their delegation planned the first part of the journey via the United 

Sates, crossing to Japan, Korea and finally China.
349

 Andersson and Lagrelius joined them in 

Beijing in the autumn of 1926. Amongst the various official visits in China, a special outing 

was planned to see Karlbeck at his home in Pukow later in the program. In Beijing, Gustaf 

Adolf attended several lectures held at the Rockefeller Institute and the Union Medical 

College, which was hosting a scientific symposium on archaeology and palaeontology.
350

 At 

this symposium, Andersson presented his important discovery of the Peking Man at 
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Zhoukoudian, which is a UNESCO World Heritage site today.
351

 The Peking Man established 

that Palaeolithic man lived within the boundaries of China. A lecture by Andersson’s 

colleague at that time Davidson Black (1884-1934) presented his research on the skeletal 

remains discovered in Gansu and he importantly argued that the Chinese prehistoric race was 

Mongolian in appearance and so proved that the original population in China was much older 

than previously assumed.
352

 Other participants included the French scholar Pierre Teilhard de 

Chardin (1881-1955) (on Palaeontology) and the Chinese scholar Liang Qichao (1873-1929) 

(on the history of archaeology).
353

 The event was an important demonstration of how the first 

scientific studies conducted on prehistory and archaeology in China affiliated an international 

group of scientists. The collaboration between Western and Chinese scholars during the 

1920s defined a period where the influence of Western science was the accepted route within 

the changing academic and education system in post-imperial in China.
354

 It further 

established that China took an important place within global prehistoric studies where 

internationally acclaimed scholars conducted and exchanged their academic work in Beijing.  
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Furthermore, Gustaf Adolf visited the former Imperial collections in the Forbidden City that 

were opened especially for him. He was allowed to study and handle various ceramics and 

ritual bronzes that had been collected by the Imperial Court for many centuries. Besides the 

formal engagements he sought out various antiques and curio-dealers and made some 

acquisitions on behalf of the museum. Andersson recalled that the funds used for these 

purchases were provided by the China Research Committee: 

 ‘[...] it was the hope of the Crown Prince to avail himself of the occasion of his visit to the 

East to enrich the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, especially with objects of the early dynasties, 

funds were supplied by the China Research Committee’.
355

  

Andersson also secured a number of objects for the museum during this trip but was more 

cautious than Gustaf Adolf. He negotiated some purchases from Luo Zhenyu’s personal 

collection, including ivory carvings and Anyang objects.
356

 One of the purchases by Gustaf 

Adolf came from an un-named Beijing dealer and included a large bronze bell dating from 

the late Zhou period and seven Tang dynasty tomb figures (Figures 38 and 39). He later 

recalled them being suited for the museum collection: 

  ‘[...] at the time I did not know very much about Chinese bronzes and their dating, but it was 

of fine quality and suitable for the museum’.
357

 

The acquisitions encapsulated the collecting interest for the museum and it is from this period 

they directed an interest to China’s bronze art. 

In November 1926 Gustaf Adolf and Andersson arrived in Pukow to visit Karlbeck. 

By now Karlbeck had actively been collecting local bronzes from the Huai Valley region for 

over a decade. It was his Huai-style objects that the Swedish visitors were eager to examine 
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and purchase. A number of bronzes were bought for the museum, including a group of 

mirrors, weaponry and belt-hooks. Many were of the same genre Karlbeck had sold to 

Wilhelmina von Hallwyl some years earlier. In addition, eight bronze ritual vessels from 

Karlbeck’s private collection were later donated to the museum by the Swedish collector and 

art dealer Ivan Traugott.
358

 Still, when Gustaf Adolf made the purchases he accepted that the 

objects were, in his words, moderately priced.
359

 He was impressed by Karlbeck’s collecting 

skills and that he not only understood the historical importance of the bronzes but also had an 

eye for quality. By then, Karlbeck had already published two articles on Huai-style bronzes 

and started to specialise in this field. 

 By acquiring a collection of Huai-style objects, Gustaf Adolf understood the value of a 

specialised set for the museum. It included a full display of the evolutionary development of 

decorative motifs and techniques defined by this particular Style. He acknowledged that 

variety within a collection was an important factor in the classification and institutional 

framing of the objects. Within more recent discussions surrounding the process of collecting 

and collectors in general Susan Pearce discussed the significance of a selection- process.
360

 

She points out that this process lies at the heart of collecting. In this context the roles Gustaf 

Adolf, Andersson and Karlbeck in the foundation of the museum collection are highly 

relevant because by doing so they directed and promoted the history of Chinese art. 

Following her framework, Karlbeck operated as the individual collector who arranged the 

different sets of objects when first selected bringing together a collection. Both Andersson 

and Gustaf Adolf acted as creators of the museum collection through purchasing and 

secondary selection. 
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After this visit Gustaf Adolf requested that Karlbeck continued collecting for the museum 

and to concentrate on archaic ritual and ornamental bronzes.
361

 The China Research 

Committee provided the financial means for the future purchases. During the 1926 journey 

Andersson was careful not to acquire any objects directly from archaeological sites and he 

remained cautious in personally purchasing from the art market because of his affiliation with 

the museum, a national institution and representing Sweden. Gustaf Adolf’s royal status gave 

him access to buy without too many questions. For other future acquisitions they asked 

Karlbeck to collect on their behalf and any direct political implications to the museum’s 

involvement in the export of cultural objects was ceased.
362

 As discussed in the previous 

chapter, to control the export of antiquities was an extremely complex issue and a number of 

arguments supported the prohibition of ancient objects leaving the country. Still, the Royal 

visit was one of the defining moments for Karlbeck’s future career. He was nominated as the 

museum’s chief collector whilst still living in China and this inevitably led to the creation of 

the Karlbeck Syndicate some years later. By that time, he was not only an experienced 

professional collector but also an established specialist linked to a national institution and 

connected to a group of affluent private collectors and a number of important museums.  

In this period Gustaf Adolf, Andersson and Karlbeck acquired around 700 Chinese bronzes 

for the museum and their pursuit directed the course of collecting and studying the bronzes in 

Sweden and the rest of Europe. This is undeniably crucial in the context in understanding the 

development of the subject outside China. It was through their selection process that new 

research material was provided to scholars like Karlgren, Yetts, and Hobson who based their 

studies on museum and private collections.  
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  In November 1929, the museum held its first exhibition displaying all the new 

acquisitions made in China.
363

 The very first thing occupying the organisers included that the 

objects needed to be identified and classified within the accepted chronological methodology. 

They focussed on using the Three Age System to identify a number of developmental stages. 

This was an important procedure in the institutionalisation of objects because it clearly 

showed that they were at first handled within a traditionally ethnological methodology and 

not necessarily approached as art. In a general discussion on the classification of art in the 

Western museum which deconstructs the transformation of the historical meaning of an 

object, Susan Stewart commented:  

  ‘The collection replaces history with classification. Because the collection replaces origin 

with classification, thereby making temporality a spatial and material phenomenon, its existence is 

dependent upon principles of organization and categorization’.
364

  

This is reflected in the collection of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, where the 

historical or archaeological significance of non-Western objects was situated within a 

typological classification system in a museum environment. Also important was that the 

function of the objects was not known at that time and they were processed as secular or 

decorative. This makes the distinction between an object categorised as art or as ethnology 

more complicated. The provenance of the objects was often debatable and based upon 

information Karlbeck gathered from the dealers in China. This meant that the historical 

definition of the objects was only established through a classification process based on 

typology once they reached the museum. The display originated the objects within an 
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established system accepted in Western scholarship where evolution, typology, chronology 

and aesthetics determined the function and understanding of the archaeological material.
365

  

Through their selection-process Gustaf Adolf, Karlbeck and Andersson assembled what they 

considered a complete collection, representative of all China’s Bronze Age technological and 

artistic production. This included objects with a variety of different regional styles based 

upon then recent discoveries. The concept of creating a complete set or complete chronology 

was recently assessed in relation to understanding the process of collecting by museums and 

individuals and appears to be part of the natural intention of the formation of a collection.
366

 

For example, Susan Stewart pointed out: 

  ‘The set of objects the Museum displays is sustained only by the fiction that they somehow 

constitute a coherent representational universe’.
367

  

In the case of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, this explains that as part of the 

institutionalisation and display of the objects it was the organiser’s concept of this fiction that 

they somehow selected a group that constituted such a coherent representational universe of 

China’s archaic technology and art in Sweden. Following Susan Stewart’s framework the 

display of a collection in a museum setting and the organisers were inevitably responsible and 

accountable for the creation of their vision of early China and also illustrated the legacy of 

their research along-side their success in recent collecting expeditions. 

3.3 Karlbeck’s first collecting expedition to China (1928-1929). 

When Karlbeck returned to Stockholm from China in 1927 he was met with an 

interesting proposal:  
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‘The chairman of the China Research Committee, the Crown Prince Gustaf Adolf, honoured 

me with the task of revisiting China to purchase objects on behalf of the Museum’.
368

 

He felt honoured to have been approached by Gustaf Adolf to return on behalf of the 

museum. They were in constant need of expanding its collections and maintain themselves as 

one of the leading research institute. Karlbeck was the perfect candidate for this somewhat 

dubious role because none of the expeditions were at the time not officially recognised in 

contradiction to those by Andersson some years earlier. The first trip was planned for the 

autumn of 1928. This proved a good time of the year to purchase archaeological objects 

because most of the illegal excavations were planned after the harvesting of the crops.
369

 By 

the time Karlbeck arrived in China, the freshly excavated objects had been scooped up by the 

local dealerships, and were ready for purchase in the curio-shops of the local towns or market 

cities.      

Karlbeck left for his first collecting trip in September 1928 and returned exactly a year later. 

Before he left the China Research Committee raised the necessary funds. It was due to their 

generosity that financially he was able to leave. After his return Andersson announced: 

  ‘The results obtained considerably surpassed the hopes of the Committee and the donors. He 

had acquired 823 articles, mostly small bronzes, but also bronze vessels, mortuary ceramics, few jade 

objects and some silver pieces, as well as three unique lacquered beams from a Honan tomb, dated 

about 2000 years old [...] Especially remarkable in the new Karlbeck collection are some high quality 

mirrors and a large number of small bronzes in animal style from southern Mongolia [...] a collection 

of bronze weapons and fragments of bronze vessels from the locality of Hiao-t’un in Anyang-hsien in 

Honan.’
370
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The objects were grouped by Andersson as The New Karlbeck Collection. It included over 

800 items, mostly small bronzes, jades, Ordos bronzes and some bronze fragments from the 

vicinity of Anyang. On 21 November 1929 an exhibition was organised to display the new 

acquisitions.
371

 The Exhibition of The Karlbeck Collection was planned in conjunction with 

the celebrations for the tenth anniversary of the China Research Committee, the opening of 

the permanent, and now, public collections and the official inauguration of the Museum of 

Far Eastern Antiquities as a scientific research institute.
372

 A program of this event is part of 

the archive in Stockholm and described as ‘a national celebration of Swedish scientific 

exploration’ in China.
373

 Andersson pointed out the remarkable objects somehow elevated the 

status of the museum by linking them to Karlbeck, a respected collector. As part of the 

celebrations the collection was ceremoniously handed over to the Swedish State by the China 

Research Committee. Added to the festivities was the presentation of the very first edition of 

the Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, an annual academic journal that 

publishes to this day on the research connected to the museum.
374

  

The exhibition itself included a selected display of 329 objects that Karlbeck had purchased 

for the museum in the past year. They were on show in the two southern rooms of the then 

museum space. It was decided that they were presented alongside a number of loan exhibits 

of Chinese furniture, pictures and textiles from Swedish private collections in order to create 

‘an artistic Chinese setting for the archaeological treasures’.
375

 This is interesting because 
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although the objects that Karlbeck bought were considered of archaeological value and 

bought with the intention to research its organisers felt that a Chinese-style setting needed to 

be created in order to authenticate the objects as an aid to educate and act to represent 

Chinese culture.
376

 For example, in the gallery area a collection of Ordos bronzes was on 

display and opposite, in one of the cases along the window, a selection of objects collected by 

Hedin some years earlier in southern Siberia made the overall Chinese exhibition visually 

connected to Eurasia.
377

  

Amongst the objects Andersson especially praised both the high quality mirrors and the small 

bronzes in animal-style from Suiyuan, now known as Ordos.
378

 At the inauguration of the 

exhibition, several lectures were organised presenting the studies conducted at the institute. 

Interestingly, most of the lectures focussed on Paleontological subjects because the 

archaeological research was just commencing.
379

 Still, the exhibition and lectures 

demonstrate the wide aspect of research conducted. Tony Bennet recently explained that the 

museum acts as, in his words, a backteller, which the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities also 

intended as one of its roles as its collections were connected to knowledge and science: 
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‘The museum was another ‘backteller’, a narrative machinery, with similar properties. In the 

newly fashioned deep-times of geology, archaeology and palaeontology, new objects of knowledge 

were ushered forth into the sphere of scientific visibility. The museum conferred a public visibility on 

these objects of knowledge.’
380

  

Demonstrated by the exhibition, Karlbeck’s collecting expedition was heralded as a success 

and the organisers acknowledged his important contribution to scientific research at the 

museum and for Sweden. In a detailed synopsis of this achievement and a list of all purchases 

made was presented to the committee.
381

 Interestingly, Andersson addressed the acquisitions 

as ‘works of art’, and by doing so highlighting their decorative and aesthetic value. He 

mentioned that they mostly consisted of small bronzes of the highest quality in accordance 

with the museum’s wishes:  

‘When collecting these he [Karlbeck] has shown new proofs of judgement of Chinese works 

of art that has been manifested through his earlier collections. His trip has also been very significant 

in how an experienced collector in China has been able to acquire objects of the highest quality at a 

price that is only a fraction of the prices of the European antique market.’
382

 

A further comment in this synopsis stated that during this trip Karlbeck felt refrained from 

purchasing bronzes of high quality because their prices were too high for his budget. It is 

plausible that Andersson meant that Karlbeck bought high quality ornamental bronzes but felt 

constrained from buying the more expensive ritual bronze vessels. The synopsis also 

contained an extract from a personal correspondence between Karlbeck and Andersson, 

where he mentioned that the financial restrictions had held him back: 
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‘Although my purchases for the museum consist of small bronzes, I have not been without 

opportunities to acquire very good bronzes if only money had been no object. During my visits to 

antique stalls I saw many recently excavated bronze items, partly of very high quality. As the prices 

were too high for my budget, I got a two month option for quite a few. Unfortunately Sweden did not 

find the funds for such acquisitions and therefore the bronzes were purchased by other countries [...] 

The antique stalls even had some beautiful and interesting Sung ceramics for sale, but as the 

Museum’s interest end with Tang nothing was bought.’
383

  

Karlbeck pointed out several factors. The first is that the objects for sale were recently 

excavated and he considered them authentic. Secondly, he mentioned the lack of adequate 

funding to purchase other, more expensive high quality objects. Thirdly, that the museum’s 

interest was the small bronze objects and was not concerned with the Song period ceramics 

that were also popular amongst Western collectors and for sale in China.  There is a clear 

element of nationalism within his incentive for collecting the Chinese objects for Sweden 

when he expressed disappointment when objects went to other countries.
384

 In this respect, 

Karlbeck is clearly defined as a collector for the Swedish nation, connected to and worked for 

a national institution with an incentive to establish an important Chinese collection in his 

home country. 

Indeed, the 1928-1929 collecting expedition proved a successful venture for both 

Karlbeck and the museum on a national level. Competition amongst other countries, 

especially the US and Canada to collect Chinese objects increased at that time and several 

collectors were operating in that field. In one of his newsletter-reports to the China Research 

Committee Karlbeck commented on the competitive nature that existed amongst the small 
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group of professional Western collectors.
385

 For example, William White (1873-1960), a 

Canadian Bishop was the collector for the Ontario Museum in Toronto and, like Karlbeck, 

interested in Bronze Age objects from the first dynasties.
386

   

‘I have met several times with Bishop White, who moves with confidence and has unlimited 

capital, collecting small bronzes and armour […] He just bought an extensive mirror collection for the 

Toronto Museum […] He tried to find out, through me, the town where I bought the Chou mirrors, 

and even wrote to Ferguson to ask. He is going to be a difficult rival and he shoots up the prices.’
387

 

Karlbeck recognised the rivalry between the Ontario Museum and the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities for collecting the best objects. He also mentioned that White had unlimited funds, 

something that Karlbeck complained about not having more of. White should not be confused 

with the previously discussed collector Whiting Bishop, who also operated in China at the 

time and bought numerous objects for the Freer Gallery. Another Westerner who was 

mentioned by Karlbeck was the aforementioned scholar and art-historian Ferguson.
388

 Both 

White and Ferguson were missionaries and well established collectors of Chinese art, 

including archaeological objects. During this period, Ferguson acted as a buyer of Chinese art 

for the Metropolitan Museum in New York.
389

 What the collecting activities of these men 

show is that in the history of collecting in China this period reports a rise in the demand for 

Bronze Age objects by Western institutions. Archaeology was surfacing in China and with 
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this new scholarship arose. The result was that with greater popularity the prices also 

increased.  

There had been a number of foreign collectors in China in previous decades, including 

Stephen Wootton Bushell (1844-1908), Paul Pelliot (1878-1945), Éduoard Chavannes (1865-

1918 and also Laufer and who all pursued important pioneering scholarship in the field.
390

 

Their collecting activities inevitably enriched the collections of national institutions in their 

respective countries of origin. It was not unusual for institutions to seek out reputable 

collectors, with knowledge of the local market and language, to go on site to purchase the 

best objects from dealers or to collect directly from archaeological sites. Each collector has 

his own unique story to tell and worked within his own field and boundaries. What they all 

had in common, and something that was extremely important to the institutions they 

represented and were involved with, was that they were the main reliable source for acquiring 

some sort for provenance for the objects and, to a certain extent popularised the subject.  

By the time Karlbeck started his collecting expeditions this first wave of collectors had 

passed. Collecting on site proved extremely difficult and there was a new focus and trend by 

the growing Western market for early dating objects by private collectors. To collect 

simultaneously for a group of museums and private collectors through an organised 

consortium, as Karlbeck proceeded to do, was unprecedented.  He was an all-round collector 

with good knowledge of the market in the large cities, as well as, local provincial towns, and 

well established relationships with a number of dealers. The archive in Stockholm holds a list 

where he named some of the shops and Chinese dealerships he encountered.
391

 This list 

includes seven dealerships in ‘Peiping’ (Beijing), three in Shanghai, one in ‘Kaifengfu’ 
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(Kaifeng) and one in ‘Shouchou’ (Chuzhou). The main centres for the antiques market were 

Beijing and Shanghai. Unfortunately, these names were not identified by him with their 

Chinese characters and therefore difficult to determine. Amongst the more well-known 

dealerships is the name of T.Y. King of Shanghai, who Karlbeck described:  

  ‘[...] a very reliable man, who does not deliberately gives out false information’.
392

 

‘Huang Po-change of Peiping’ was a Beijing dealership that he also held in high regard and 

purchased numerous objects from. Interestingly he commented that the owner was a scholar 

and he might have been one of his intellectual influences in China: 

‘Huang Po-change of Peiping is a scholar and most interested in archaeology’.
393

  

In these notes Karlbeck also warned against a number of unreliable dealers. A certain ‘Tung 

Yi Hang’, who owned a shop in Beijing, was not to be trusted and sold fake items. What 

exact purpose this list served is not clear but it does imply that he placed trust in the dealers 

to provide him with correct provenance and authenticity. He thought it was important that the 

dealers travelled and purchased on site as opposed to rely on their assistants and that they had 

a good historical knowledge of their goods.  

During his travels, Karlbeck received his instructions directly from Andersson. In 1928-1929 

he was asked to purchase sets of specified objects for the museum. In a letter to Karlbeck in 

China Andersson explained that he just visited the leading Chinese art dealer Chin Tsai Loo 

(C T Loo, 1880-1957) in Paris.
394

 During this visit he inspected his collection of then-called 
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Suiyuan bronzes which Loo had recently obtained in China. While still in Paris, Andersson 

requested if Karlbeck could stay out an extra six months and to concentrate on the purchasing 

of similar objects for the museum: 

‘[...] the whole question is, from our point of view, that the Suiyuan bronzes are very 

important, and reasons for them to be fully investigated. Therefore I ask the Committee and yourself 

to fix it so that you can stay an extra six months, and during that period try to acquire of Suiyuan 

bronzes.’
395

 

 Andersson had purchased a number of such bronzes in the summer of 1920 when he was in 

Inner Mongolia and Beijing, and was instantly fascinated by the small bronzes which inspired 

further investigation in his missing link theories.
396

 In his letter, he demanded Karlbeck to 

keep in touch with the antique stalls in Shanghai and Beijing that sold such bronzes. He also 

suggested for him to visit the Swede Eric T. Nyström (b. 1879), then Professor of Natural 

History at the University of Jiangxi in Taiyuan.
397

 From there he advised to organise a 

collecting campaign in northern Shaanxi and offered the help of one of his former aids, a 

certain ‘Chuang’, who was working with Nyström and extremely good at establishing contact 

at site. In northern Shaanxi Andersson told him to contact some of the Swedish missionary 

stations that could help with the buying of such bronzes (Figures 7, 34, 63). In the mean time, 

Andersson approached a number of missionaries and sent photographs of the objects of 

interest. He informed Karlbeck that by the time he received this letter they were probably 

already searching on his behalf.  
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The urgency of Andersson’s letter and the detailed suggestions for his interest in these 

bronzes indicated the competitive and somewhat aggressive environment within which 

Western collectors operated in China. His guidance to Karlbeck was calculated and 

determined. It also shows that Andersson controlled the purchases for the museum and 

directed Karlbeck out of his original comfort zone by encouraging for him to visit the outer 

provinces which did not have established dealerships as in the cities (Figure 40). Added to the 

instructions he saw a potential for Karlbeck to remain working as a collector and as the funds 

of the China Research Committee were growing its ‘possible to ask you to stay’.
398

 No doubt 

Karlbeck wanted to deliver a successfully expedition in order to secure his future with 

Andersson and the museum. These Suiyuan or Ordos bronzes were later put on display as 

part of the 1929 exhibition of The New Karlbeck Collection at the museum.  

The mechanics of the expedition and its expenses was discussed by Andersson in his 

synopsis to the committee. Each purchase was described and systematically catalogued, 

including its price paid in China and its equivalent market price in London, Paris and Berlin. 

This provides extremely important and rare data for the analysis of collecting practices at the 

time and shows that the profit margins for such objects were extremely high in Europe. In 

addition, Gustaf Adolf with experience in purchasing from the art market advised on the 

equivalent of European valuations:  

‘The Crown Prince was especially helpful on pricing the grave goods because he is very 

familiar with these from the London antiques market’.
399

  

An example for price comparison is that in Beijing Karlbeck purchased a pre-Han bronze 

mirror with spiral ornament for the equivalent of 17 Swedish Crowns that was considerably 
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less than the then current sale price in Europe of 746 Swedish Crowns.
400

 In Shanghai 

Karlbeck bought another bronze mirror with animal decoration, which was given a Han 

dynasty date, for the equivalent of 52 Swedish Crowns and the price for a similar mirror in a 

European dealership at the time was as high as 1,865 Swedish Crowns.
401

  

Andersson praised the competitive prices: 

‘His trip has also been very significant in how an experienced collector in China has been 

able to acquire objects of the highest quality at a price that is only the fraction of the prices of the 

European antique market.’
402

 

 After all the necessary calculations were made, including Karlbeck’s salary and travel 

expenses, the total costs of the objects were one fifth of the European dealer’s price. The 

economics of the collecting expedition is highly significant because it later appealed to the 

private collectors and museums that joined the syndicate. The attraction of buying at the 

source was not necessarily to establish an authentic provenance but was also economical in 

cost: 

‘The result is that Karlbeck’s purchase sum for the 823 items totalling SKr 33.696 is the 

equivalent of a European value of SKr 269.847. In order to be able to correctly evaluate the cost of the 

collection from Karlbeck we have to take in to consideration his salary, cost of travel etc. As you can 

see from the attached accounts the total cost of the trio amounts to SKr 63.818 from which is deducted 

some minor amounts regarding packaging and shipping of other collections, not made by him, and a 

cash balance at the end of the trip of SKr 818.93. If we put the cost of Karlbeck’s collections at SKr 
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62.000, we can see he has been able to purchase the objects at a total cost of a fifth of the European 

Antiques dealers prices.’
403

 

Andersson also expressed that the China Research Committee wished to continue to use 

Karlbeck’s eminent ability to collect ‘which of course has been strengthened by the 

experience of the recently finished year’.
404

 Furthermore, he proposed a future for Karlbeck 

to continue such activities on behalf of the committee. However, funding the next collecting 

trip proved somewhat difficult. 

‘Unfortunately the Committee cannot keep Karlbeck, as hitherto by single donations and 

under these circumstances the treasurer [Axel Lagrelius] has found new economic grounds to organise 

Karlbeck’s ongoing work.’
405

  

These new economic grounds proposed for a prospective collecting venture to operate under 

the Swedish name of the Karlbeck-Consortia, also known as The Karlbeck Syndicate and to 

include a small circle of connoisseurs and collectors to form a consortium:  

‘The new plan is to invite a small circle of connoisseurs and collectors of older Chinese art to 

form a consortium which would finance Karlbeck’s ongoing work. The China Committee is hoping 

that part of the collection would be a donation to the East Asian Collections [at the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities] whilst the remainder should be shared between the members of the consortium. 

The chairman [Gustaf Adolf] and the treasurer [Lagrelius] of the China Committee, together with 

[their] legal advisor, Johannes Heller, have created a detailed program for the activity of the 

consortium. With a view to Karlbeck’s special qualifications as a collector it is agreed to limit the 

works to the earlier dating objects of Chinese art, up to the end of the Sung (Song) dynasty.’
406
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This proposal defined the foundation of the syndicate as agreed by the China Research 

Committee. The ingenuity of this new and unique venture included institutional and private 

clients by invitation of the museum. This consortium could purchase objects through 

Karlbeck and by doing so to directly finance the new collections for the museum, including 

some of the more expensive items on the market. Previously Karlbeck felt that he had missed 

out on some purchases because he did not have the economic means to pay for them. This 

new plan would provide him with more financial freedom. 

‘If, for instance, a sum of SKr 100.000 had been available it would have been possible to 

purchase more exquisite works of art which Karlbeck had to leave because of the prices and at the 

same time the running plan would improve because the personal expenditures would have been 

lowered in relation to the purchase prices.’
407

  

 The committee also hoped that some of the private collectors would donate some of the 

objects they purchased directly to the museum, whilst a remainder was divided between the 

participants. With this proposal a catalogue of previously purchased objects was distributed 

to a selected group of Swedish private collectors. An original copy of Minnen Från Orvar 

Karlbecks Samlarfärd i Kina 1928-1929 (Memories of Orvar Karlbeck’s Collecting Trip to 

China 1928-1929) is part of the archive at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities (Figure 

41).
408

 It contained a selection of black-and-white photographs of objects and a price-list of 

the acquisitions in Swedish Crowns. It also made a comparison to European market standards 

at the time and included a spread-sheet of the total accounts of the expedition. To make the 

participation more attractive to a wider spectrum of collectors it was agreed to include the 

purchasing of Tang period objects and Song ceramics. The collecting of early Chinese 

ceramics from the Tang and Song period was particularly popular in the West at the time, 
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especially in Sweden and Britain, and partly reflective of an aesthetic and academic 

collecting trend as recently discussed by Judith Green and Stacey Pierson.
409

 No doubt that 

extending the focus to popular ceramics made joining more attractive to a larger spectrum of 

collectors. The appeal of the syndicate amongst a defined group of collectors is significant 

because it ultimately is demonstrative of the popularity of early Chinese art within a confined 

international collector’s circle. 

By the time the Karlbeck Syndicate started operating Swedish research of Chinese 

archaeology was represented by the prestigious and newly founded Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities. The Neolithic discoveries by Andersson and the important Chinese collections 

had just arrived in Sweden. The ambition to establish a pioneering research institute 

connected to these collections was promoted not only by its now famous curator but also by 

Gustaf Adolf, who was an ambassador to the museum and collecting activities of his fellow 

country-men, such as Karlbeck and Hedin.  

Andersson’s scholarship determined a number of archaeological discoveries and his research 

was based upon predominantly ethnological methodologies, such as the comparative method. 

His research had an impact upon the development in this field, where the study of Style in 

archaeological objects determined historical and evolutionary patterns and the course for 

future research. His studies led to specific collections for the museum. It was under his 

instruction that Karlbeck purchased much of the Bronze Age material. Andersson managed 

the operations from Stockholm which eventually led to the foundation of the syndicate.  

The Karlbeck Syndicate as an organisation, discussed in the Introduction, delineates the 

previously unrecognised similarities in the study of such groups, their collecting practices and 
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pioneering scholarship on collections in Sweden and Great Britain. The next chapter analyses 

the archival data providing a unique understanding of the collecting operations of some 

important institutions and private collectors, in particularly Sweden and Britain. 
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Chapter 4  

The Karlbeck Syndicate 

The Karlbeck Syndicate started out as a Swedish collecting expedition where a group 

of predominantly Swedish-based private collector’s affiliated themselves with a national 

institution, The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, to purchase early Chinese art. It was a 

unique arrangement from which the museum benefited because the private collectors directly 

paid for its purchases through participation. Its success was reflected in two subsequent 

expeditions that thereafter permitted an international group to join the arrangement. Later 

participants included representatives of leading museums from Britain, Germany, France and 

The Netherlands and a group of private collectors. The relationship between the collectors 

from Sweden and Britain and their affiliations to their public institutions is demonstrated in 

this discussion. This chapter analyses and deconstructs the primary archival sources on the 

Karlbeck Syndicate and discuss the mechanics of its operations and participants. 

4.1 The Karlbeck Syndicate: its mechanics and members 

  Karlbeck stayed in China approximately eight months during the first syndicate 

expedition. He arrived in China in June 1930 and his last newsletter-report dated from 

February 1931.
410

 For this expedition a total of twenty participants, including three public 

institutions and seventeen private collectors, signed up to the proposal as outlined by 

Andersson in the synopsis.
411

 The private collectors were sixteen Swedish and one American. 

During this expedition Karlbeck brought back around 660 objects; containing a great number 

of small Huai-style ornamental and Ordos bronzes, several Shang and Zhou ritual vessels, 
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archaic jades, Tang dynasty tomb figures and Song wares. A list based on archival data is 

compiled below and identifies the names of the participants (minus one), the number of 

objects they purchased and a general description of their main collecting interests.  

The Karlbeck Syndicate 1930-1931 

Collector     Nr. of objects  Collecting interest 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities  310 objects  Ordos and Huai bronzes. 

Röhsshska Konstslöjdmuseet   2 objects  Huai bronzes. 

Hallwyl Collection    2 objects  Huai bronze mirrors. 

Gustaf Adolf     40 objects  Archaic bronzes and jades. 

Axel Lagrelius     57 objects  Han and Huai bronze mirrors. 

Richard Hultmark    14 objects  Huai ornamental bronzes. 

Emil Hultmark    29 objects  Huai ornamental bronzes. 

Wilhelmina von Hallwyl   2 objects   Huai bronze mirrors. 

Ivan Traugott     50 objects   Huai ornamental bronzes 

 jades. 

Anders Hellström    16 objects   Huai bronzes, early glass, 

          archaic jade, Han bricks. 

 

Johannes Hellner 14 objects  Song ceramics and early glazed  

    wares, including testers. 

Gustaf Werner     2 objects  Ritual vessels 
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Carl Kempe     9 objects  Song glazed ceramics, Wei  

         period figure. 

Axel Lundgren    4 objects  Early ceramics and bronze 

         Huai mirror.  

Eric Nydahl     56 objects  Musical instruments, incl. Sung  

         period lute, Bronze Age bell. 

Holger Lauritzen    5 objects  Song ceramics 

M. Månsson     2 objects  n/i 

O. Falkmans     14 objects  Tang and Song ceramics, 

         Bronze Age ritual vessels. 

RM      14 objects  Song period ceramics. 

Joseph Sachs     18 objects  Tang and Song ceramics. 

 

 In order to give a clear overview of this syndicate and its members this list is arranged 

according to five hypothetical groups, each representing a type. Each gives an insight to why 

the syndicate was an interesting venture for them. The first is characterised by the 

participating institutions; the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, whose aim was to purchase 

objects from the Bronze Age for research and in order to complete sets for its collection; the 

Röhsshska Konstslöjdmuseet, a museum for crafts and design in Göteborg and interested in 

the so-called industrial arts; and the Hallwyl Collection that had turned into a public 

collection after the death of Wilhelmina von Hallwyl in 1930. The Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities bought 310 objects and predominantly focussed Ordos and Huai-style bronzes, 

and the Röhsshska Konstslöjdmuseet and Hallwyl Collection only purchased two objects 

each, all ornamental bronzes representing the Huai-style. The second type of member is the 
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donors and those connected to the China Research Committee and already familiar with 

Karlbeck’s prior collecting experience. The group includes established ceramic and bronze 

collectors at the time, such as Gustaf Adolf, Lagrelius, the brothers Hultmark, Wilhelmina 

von Hallwyl, Traugott, Hellström and Johannes Hellner (1866-1947), who was then legal 

adviser to the committee.
412

 This group was predominantly interested in purchasing similar 

objects to the museum, the Huai-style and Ordos bronzes, and determined Karlbeck’s 

expertise. Especially, Gustaf Adolf and Lagrelius both bought a substantial quantity of 

objects for their private collections; Gustaf Adolf concentrating on archaic objects, including 

jades and Lagrelius solely purchasing bronze mirrors. The third type of member is 

represented by a group of affluent Swedish ceramic collectors with an interest in purchasing 

China’s early wares. This group includes Gustaf Werner (1859-1948), Carl Kempe (1884-

1967), Axel Lundgren, Eric Nydahl and Holger Lauritzen.
413

 Amongst this group Lundgren, a 

prominent Swedish banker, and Kempe stand out because they donated a large part of their 

collections to the museum in later years.
414

 The fourth member-type represents participants 

that proved difficult to identify. Their identity and their names were not found amongst 

known collectors and one is only represented by its initials. They include, according to the 
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 From 1917 to 1920 Hellner was the Minister of Foreign Affairs in Sweden. In 1933 he gave a lecture to the 

China Club on Song dynasty ceramics, ‘Vit Keramik under Sungtiden’. A copy of his lecture is part of the 

Karlbeck Syndicate Archive in Stockholm. ‘Kinaclubben’ (China Club). 

For biographical references on Hellner see, ‘Hellner Johannes’ Svenska Män och Kvinnor, Biografisk 

Uppslagsbok, 3 G-H, (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Förlag, 1946), 396; Lester B. Orfield and Benjamin F. 

Boyer, The Growth of Scandinavian Law (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1953), 286; Steven Koblik, 

‘Wartime Diplomacy and the Democratization of Sweden in September-October 1917’, The Journal of Modern 

History 4 (1) (March, 1969): 29-45.  
413 In the period that research for this thesis was conducted no definite dates for Lundgren, Nydahl and Lauritzen 

were confirmed and therefore not included in this dissertation. However, some biographical references are 

included in this footnote. 

Lundgren was a Swedish banker. His collection was bequeathed to the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in the 

1970s. Kempe was one of the most important ceramic and porcelain collectors in Europe of the twentieth 

century. He also had an interest in Chinese gold and silver and Chinese glass. About 350 pieces of his Chinese 

glass collection were donated to the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. Kempe was a nephew of Wilhelmina 

von Hallwyl, another syndicate member. ‘Wener Gustaf’, 272; Gyllensvärd, ‘Axel and Nora Lundgren’s 

Bequest of Chinese Bronzes’, 1-16; Bo Gyllensvärd, ‘Carl Kempe’, TOCS 37 (1967-1969) [obituary]: xiii+xiv; 

Bo Gyllensvärd, Chinese Ceramics in the Carl Kempe Collection (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1965); Jan 

Wirgin, Sung-Ming Treasures from the Holger Lauritzen Collection (Stockholm: Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, 1965) . 
414

 Gyllensvärd, ‘Axel and Nora Lundgren’s Bequest of Chinese Bronzes’, 1-16; Gyllensvärd, Chinese 

Ceramics in the Carl Kempe Collection. 
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archive; M. Månsson, O. Falkmans and R.M. The last type of member stands for the 

internationality of this syndicate and is a single entity. He is described in the archival data as 

General Consul Joseph Sachs and here identified as the American collector and then 

Professor of Art at Harvard University and Associate Director of the Fogg Art Museum, Paul 

Joseph Sachs (1878-1965).
415

  

These collectors all had specific demands for purchases, and effectively Karlbeck bought on 

order. For example, Gustaf Adolf, Traugott, the Hultmark brothers, Hellström, Sachs, 

Falkmans, Nydahl and Lagrelius were the majority buyers during the operations of this 

syndicate.
416

 Overall all these collectors concentrated on purchasing Huai-style and Ordos 

bronzes, however, Kempe only bought ceramics, such as, the then popluar Song period 

glazed wares and a Wei dynasty figure. Kempe started collecting Chinese ceramics around 

1930 and the syndicate purchases reflect his earliest collecting phase.  

The most expensive wares on the market in China at that time were the ritual Shang 

and Zhou bronzes, which sold for between $900-2,000 Chinese dollars, followed by cast-

bronze Zhou period bells (Figure 38).
417

 Archaic bronze so-called mask-plaques and late 

Zhou inlay bronzes fetched between $ 250-400 (Figures 32 and 42), whilst Tang bronze 

mirrors and Song ceramic wares cost between $200-400. At the end of the expedition a total 

of $ 121,396.00 Chinese dollars were spent by Karlbeck on behalf of the syndicate. During 

his expedition Karlbeck did not ship the objects directly to the museum, aware that this could 
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 There is a strong inclination that Sachs was a member of the investment banking family of Goldman-Sachs. 

He was a Founding Member of the Museum of Modern Art in New York and served as a Trustee from 1929 to 

1938. He held the full Professorship of Art at Harvard in 1927 until 1933 when he became chairman of the 

Department of Art. In 1923 he became the Harvard associate Director of the Fogg Art Museum.  

Perry T. Rathbone, ‘Paul J. Sachs’, Bulletin of the Museum of Fine Arts 63 (332) (1965) [obituary]: 92-93; Sally 

A. Duncan, ‘Paul J. Sachs and the Institutionalization of Museum Culture between the World War’s’, (PhD 

diss., Tufts University, 2001); Sachs, Paul J. Papers 1904-1953: a Guide, Harvard Art Museum Archives, 

Harvard University Library. http://oasis.lib.harvard.edu/oasis/deliver/~art00011. (accessed 21 December 2009).   
416 The total number of purchases was summarized in a Newsletter-report. Orvar Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-report to 

the Karlbeck Syndicate, 8 February 1931’,The Karlbeck Syndicate Archives. 
417

 Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-reports and purchase lists, 1930-1931’. 
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discredit the institution and for it to become a complex political issue. He purposely used the 

private addresses of Lagrelius, Lundgren and his wife in Stockholm to receive the goods and 

from there they were distributed to the appropriate syndicate members.
418

 

The analysis of the archival data shows that the Swedish collectors, like their British 

contemporaries, laid the trends associated with the collecting of Chinese art. The organiser of 

the purchasing trips, in this case the committee, was partly accountable for directing the 

private collectors to buy objects the museum was interested in and, therefore in turn, 

responsible for setting a trend for collecting early bronzes and ceramics. These objects had an 

archaeological and historical interest and connected to the research conducted at the museum. 

The aesthetic interests and collections of Gustaf Adolf, Hellström and the Hultmark brothers 

also directed some of the Swedish scholarship. A number of their objects were discussed in 

articles by Andersson and Karlgren and representative of the impact of this trend in collecting 

and academic research.
419

 The museum and the art collector were both closely linked to the 

study of Chinese art during this period. The popularity of Chinese art in Sweden, especially 

ceramics, was further manifested through the aforementioned foundation of the 

Kinnaklubben (or China Club) in 1929.
420

 The China Club was an association of Oriental art 
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 A group of small bronzes that Karlbeck purchased for the museum in Mongolia, contained a number of 

Ordos bronzes and were sent to Lundgren at the address of Karlavägen 101 in Stockholm. A list of so-called 

‘curios’ were sent directly to Lagrelius in Stockholm. A number of purchases were sent to Mrs S. Karlbeck at 

Odengaten 98 in Stockholm. Orvar Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-report Karlbeck to the Karlbeck Syndicate, Peiping 2 
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Peiping, 13 August 1930’, The Karlbeck Syndicate Archives; Orvar Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-report to the 
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 For some examples how objects of private collections were used in scholarly research at the museum see, 

Karlgren, ‘Yin and Chou in Chinese Bronzes’, 9-154; Karlgren, ‘Bronzes in the Hellström Collection’, 1-38; 

Andersson, ‘Hunting Magic in the Animal Style’, 221-225; Andersson, ‘Selected Ordos Bronzes’, 81-92.  
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The Karlbeck Syndicate Archive in Stockholm notes that the China Club started to meet again in recent years. 

This is not confirmed. Not much is known on the mechanics of the China Club but a list dating from 1929 

names its members of the club and some of its lectures: ‘Johannes Hellner, HRH Crown Prince Gustaf Adolf, 

Anders Hellström, Holger Lauritzen, Gustaf Lindberg, Axel Lundgren, Anders Norberg, Nils Palmgren, Ivan 

Traugott, Gerard Verstegh, Emil Hultmark, Richard Hultmark, Carl Kempe, Axel Lagrelius, Johannes Norberg, 
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enthusiast which modelled itself on the Oriental Ceramic Society in London.
421

 Hellner, a 

collector of Chinese ceramics and legal adviser of the China Research Committee, was its 

first President.
422

 Its founding coincidentally was around the same time as the syndicate 

expeditions and showed the popularity of collecting early Chinese art in Sweden in this 

defined period.  

The success of the 1930-1931 expedition led to new demand for Chinese objects by the 

museum and private collectors and two more expeditions in the following years. This success 

was predominantly due to Karlbeck. His ability to individualise his purchases for its members 

and the competitive prices paid for the objects were important factors that attained an 

international interest in this operations.  

The mechanics of the two following expeditions are clearly documented in Karlbeck’s 

newsletter-reports and purchase lists contained in the various archives. They also demonstrate 

an interesting insight in the developments and changes in China’s art market during the late 

1920s and early 1930s and showed that there was a particular high demand for early wares 

and archaic objects by foreign request.  

In the first newsletter- report of Karlbeck’s third expedition, which commenced in the autumn 

of 1931, he mentioned that some Chinese dealers were becoming increasingly aware of the 

prices paid by Western collectors for similar goods on the European market and they felt 

entitled to a greater percentage of the profits.
423

 A rise in prices was especially noted in small 

bronze objects, early jades and silver and any objects with a provenance from the vicinity of 
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 Green, ‘A New Orientation of Ideas’, 43-56; Hetherington, ‘A History of the Oriental Ceramic Society’, 9-

12; Gyllensvärd, ‘Axel and Nora Lundgren’s Bequest of Chinese Bronzes’, 1. 
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Anyang.
424

 There was strong and growing foreign market for Anyang objects, which could 

easily be identified because of the ongoing official excavations at the site that unearthed 

many objects for comparable data. 

The economics of the syndicate’s collecting activity during this period in time can be weight 

against the effect of the recession in the world economy in the late 1920s and early 1930s.
425

 

One reason for the eagerness of the collectors to purchase through Karlbeck directly in China 

was because the prices paid by him were a fraction of the price than those in Europe. In 

addition, the unstable political circumstances in China- where the country found itself 

segregated and in civil war- fuelled the need for survival amongst the population and resulted 

to the selling of many cultural objects. A downturn within their internal market led to a 

further concentration on foreign buyers and their tastes.
426

 This was one reason why Karlbeck 

was able to transport the objects so easily out of the country. Overall this troubled period was 

successful for Karlbeck and shows a window in history where the export of early Chinese art 

was possible because of this reason. Soon after the Japanese invasion of China in 1937 and 

due to growing internal hostility the country was closed to free trade and travel and the export 

of antiquities stopped.
427

 

Time would tell, but in 1931 the syndicate organisers decided to invite a number of museums 

and private collectors to join a future expedition. Again, their intent was that by participation 

it would lead to the growth of its museum collection because the members financed its 

purchases. Two more expeditions followed. The first was in the autumn of 1931 until 
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425 For an analysis on the history of the world economy and the so-called depression of the 1920s and 1930s see, 

Charles H. Feinstein, Peter Temin and Gianni Toniolo, eds., The European Economy between the Wars (Oxford: 
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Fight: The Story of the Sino-Japanese War, 1937-1945 (New York: Viking Press, 1982); Keith R. Schoppa, 

Revolution and its Past (Upper Saddle River, NJ and London: Prentice Hall, 2006).    
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December 1932, having Karlbeck stay for over a year. The second expedition lasted from 

May to December 1934.  

During the 1931-1932 expedition, the syndicate included both Swedish and British 

participants. To include both public institutions and private collectors shows that these two 

countries were considered important centres for Chinese collections. In accordance with his 

previous expeditions Karlbeck continued to regularly send out newsletter-reports addressed to 

the Karlbeck Syndicate via Andersson, who in turn distributed a copy to all members. As 

discussed, the main archive is located in Sweden, however, two sets of the two following 

expedition’s newsletter-reports are in London.
428

 A list of names of the members provided 

below is based upon the analysis of archival data. There are a total of twenty-seven reports 

for both syndicates; in 1931-1932 Karlbeck wrote nineteen reports and in 1934 there are 

eight. In the list a hypothetical division is made of two particular groups: institutions 

(Museum) and private collectors (PC). This list facilitates to understand the background of 

each participant. There are two members identified and named as in the archives; one is a 

Mrs. Robert Solomon of Chelsea and the other is A.V.
429

 The list further includes their 

country of residence and collecting interest and gives a good general overview of the 

purchases made at the time. The 1931-1932 register starts with the most significant British 

institution, the British Museum, followed by the participating Swedish public institutions 

(Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities is identified as MFEA). Next are the names of the British 

private collectors, as a new group, followed by Swedish private collectors from which a 
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 A letter by Raphael to Andersson mentioned that Mrs. Robert Solomon was the sister of Dennis Cohen 
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number took part in the previous syndicate. This shows the intricately linked collector’s 

network between Sweden and Britain. 

Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 

Name   City/Country  Association  Collecting interest 

British Museum London/UK  Museum  Huai bronzes, 

       Anyang bronzes,  

       Ordos bronzes. 

 

MFEA Stockholm/S  Museum  Ordos bronzes, Huai bronzes. 

 

Hallwyl House Stockholm/S  Museum  Anyang ritual bronzes, 

          Huai mirrors. 

 

Louis Clarke Cambridge/UK PC   Glaze beads, coins, 

 early ceramics.  

 

Oscar Raphael  London/UK  PC   Archaic jades, 

         Huai bronzes. 

 

Henry Oppenheim London/UK  PC   Anyang jades, Huai belt 

         hooks and weaponry. 

 

Charles Seligman London/UK  PC   Early glass beads, Tang 

         figures, Huai bronzes. 

 

Alice Mariquita  London/UK  PC   Huai bronze mirrors and  

Sedgwick         weaponry. 
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Mrs Robert Solomon London/UK  PC   Bronze mirrors, Tang silver. 

Gustaf Adolf  Stockholm/S  PC   Archaic jades and bronzes,  

Ordos bronzes, early ceramics.

    

Axel Lagrelius  Stockholm/S  PC   Huai bronze mirrors,  

         Sung ceramics  

 

Emil Hultmark Stockholm/S  PC   Huai bronze ornaments. 

 

Richard Hultmark Stockholm/S  PC   Sung ceramics, bronze  

         mirrors. 

Anders Hellström Mölndal/S  PC   Anyang bronzes, early 

bronze weaponry, bronze 

mask. 

Axel Jonsson  Stockholm/S  PC   Anyang ritual bronzes. 

Gerard Verstegh Stockholm/S  PC   Anyang ritual bronze. 

Gustaf Werner  Stockholm/S  PC   Anyang ritual vessels. 

Thorsten  Laurin Stockholm/S  PC   Huai ornamental bronzes. 

New Carlberg   Sweden  PC   Neolithic pottery, Anyang 

Foundation        ritual bronzes.   

AV      PC   Anyang ritual bronzes. 

 

The list classifies the original purchase-reports of the 1931-1932 expedition and deconstructs 

that both the public and private collections were interested in purchasing similar types of 

objects. Through the systematic listing of the syndicate members it is clear that the British 

Museum, together with the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, was the most significant 
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buyer not only because they purchased most of the objects but both institutions were 

representative of their nation, where collecting was connected to a nationalistic incentive. 

During the syndicate the British Museum bought 122 objects and concentrated on small 

Huai-style ornaments such as mirrors, chariot-fittings, axle-caps and belt-hooks (Figures 43-

45).
430

  

Still, this syndicate was still predominantly Swedish. It numbered ten Swedish collectors and 

six British. Two new Swedish members joined: Axel Jonsson (1888-1950) and Thorsten 

Laurin (1875-1954), both successful businessmen and well-know art collectors at the time in 

Sweden.
431

  Some names of the British private collectors stand out because they equally were 

well-known figures in the London collector’s circle: the already discussed Raphael and 

Seligman, Louis Colville Grey Clarke (1881-1960), Henry J. Oppenheim (d. 1946) and Alice 

Mariquita Sedgwick (1883-1967).
432

  

Of the British members, Seligman and his collection in particular are further discussed in the 

following chapter. A short bibliography of selected private collectors in this group is included 
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Leach, ‘Thorsten Laurin: In Memoriam’ American Swedish Historical Foundation: The Cronicle (Spring, 1954) 

[obituary]: 9-11.   
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to explain the mechanics of this syndicate. They are understood as an exclusive delegation 

and representation of the British collector of early Chinese art in this period who also played 

a role in the promotion of such collections in Britain.  

Clarke was a Cambridge trained archaeologist and President of the Cambridge 

Antiquarian Society.
433

 At the time he was the curator at the Museum of Archaeology and 

Anthropology at the University of Cambridge. From 1938 to 1960 he was Director of the 

Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. He was a member of the British General Committee for 

the International Exhibition of Chinese Art at Burlington House at the Royal Academy in 

London in 1935-1936, the first great exhibition of Chinese art in Europe.
434

 For this 

exhibition the Chinese government send, for the first time, a collection of its treasures from 

the Peking Palace Museum abroad. They were put on display alongside a selection of the best 

objects from European public and private collections, including some purchased through the 

syndicate. Clarke purchased around 182 objects, including 59 Neolithic pottery urns, a 

number of early dating glass beads and bronze weapons (Figures 47 and 48). His private 

collection, including some of the Karlbeck Syndicate objects, was bequeathed to the 

Fitzwilliam Museum after his death in 1960.
435

 However, a selection of objects was privately 

purchased by Clarke for the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology at the time and still 

part of its collection today. 

Alongside Clarke, the already named Raphael also participated in the two consecutive 

syndicates. He purchased a total of 25 objects, mainly consisting of small bronze ornaments 
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 For a historical analysis and importance of this pioneering exhibition see, Catalogue of the International 
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in Huai-style and archaic jades (Figures 49-50). Raphael was a notable figure during this 

period in the London collector’s circle and played a central role for the syndicate in Britain. 

Not much is known about his personal or professional life and it is his collection that is a 

reflection of his connoisseurship. What is known is that he was a founding member of the 

Oriental Ceramic Society and published several articles on Middle Eastern ceramics for its 

journal.
436

 He sat on the Executive Committee for the Chinese Exhibition at the London 

Royal Academy and travelled to China in order to select objects for this event.
437

 There is an 

indication that Raphael traded in Chinese ceramics and East Asian works of art, mostly 

Japanese objects, but overall he is somewhat a bit of a mystery.
438

 During his life Raphael 

had steadfast connections to the Victoria and Albert Museum, the British Museum, and the 

Fitzwilliam Museum; indeed, it was to the latter two that he bequeathed his art collection, 

including the objects he purchased through the syndicate.
439

 Raphael was a personal friend of 

Gustaf Adolf and it is very likely that this friendship invited him into the syndicate. During 
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 Green, ‘A New Orientation of Ideas’, 46. 
439 The British Museum received nearly 700 objects from the Raphael bequest. In the summer of 1915 Raphael 

had volunteered at the British Museum in the Department of Medieval Antiquities, where also the young 

Hobson was working at the time. Throughout his life Raphael continued to be active within the British Museum 

and helped out fund-raising for the museum’s acquisitions from 1917 onwards. The British Museum Sub-

Committee Minutes show that the Department of Ceramics and Ethnography continued to be indebted to his 

help, suggesting this to be of economical means. At the British Museum he was made Honorary Keeper of the 

Oriental Collections in 1924 and also held this position at the Fitzwilliam Museum Syndicate for the year 1941-

1961.  

Gray, ‘The Oscar Raphael Collection for the Nation’, 276-283; Oscar Raphael Bequest. Annual Report of the 

Fitzwilliam Museum Syndicate for the year 1941, the Fitzwilliam Museum Archive, 2; Duncan Robinson, ed., 

The Fitzwilliam Museum, 1848-1998 (Cambridge: The Fitzwilliam Museum Publication, 1998); David M. 

Wilson, The British Museum: A History (London: British Museum Press, 2002), 210 and 224; Miller, That 

Noble Cabinet, 330; Sub-Committee Minutes, August 1876-March 1932, Volume 4-6, No. 3040, the Central 
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the years of its operations he was asked to act as secretary for its British members.
440

 With 

this position came the task of securing participation and he acted as the middle man between 

the British delegation and Andersson. One of the members he brought in to join the syndicate 

was Oppenheim. 

Oppenheim was originally of German-Jewish descent and a leading name in the 

London collector’s circle at the time; he was an original member of the Oriental Ceramic 

Society and, like Clarke, served on the British General Committee of the International 

Exhibition of Chinese Art. In this thesis, he is defined through his Chinese collection as not 

much is known about his life. He frequently lend out objects to a great number of exhibitions 

during this particular period.
441

 His Chinese ceramic collection was documented by Hobson 

in 1930 in three articles in specialist magazine, The Collector.
442

 In 1947 he bequeathed his 

Chinese art collection to the British Museum. Part of this same group was Alice Mariquita 

Sedgwick, wife of Walter Sedgwick (d. 1950), who were both collectors. Both Alice 

Mariquita and her husband were involved in the London art circle but it was her name that 

appears in the syndicate archive. They often loaned objects for public display. She is known 

to have been more of an enthusiast for Chinese art than her husband and therefore the 

participation in the syndicate was her motivation. She started collecting Chinese art in the 

1920s and besides acquiring a lot of porcelain she also purchased Chinese bronzes, Tang 

dynasty silver and Song ceramics. In doing so she was following the trend of the appreciation 

of the early wares and archaeological objects during this time. In the 1930s she joined the 

Oriental Ceramic Society and was one of its few women members. During the two syndicate 
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trips, she purchased a couple of bronze mirrors in 1931-1932 and two ritual vessels from 

Anyang in 1934.
443

 Her purchases were more expensive than the Huai-style and Ordos 

ornaments bronzes that were more popular amongst the syndicate members. After her death, 

the Late Mrs. Walter Sedgwick Collection was predominantly divided between the British 

Museum, the Victoria and Albert Museum and the Bristol Art Gallery.
444

 In 1968, the objects 

of her bequest were on display as part of an exhibition at the British Museum, The Sedgwick 

bequest of Chinese art to four Museums.
445

 The remainder of her collection was sold at 

Sotheby’s at two separate sales in July and October of 1968.
446

 

The inclusion of these significant British collectors in the syndicate shows that Karlbeck’s 

expeditions at the time were recognised as a great success amongst this notable international 

group. They expected him to purchase the best objects available on their behalf and trusted 

him with their tastes and desires. In 1934 some new international collectors joined the final 

syndicate.    

The final Karlbeck Syndicate expedition is defined in a particular environment when 

the unstable political situation was under a constant threat of Japanese invasion and local 

rebellions in the provinces.
447

 This prevented Karlbeck to travel safely and made him return 

early. The list of participants below follows the same sequence as before, starting with public 

institutions and followed by private collectors. The prior participants are succeeded by new 

members. The list provides a clear overview and guideline of the otherwise scattered 
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information in the archival data. It combines information in the eight consecutive newsletter-

reports covering this expedition. 

The Karlbeck Syndicate 1934 

Name   City/Country  Association  Collecting Interest 

 

British Museum London/UK  Museum  Huai- Han mirrors 

         Anyang jades, Anyang  

         ritual vessels. 

MFEA   Stockholm/S  Museum  Ordos bronzes, Anyang 

         weaponry, Anyang ritual 

         vessels.  

Malmö   Malmö/S  Museum  Anyang ritual vessels, 

Museum        Huai bronzes, Ordos 

         bronzes. 

Royal Scottish  Edinburgh/UK  Museum  Anyang ritual vessels, 

Museum        Huai and Anyang bronze 

         ornaments. 

The Louvre  Paris/France  Museum  Anyang ritual vessels. 

State Museum  Berlin/Germany Museum  Huai- Han mirrors. 

Asian Art  Amsterdam/NL Museum  Anyang ritual vessels, 

Museum        Huai-Han mirrors, glass. 

Louis Clarke  Cambridge/UK PC   Archaic jades, early coins, 

         Neolithic earthenware.  

Oscar Raphael  London/UK  PC   Anyang and Loyang jades. 
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Henry Oppenheim London/UK  PC   Anyang ritual vessels. 

Charles Seligman London/UK  PC   Early glass, Huai bronze 

         ornaments, tomb figures, 

         Anyang weaponry.  

Alice Mariquita  London/UK  PC   Anyang ritual vessels,  

Sedgwick        Huai bronze vessel. 

Mrs Robert Solomon London/UK  PC   Neolithic pottery, 

         Tang tomb figures. 

Gustaf Adolf  Stockholm/S  PC   Anyang jades, Huai bronzes. 

Axel Lagrelius  Stockholm/S  PC   Huai-Han mirrors. 

Anders Hellström Mölndal/S  PC   Anyang ritual vessels, 

Anyang weaponry. jades 

Han pottery, Huai mirrors. 

Axel Jonsson  Stockholm/S  PC   Anyang ritual vessel. 

New Carlberg  Sweden  PC   Anyang ritual vessels. 

Foundation  

Dennis Cohen  London/UK  PC   Anyang ritual vessels, 

         Wei and Sung sculpture. 

Edward  London/UK  PC   Anyang ritual vessel,  

Spencer-Churchill       Huai weaponry and  

         ornaments. 

George   London/UK  PC   Anyang pottery, Sung 

Eumorfopoulos       shards and glaze testers. 

David   Paris/France  PC   Anyang ritual vessels,  
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David-Weill        archaic bronze ornaments. 

Robert   Washington DC/ PC   Anyang ritual vessels, 

Woods Bliss  USA      Huai bronzes and jades. 

 

There were a total of twenty-three participants in this syndicate and shows it was a growing 

group. It included many returning customers and incorporated an international perspective to 

the expedition. Of the museums the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, the Malmö Museum 

and the British Museum had all joined before. The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 

purchased 78 objects ranging from Anyang clay bronze casting-moulds, bronze weaponry, 

ritual vessels from Anyang and a number of Ordos bronzes (Figure 51-54), demonstrative of 

the research conducted at the museum.
448

 The Malmö Museum, had bought some ceramics of 

Karlbeck in 1924, and through the syndicate purchased a total of 58 objects, including 6 ritual 

vessels and a great number of ‘Shouchou’ Huai-style belt-hooks and mirrors.
449

 The British 

Museum purchased 31 objects, from which 3 ritual vessels, early jade and ivory ornaments 

that, according to Karlbeck, all had an Anyang provenance.
450

 They also purchased and some 

early dating glass. The new members included some of Northern Europe’s leading 

institutions and all concentrated on purchasing ritual vessels from Anyang; the Royal Scottish 

Museum, The Louvre, the Berlin State Museum and the Asian Art Museum in Amsterdam.
451

 

The Royal Scottish Museum purchased 16 objects that represented industrial bronze art in 

China and its acquisitions included 7 Shang and Zhou period ritual vessels from Anyang.
452
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The Louvre purchased 4 ritual bronze vessels with inscriptions with an Anyang 

provenance.
453

 The Asian Art Museum, newly founded in 1932, was interested in a small 

collection of Anyang ritual vessels and Huai-style mirrors.
454

 The Berlin State Museum, 

under the curatorship of Kümmel who, as discussed, helped Gustaf Adolf with the 

organisation of the 1914 exhibition in Stockholm, was interested in acquiring a complete 

mirror collection that demonstrated the development of the Huai-style.
455

  

Of the sixteen private collectors that joined in 1934 nine were British, five were Swedish, one 

Frenchman and one American. That the numbers of individual members were predominately 

British demonstrates that Britain was a leader in collecting early Chinese art during this time 

period and had a great historical interest in creating such collections, private and also public. 

The returning British members included Clarke, Raphael, Oppenheim, Seligman, Sedgwick 

and Solomon. The Swedish members were Gustaf Adolf, Lagrelius, Hellström, Jonsson and 

the private New Carlsberg Foundation. New members were Dennis Cohen (1891-1969), 

Edward Spencer-Churchill (1876-1964), Eumorfopoulos; the Frenchman David David-Weill 

(1875-1962); and the American Robert Woods Bliss (1875-1962).
456
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In particular well-established British collectors had decided to join the venture. In the archive 

it is mentioned that Cohen was the brother of Mrs Robert Solomon and it is plausible that his 

sister introduced him to the syndicate.
457

 He was the founding director of the publishing 

house, The Cresset Press, specialising in books on art.
458

 Some years later they published 

Karlbeck’s Treasure Seeker in China. Cohen purchased 3 ritual bronze vessels, two Buddhist 

heads and a group of Wei period figures.
459

 Also, Spencer-Churchill was a well-known 

collector at the time. His collections, not only included many Chinese objects but also 

European paintings, prints and sculpture. They were primarily on display at the art galleries at 

his residence Northwick Park House. Through the syndicate he purchased 17 objects, from 

which 8 ornamented bronze weapons, 2 ritual vessels from Anyang and small jades in the 

shape of animals. Eumorfopoulos, then the greatest collector of Chinese art in Europe also 

became associated with the syndicate.
460

 At this time his collection was already documented 

by Hobson, Yetts and Binyon in a series of catalogues that were dedicated to pottery and 

porcelain, bronzes, sculpture, jade and jewellery and paintings and frescoes.
461

 Recently his 

life and Chinese collections were discussed by Judith Green and George Manginis.
462

 

Eumorfopoulos frequently opened his gallery at his home in London for students and 

connoisseurs. He was the first president of the Oriental Ceramic Society and a member of the 
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Executive Committee for the International Exhibition of Chinese Art in London.
463

 In 1935, 

his entire collection, with few exceptions, was purchased by the British State just before his 

death in 1937 and divided between the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert 

Museum.
464

 What is interesting is that Eumorfopoulos did not purchase any significant 

bronze or ceramic objects through the syndicate, instead his expenditure was minimal. On his 

request Karlbeck brought back a number of pottery shards from Anyang and glaze-testers 

were used to study the origin and technology of Chinese ceramics and are indicative of his 

active participation in connoisseurship and scholarship. It also indicates that Eumorfopoulos 

approached Karlbeck and the syndicate as an academic venture, where he trusted the collector 

to provide him with archaeological data and provenance of the specimen he had requested 

from him. The connection with the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, who institutionalised 

the objects as an archaeological collection, reflected this incentive on the members joining 

the syndicate.  

New non-British private collectors were from France and the United States. Alongside the 

Louvre, the collector and banker David-Weill was a prominent figure in the museum world in 

France at the time.
465

 He started collecting art in the early 1900s. His collection of Chinese 

bronzes is now part of the Musée Guimet in Paris.
466

 In total he purchased 11 objects 

including 3 very expensive bronze ritual vessels that all carried inscriptions.
467

 The American 

was Woods Bliss. From 1923 to 1927 he was the US Ambassador in Stockholm and during 

this period he befriended Gustaf Adolf. This led to his connection to the syndicate and 
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furthermore his interest to collect Chinese art.
468

 The Woods Bliss art collection also included 

Byzantine and Pre-Columbian objects. In the trend of that period a number of his Chinese 

bronzes were lent to public exhibitions in the United States throughout the 1930s.
469

 Through 

the syndicate he purchased 5 objects, from which one expensive Anyang ritual vessel and a 

jade ornament with a provenance from ‘Shouchou’.  

By grouping the institutions, private collectors and their collecting interests, it is clear 

that they all predominantly concentrated on the purchasing of Bronze Age objects. Indeed, 

during the 1930-1931 expedition Karlbeck bought several Song ceramics, Huai-style and 

Ordos bronzes. In the 1934 purchases are defined by its concentration of Bronze Age objects, 

especially with an Anyang provenance and several Tang period tomb figures. Karlbeck 

closely followed the request of his clients, and depended on the availability of objects in the 

art market. When he returned to China in 1934 he reported back that there were noticeable 

changes since his last visit two years earlier: 

‘Prior to 1933 most of the bronzes and jades for sale in Shanghai had been excavated in 

Loyang and Chintsun (Old Loyang). Now articles from these places are sparse. They are replaced by 

treasures from Changtefu, Anyang and Shouchow [...] The earliest and most important finds are from 

Anyang where there are still excavations going on.’
470

 

Most of the purchases made in 1934 were Anyang bronzes and jades because of their 

availability on the market in China. They were also highly desirable by the Western collector 

because of the historical importance of the site. In the excerpt Karlbeck mentioned that the 

ongoing official excavations at Anyang led to an influx of such objects at dealerships, 

indicating that there was a relationship between excavation and the art market. The 
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organisation of the last two syndicate expeditions followed the same format as in 1930-1931, 

meaning that its members helped to pay for the purchases for the museum: A participation of 

twenty shareholders was needed in order to complete a syndicate.
471

 Each share was valued at 

5000 Swedish Crowns. Twenty to thirty percent of the share would go to Karlbeck’s travel 

expenses and an agreed salary which left approximately 3500 Swedish Crowns for direct 

buying.
472

 In 1930-1931 and 1931-1932 one fifth of the whole amount of the total shares of 

the private collectors was contributed to the museum. As a result, the museum could purchase 

objects for its collection from this one fifth contribution. In 1934 this was lowered to ten 

percent.
473

 Museums were exempted from this payment.
474

 In a letter to Woods Bliss 

Andersson explained that Karlbeck individually bought for each member: 

  ‘[...] each share-holder explains to Karlbeck what he especially wants and Karlbeck buys 

individually for each member [...] this system has worked smoothly and to general satisfaction’.
475

  

 The headquarters for the syndicate remained at the museum, with Andersson as mediator 

between Karlbeck and the members. By taking this position Andersson acted as the core of its 

operations in Europe. Karlbeck directly reported back to him and trusted him to keep the 

syndicate informed on his collecting activities. Throughout, Lagrelius acted as treasurer.  

Before each collecting expedition was finalised, it was Andersson’s responsibility to 

approach and secure new participants that inevitably brought the financial support to the 

museum and the overall organisation. As discussed, in Britain, Raphael helped with the 

recruitment of British collectors. More participants meant that Karlbeck was able to purchase 

better quality objects, buy a greater number for the museum and stay in China for a longer 
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period of time. Ultimately, the museum would benefit from this structure. For the private 

collector, buying through the syndicate remained attractive because, as we have seen, 

Karlbeck paid one-fifth of the price that European dealers charged for similar objects.
476

 

During the 1931-1932 expedition, Andersson gave all members the option to buy a second 

share because at the time, in his words, good bronzes were on the market and the prices were 

considered moderate; Karlbeck expressed some concern that the availability of such high 

quality objects might be temporary, indicating it was a favourable time to invest.
477

  

An example of a soliciting letter from Andersson to Herman Visser (1890-1965), then curator 

at the Asian Art Museum, dated the 22 December 1933.
478

 It typifies the manner in which 

possible members were approached and evidently shows how the syndicate functioned and 

their collecting strategy. Andersson included some names who had already signed up, 

highlighting its exclusivity by association:  

‘Dear Mr. Visser, 

Since several years we have been in cooperation with Mr. Orvar Karlbeck who has acted as 

our collecting agent in China. During his first expedition in 1928-29 we sent him out entirely on our 

own behalf and he brought home for this museum no less than 823 excellent specimens, mostly small 

bronzes. When in 1930 he was ready to start a second expedition our museum did not have sufficient 

funds and we then organized the so called Karlbeck Syndicate consisting of collectors and 

connoisseurs who bought together twenty shares, each of 5000 Crows/2096:44 gulden. Each 

shareholder declared beforehand to Mr. Karlbeck what he wanted him to buy and this system of 

buying directly for each individual shareholder worked during two collecting expeditions 1930-1931 

and 1931-1932, without friction. In the first Syndicate all the shareholders were Swedes. In the second 
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the Kunstindustriemuseum and the British Museum participated, each with two shares. Furthermore 

there were six private British shareholders. In the new Syndicate that is now being formed there will 

be seven British shareholders, probably one German, Kümmel of the Berlin State Museum and also 

quite probably the Louvre in Paris. Do you think that the Museum van Aziatische Kunst would be 

interested to enter as one of the shareholders?’
479

 

Together with his letter was included a catalogued album of a selection of objects purchased 

during the 1931-1932 expedition. It was appropriately titled The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-

1932, and a copy is found in both the Karlbeck Syndicate Archive in Stockholm and in the 

School of Oriental and African Studies library in London.
480

 The use of photography as a 

form of documentation, as demonstrated by this catalogue, was a process that had been in 

evidence since the start of the 1900s.
481

 The syndicate members Visser, Woods Bliss and 

David-Weill used this catalogue as a reference to later indicate specific objects of interest to 

Andersson.
482

 All three joined in 1934; the visual representation of this catalogue was one of 

the factors that persuaded them to participate. The production of an album was standard for 

the syndicate operations since 1928-1929. A copy was distributed to each member. A full 

series of the albums are part of the Karlbeck Syndicate Archive in Stockholm.
483

 The 

principal lay-out of the catalogue was the same throughout. The album was bound in green 

leather binding and its cover depicted a golden embossed logo of a taotie mask (Figure 55). 

This motif appears on Zhou and Han period bronzes (Figure 56).
484

 Directly above the logo, 
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the title The Karlbeck Syndicate and date of the collecting expedition was printed in gold 

lettering. A selection of photographs of the purchased objects was pasted in along with a 

typed description underneath, an estimated date and possible provenance, its dimensions and 

for whom it was purchased. The Preface of the catalogue read: 

‘Contrary to the arrangement followed during the first Karlbeck Syndicate expedition, when 

all the objects were kept in the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities until Karlbeck’s return, during the 

second journey we despatched the specimens to the respective members of the Syndicate shortly after 

the arrival of each consignment. In the brief interval preceding the distribution of the specimens a 

selection of them was photographed. Out of these photographs we have chosen a certain number, 

which are reproduced here, together with Mr. Karlbeck’s brief descriptions of the specimens. We are 

pleased to offer this album to the members of the Syndicate as a souvenir from Mr. Karlbeck’s second 

collecting expedition.’
485

  

Interestingly in the catalogue the objects are referred to as specimen, again giving a scientific 

impression to the overall collecting expedition and that the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities connected the objects to the study of archaeology. However, Andersson quite 

clearly described similar objects previously collected as works of art in his 1928 synopsis 

report. There was no clear distinction at this period that this group of Chinese objects were 

defined as art, archaeology or ethnology and furthermore that science and art were closely 

related in the study of Chinese archaeology in Western museums. The Karlbeck syndicate 

catalogue demonstrates that it was considered important by its organisers that the overall 

nature behind the expedition had some academic standing and separate it from art dealing. It 

was the custom that the majority of objects were photographed, either when they reached 

Andersson at the museum or prior to shipping in China. Karlbeck was responsible for the 
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descriptions and dating, often based upon information obtained from dealers. During the 

syndicate, Andersson distributed a selection of photographs amongst the syndicate of 

purchases made or objects that were encountered at dealerships. In this way, members could 

keep track of what was bought by whom and what available at the market in China. This 

system provided an important means of communication between Andersson, Karlbeck and 

the syndicate. Often requests were passed on to Karlbeck on site by telegram, detailing the 

tastes and interests expressed by one of the members.
486

 For example, Seligman had seen a 

photograph of a ritual vessel for which he was willing to pay 2000 Chinese dollars, a 

substantial figure; he requested that Andersson wired Karlbeck to purchase this object for 

him (Figure 57).
487

 This emphasises the important function of the photographic material in 

acquiring the objects but also demonstrates that photographs and cataloguing inevitably kept 

order. It was an essential method to institutionalising the objects and signifies the syndicate 

as a well-organised and established collector’s group of early Chinese art. 

As discussed, Raphael was the secretary for its British members.
488

 For the 1934 expedition 

he secured full shares from the British Museum, the Royal Scottish Museum, Cohen, Alice 

Mariquita Sedgwick and Mrs. Solomon, while one full share was split between 

Eumorfopoulos, Seligman, Clarke and Spencer-Churchill.
489

 In January 1934 the organisers 

still fell short to complete the syndicate.
490

 Raphael suggested to Andersson for Karlbeck to 

visit London and meet with potential British members, so they could express their wishes 

directly to him; he posited that participation was more appealingly if a personal visit was 

made:  
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‘Please remember that at least five of the British group will not join unless they see Karlbeck 

before he goes to China; so I will hope that he will come here first [...].I would like to discuss my 

wants with Karlbeck before I sail [to South Africa] [...]. So if there is a chance of the new syndicate 

being complete I shall be pleased if Karlbeck could come here as soon as possible. If he comes here 

within the next 12 days I can offer to put him up at my flat if that suits him.’
491

  

Karlbeck visited London on 30 January 1934, taking up the invitation to stay with Raphael at 

his residence.
492

 Some years later he returned this hospitality when Raphael visited 

Stockholm.
493

 

After London, Karlbeck proceeded to see other interested parties in France and The 

Netherlands. His first stop was Paris to visit the Louvre and David-Weill, who had acted as 

intermediary between the museum and the syndicate.
494

 Karlbeck continued to Amsterdam to 

meet with Visser.
495

 During this trip there were two collecting interests that appealed to all 

members, namely the archaic and Ordos bronzes. They were a novelty subjects and therefore 

highly desirable to add to one’s collection. 

4.2 Display and scholarship in Stockholm of the Karlbeck Syndicate objects 

In 1933 the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities organised two simultaneous 

exhibitions where a great number of the syndicate objects were put on display; one on 

Chinese bronzes and the other on Ordos bronzes (Figure 58).
496

 The exhibitions were planned 

in connection with the 13
th

 International Congress of Art History in Stockholm.
497

 Gustaf 

Adolf suggested a temporary exhibition that brought together the bronzes and ‘kindred 
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objects’ in Swedish museums. He wanted to encourage a historical discussion by the visiting 

Western scholars and specialists. This included questions on origin, evolution, patterns in 

stylistic and decorative development and how these affected the classification of early 

Chinese art archaeology. Already in 1914 Gustaf Adolf had tried to open a scholarly debate 

between a defined group of European-based specialists when he intended the first exhibition 

of Chinese art in Sweden. In the following years he communicated on the research and 

discoveries by Andersson and Karlbeck to experts like Hobson at the British Museum. The 

International Congress of Art History was the perfect event to arrange a new exhibition and 

bring scholars together to discuss and handle the Chinese collections. It was also a 

celebration of Swedish success and its affiliation with new scholarship. The chosen 

arrangement displayed a tentative chronology by use of the comparative method that linked 

new archaeological data to the objects in the exhibition. For example, studies of the Huai-

style and the Ordos bronzes were important in the developing studies on Chinese art and 

archaeology. They not only addressed the issues on origin and progress in Bronze Age art but 

also provided new classification possibilities. More importantly, these newly discovered 

objects showed a possible connection, or missing link, between the Bronze Age cultures in 

China and Eurasia based on the study of evolutionary patterns and Style. The Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities was the first institution to dedicate research to this subject. The 

exhibitions were a result of the investigations to date. Recently, Ivan Karp generally 

discussed the display of non-Western objects in a Western museum environment and his 

framework suggests that the exhibitions are reflective of the exhibition makers themselves: 

‘Exhibitions represent identity, either directly, through assertions, or indirectly, by 

implications when cultural ‘others’ are implicated, exhibitions tell us who we are, and perhaps more 

significant who we are not. Exhibitions are privileged areas for presenting images of self and 
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‘others’[...] From one point of view the most powerful agents in the contribution of identity appear to 

be neither producers of the objects not the audience but the exhibition makers themselves.’
498

 

Using his framework, the makers of this exhibition were Andersson, Karlbeck and Gustaf 

Adolf. Importantly, they represent the identity and creation of the intellectual presentation. 

They were responsible for selecting the objects and by doing also promoted the Swedish 

national identity at an international level, demonstrated by the collection and important 

scientific work conducted at home and abroad. The prestige of hosting the Congress for Art 

Historians inevitably also reached out to a larger general public. This gave a defined status to 

the museum. The unique collection played an important visual role because it not only 

established the museum as a significant scientific institute but also that Sweden stood at the 

foreground of ground-breaking scholarship and had an important collector on site.  

 The Exhibition of Chinese Bronzes was on display in the Southern Hall and so-called 

Anyang Room of the Museum (Figure 59). There were 317 Chinese bronzes selected which 

included objects from the private collections of syndicate members Gustaf Adolf, Hellström, 

Lagrelius, Traugott, Laurin, Karlbeck, and David-Weill.
499

 For this exhibition Gustaf Adolf 

had suggested a new arrangement in an effort to establish a new chronology in Chinese art 

than had previously been attempted at the museum and elsewhere in Europe.
500

 An English 

copy of the 1933 exhibition’s official guide is in the School of Oriental African Studies 

library. The catalogue described the objects as Chinese art, however, it is highlighted that 

they were largely of the kind that offered itself readily to scientific research: 

‘The material of Early Chinese Art accumulated in Swedish museums and private collections 

is small when compared with the wealth of Early Chinese Art brought together in larger and richer 
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countries such as England, U.S.A., Germany and France. But our material is largely of a kind that 

offers itself readily to scientific research.’
501

  

In the display 67 objects were collected by Karlbeck and all were published in the guide. 

Throughout, Karlbeck was praised for his collecting activities and importance to the museum; 

‘his discovery of a singularly refined and graceful bronze art’ and ‘very valuable assistance in 

planning and arranging the exhibition’.
502

  

Overall, the organisers clearly wished highlight their discovery and research connected to the 

collections as opposed to presenting the objects as aesthetic experience, as in an art museum. 

The exhibitions therefore had to reflect pioneering and advanced scholarship. Related to the 

exhibitions, at times Andersson specifically chose word species or specimen to describe the 

objects. Species has its roots in scientific collecting of things from natural history and biology 

demonstrating his scientific incentive.
503

 There is no distinction made between which objects 

he consider art or others specimen. Previously Andersson had described similar objects as 

Works of Art in appeal for private collectors to join the syndicate and in the exhibition 

catalogue. The private collector was often motivated by some sort of aesthetic attraction 

alongside an intellectual interest in these objects. Andersson clearly wanted to attract the 

private collector to finance the syndicate and also broaden the types of visitors to the 

museum’s exhibition. To use the word art was therefore more all-inclusive than that of 

specimen.  
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Andersson recalled that months before the International Congress of Art History opened 

personal invitations were sent to a number of specialists and connoisseurs of Far Eastern Art 

with consequence that a number of distinguished visitors came to Stockholm. These included 

Eumorfopoulos, Yetts, Minns and Kümmel. At the time four lectures were organised related 

to research topics considered at the museum.
504

 On 7 September Gustaf Adolf led a scholarly 

discussion raising some important questions.
505

 These considered some of the universal 

academic concerns on the interpretation, categorisation and institutional framing of early 

Chinese art at the time. As discussed, the general approach to the subject was through the 

interpretation of stylistic developments by use of the comparative method. Some of the 

questions and answers below show this cross-comparative methodology and how cultural 

connections and the topic of influence in Neolithic and Bronze Age art stood central in this 

debate:   

 ‘1. Does any connection exist, as to style or otherwise, between the Neolithic pottery of China 

and the styles of the later periods? The consensus of opinion was that certain Neolithic types such as 

the Ting, the Li etc [sic] are common to the Yangshao period and the earlier dynasties, but that the 

decorative style of the earlier dynasties has no forerunners whatsoever in the Neolithic periods. 

 2. In what different directions are to be sought the origins of the Yin and the Yin-Chou styles? 

Can an influence be established from the Eurasian animal style? What about some connection with the 

so-called Pacific style? The prevailing opinion was that the origin of the Yin style is still unknown. 

There are striking resemblances to Pacific objects but these are of very late date. Everything goes to 

show that the Yin style is older than the Eurasian animal style. 

 3. What changes did the ornaments on archaic bronzes undergo in the course of time? How 

can we explain that on archaic bronzes we find both conventionalized and naturalistic animals and 

that in the Sung time and later the conventionalized animals become more and more naturalistic?  
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 4. How far can we use inscriptions to establish the authenticity and the age of Chinese 

bronzes?’
506

  

The discussion in connection with the exhibitions in Stockholm at the time shows that there 

were many uncertainties in the classification process of the bronzes. There was a direction 

that pointed to the transition of conventionalized motifs to a naturalistic decorative style in 

art, as explored by Boas and Haddon around that period or just preceding. However, this was 

an uncertain method for dating the archaic bronzes because it was initially a framework for 

studies on Primitive art. Another aspect of categorising the bronzes was to identify the 

inscriptions and date the objects accordingly, as seen in the studies by Karlgren at the time. 

This methodology was also problematic, especially when it came to grouping non-inscribed 

bronzes which had to depend on stylistic analysis.  

In today’s terms, Morphy and Perkins explain that one of the issues of presenting non-

Western objects (especially Primitive art) through an evolutionary framework within a 

definition of art was connected to questions on origin of design and the perception of 

techniques that focussed on a realistic representation.
507

 It is difficult to identify a universal 

pattern that indicates that naturalism precedes a conventionalized style, or the other way 

around. What it does point out is that there was a parallel between the first Western studies of 

early Chinese art and Primitive art, specifically through ethnological methodologies. At the 

time of the exhibitions in Stockholm, the terminology of the display was explicated. The 

official guide mentioned that the arrangement of the chronological order of the bronzes was a 

suggestion by the organisers. They intended to place objects of similar date together, so these 

could be stylistically compared. In addition, Li Ji provided twenty-five photographs of the 
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recent excavation of Anyang.
508

 The inclusion of this visual material transferred the objects 

back to an original setting, and indicated that the intention was to highlight their 

archaeological value, as opposed to artistically present them. Andersson even commented 

that photography was used to help give a fuller idea of periods and groups and somehow 

brought the objects back to their originality. This overview is an important insight to the 

institutional framing of such objects into a Western museum setting. It also shows that the 

museum was experimenting with a number of display concepts, where the objects represented 

Sweden’s important connection to discipline of Chinese archaeology in the West and in 

China but also by creating an archaeological setting. In doing so the objects were visually 

transported back to their origin and showed the visitor how they were first discovered in an 

archaeological context in China. However, one must keep in mind that many of the objects 

were purchased by Karlbeck and never discovered through an official archaeological 

excavation. In turn it was a display methodology to add the archaeological importance of this 

collection. 

In this display the bronzes were classified into style-groups that corresponded to the earliest 

dynastic periods in Chinese literature, their geographical and archaeological location. Their 

division was based upon stylistic analysis. Some of the terminology is no longer in use today. 

For example, the earliest dating group, including the Anyang objects, was ‘Yin Style’ and 

dated to be ‘11th century BC and earlier’. Next was the ‘Yin-Chou Style’ and given an 

approximate date from the ‘c.11th- 10th
 
centuries BC’. This was followed by ‘Middle Chou 

Style’ and dated ‘9th-7th century BC or somewhat later’. The ‘Huai Style’ was given an 

approximate date of ‘7th or 6th century BC until the 3th century BC’ and followed by the 

‘Han Style’ dated ‘206 BC until 220 AD and somewhat later’. It was clear that there was no 

definite classification structure for these bronzes at the time and much was left to speculation. 
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This overall attempt of establishing a chronology defined the first stage in institutionalising 

these objects in a Western collection. Today the terminology is universally divided into 

Shang, Western Zhou, Eastern Zhou and Warring States and eliminates the term Yin and 

Huai from the classification system, as well as stylistic taxonomies. 

An important moment in the classification methodology at the museum was that the Huai-

style was officially incorporated as a term in its display. At the time, Sirén commented that 

the Huai-style mirrors and belt-hooks were the most significant of all ornamental bronzes of 

this period and adds to the importance of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 

collection.
509

 Karlgren was the principal figure studying the bronzes at the time. As a 

philologist, he was primarily occupied with the translation of bronze inscriptions on the so-

called Piao-bells.
510

 This was a group of fourteen Bronze Age bells discovered in Henan 

depicting the distinct Huai-style decoration. Through the translation of their inscriptions 

Karlgren placed the date for these bells to around 550 BC. He argued that the Huai-style was 

earlier in date than previously thought and that this typical decorative style belonged to the 

Western Zhou period. In his paper ‘Chinese Bronzes’ Karlgren explained that he used the 

term Huai to refer to the distinct stylistic elements that defined the artistic motifs that 

flourishing during the latter half of the Zhou and Qin dynasty. He also recognised that the 

Style was first regionalised by Karlbeck in the Huai Valley:  

‘It is a convenient name, chosen according to a common archaeological practice, a 

conventional denomination founded upon its first geographical location. And just as Yangshao 

culture-so called because Andersson first located it in Yangshao of Honan- flourished quite 
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abundantly in Kansu and Honan, so we testify to the existence of the Huai style not only in Anhui but 

equally well in Shangtung, Shansi, Shensi, etc.’
511

 

Although Karlgren’s methodology was flawed and neglected important archaeological data, 

he was the first scholar who made a comprehensive attempt to construct a system for dating 

these bronzes.
512

 However, at the time his taxonomy was challenged by Bachhofer, and later 

Loehr, both addressing some of the art historical issues connected to classifying the 

bronzes.
513

  

The Huai-style bronzes were characterised by Sirén and his contemporaries as being of a 

superior quality and depicting a distinctive animal-style. This combination appears to have 

made them aesthetically desirable to Western collectors because they were easily associated 

with the Western ideals of naturalism and beauty; furthermore, they provided concepts of a 

historical connection in ancient times between China and the West that went beyond mere 

influence.
514

 Generally, the Huai-style objects have a greyish so-called water-patina, which is 

caused by an oxidation process of the bronze when interred for many centuries (Figure 61). 

Again, this was considered beautiful by the Western collector. The elaborate decorative 

motifs showed a newly refined technology in comparison to the earlier dating Shang period 

bronzes (Figures 61 and 62). At the time, Bachhofer and Andersson both described this 

distinct Style as ‘baroque’ in aspect and a real feature of the Huai-style.
515

 What is interesting 

is that both used of the term baroque in their description. This implies that at the time both, an 

art-historian and archaeologist followed a Western stylistic taxonomy to classify the 

decorative motifs and style of Chinese archaic bronzes. It also hints to these objects making a 
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transition and being accepted in both fields, moving from ethnology to art. However, in this 

period the two were extremely closely related in the study of Chinese bronzes. Still, by 

distancing the objects from their original cultural context and by using Western definitions to 

describe the style of the bronzes they were re-identified within Western scholarship and 

became part of a more global aspect of the artistic representation of the objects themselves. 

This inevitably had an impact on future studies on Chinese bronze art, where art historians 

like Loehr solely approached the studies through stylistic analysis where the meaning of the 

object was not considered, eliminating their ethnological significance. Indeed, his 

methodology proved adequate for successfully classifying and dating these objects within a 

universal system.  

For the Ordos exhibition a separate space in the museum was made available in the 

Straight Gallery and Curved Gallery (Figure 60). The term Ordos was first used by Minns in 

1929 to define the naturalistic animal-style bronzes found within the perimeter of a large 

geographical area including Inner Mongolia, the Ordos Dessert, Northern China, Siberia and 

Southern Russia.
516

 More recently Emma Bunker pointed out that the numerous Eurasian 

steppe tribes had their own artistic repertoire and taste, in spite of the cultural homogeneity 

among them and therefore to generalise the Style of their bronze art brings with it its 

complexities.
517

 At the time, the decision to exhibit this group of bronzes was based on the 

museum’s claim that they held the leading collection in the world. Andersson commented 

that the objects are little understood and largely misinterpreted and were an extremely novel 

subject.
518

 Around 500 bronzes were assembled together and included objects from the 

collections of Loo, David-Weill, Wannieck, Eumorfopoulos, the Metropolitan Museum in 

New York and the dealer T.Y. King. It was decided to exhibit them alongside a group of 
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animal-style bronzes from finds in the Minussink area in Russia, which the Finnish 

archaeologist Aarne M. Tallgren (1885-1945) arranged on loan from the Nationalmuseum in 

Helingsford in Finland.
519

 The comparative method employed in this display emphasized a 

cultural and historical connection between these objects and its makers. As discussed, this 

methodology was widely used at the time for interpreting archaeological and art objects alike 

and provided a framework for categorising and chronology based upon typology.  

The aim of the Ordos exhibition was to open a dialogue among its visitors and inform on the 

museum’s pioneering research. It supplied a visual connection between objects of the ancient 

East and West. The bronzes were arranged in seventeen display cases, either by objects 

assigned to a particular tomb find or by types (highlighting their original function); such as 

‘Vessels’, ‘Knives’, ‘Buckles’ and ‘Plaques’. The Siberian objects were exhibited in three 

separate cases that complimented the Ordos material. The reason for this was that none of the 

objects were dated and therefore a chronological sequence could not be followed. At the time 

dating these bronzes was an ambiguous issue because there was not enough historical 

material or known literary sources on the nomadic cultures and much speculation on who had 

produced the bronzes. The museum guide stated that their provenance, age and 

anthropological association have until quite recently remained to a certain extent in mystery 

and that one may only assume that the majority of the objects in our exhibition of Ordos 

bronzes date from the centuries before and during the Han dynasty.
520

 In his paper ‘Selected 

Ordos Bronzes’ Andersson posited that a new chronology should be developed starting with 

the archaic beginnings of the animal style, followed by the height of its development and the 
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degenerate affiliations of this style.
521

 He clearly followed the methodology as proposed by 

Haddon of looking for simple to complex to degenerate principles in art. 

 Karlbeck’s collecting activity and provenance for these bronzes was once again praised by 

Andersson in the guide. The connecting element between the exhibition display and the 

discussions held at the museum was the Huai-style and Ordos objects. The museum decided 

on the terminology used for classifying these bronzes. Karlbeck was also responsible for the 

development of this classification system because he had purchased the objects for the 

museum and selected them in China. Research was directed by a small specialist group at the 

museum, whose primary aim at that time was to fix and establish a tentative chronology that 

was based on stylistic interpretation, origin and technological evolution. However, it was 

somewhat experimental.      

The Ordos bronzes at the museum were primarily studied by Andersson. He had collected a 

number of such bronzes when he was working in Suiyuan province in 1923 and 1924. In the 

early 1920s, he purchased a series of bronzes from local dealers in Beijing that came from 

two tomb finds in the mountain range north of the city and he described as Ordos-like in 

appearance.
522

 These tombs within China’s borders were rich in small bronze objects, mainly 

consisting of weapons and for personal adornment of the dead, and similar in character to 

known Scythian and Siberian objects.
523

 Andersson brought his collection back to Sweden. 

Initially he used these bronzes for establishing a tentative chronology of the prehistoric sites 

in Gansu because he had first found such objects at Neolithic locations in that region. In 1929 

he published his pioneering article based on the museum’s Ordos collection in German 

proposing the term Suiyuan indicating the geographical locality of his finds. In 1932 
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‘Hunting Magic in the Animal Style’ concluded his research and an attempt to date the 

bronzes.
524

 In this publication he argued that he didn’t believe that the animal-style was 

indigenous to China and was transmitted as part of a diffusion of cultures across the continent 

from West to East. Such a statement would have had an enormous impact because the 

museum held one of the largest collections of Ordos bronzes in the West and Andersson was 

one of the leading experts on the subject:  

‘Our collection of Ordos bronzes is essentially different from those seen in the hands of other 

collectors and antiquity-dealers, who have been principally guided by their love of beauty and 

exquisite specimens. Common and simple objects-crude and abandoned vessels, simple undecorated 

knives, nails and spoons are entirely absent in other collections but fully represented in ours. Without 

boasting, therefore, we feel justified in saying that ours is the only one of all existing collections that 

can claim to give an approximately adequate representation of the inheritance of the bronze objects 

bequeathed to us by the ancient Hiung-nu (Xiongnu).’
525

 

The collection was considered extremely important to Andersson. As pointed out in the 

excerpt, he mentioned that the objects were intended for research. Andersson stressed the 

importance on the scientific using the term specimen rather than that of beauty, as the 

incentive of selection and that other collectors and art-dealers were often guided by an 

aesthetic appeal.
526

 This gives a strong message regarding the institutional framing of these 

objects within the museum. The novelty and presentation within a national institutional 

environment validated its ownership, in this case Sweden. In a sense the objects were 

internally colonised, collected with the purpose of owning, display and scholarship on an 

exclusive and traditionally non-Western subject.
527

 Generally, the history of collecting non-

Western objects is connected to a colonising attitude. The colonising collector proudly 
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brought back objects that represented a foreign culture and he was admired and applauded for 

his collecting skills.
528

 There was a similar atmosphere surrounding the collecting activities 

of the museum during this period. On numerous occasions Andersson praised Karlbeck for 

his success as a collector and his contribution to the collection. These comments indicate that 

Karlbeck’s work was considered to benefit the universal academic study of Chinese art and 

archaeology, like the research Andersson was conducting himself. 

 Andersson in particular focussed on the ornamental system of the bronzes as being, in his 

words, derived from the Near East.
529

 Through the studies of Rostovtzeff, who firmly 

believed that China’s bronze culture had some of its foundations in so-called Sumerian art, 

Andersson developed his theory.
530

 He suggested that a ready-made bronze casting culture 

entered China through a migration route from the West.
 531

 As discussed in the Introduction, 

Minns and Rostovtzeff led the first debates on the transmission of stylistic elements and 

decorative motifs between China and cultures to its western borders. Greater part of their 

research was based on objects depicting this naturalistic animal-art of Eurasia and using the 

comparative method to seek similarities or patterns for dating non-inscribed bronze art. 

Andersson repeated this methodology in the museum’s exhibitions in 1933 and in his study 

on Ordos bronzes. Within this approach the principal topic of discussion included an 

investigation into Western Zhou, Ordos and Scythian bronze technologies, where a unifying 

animal-style was proposed within a wide-spread geographical area. In 1929 Minns argued for 

a merging of cultural groups covering a large geographical area: 
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  ‘[...] the unity of the Asiatic and European Steppe has led me to the occasion right across 

Siberia, Turkestan and China, without any feeling that I was trespassing my borders’.
532

  

More recently, in an interesting reflection on early twentieth century scholarship Emma 

Bunker examined the existence of an early trade route operative during the Bronze Age 

which she named the Fur Route and accordingly runs eastwards from the north of the Caspian 

Sea to Southern Siberia and southwards to China.
533

 She suggests that this was one of the 

ways by which foreign technology, such as the chariot [and possibly other Bronze Age 

objects] was introduced into China from a cultural centre to the West.
534

 Interestingly, this 

was also something that Karlbeck pointed out some thirty years earlier in his discussed article 

on the history of the chariot in China.
535

  

At the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities the studies on this type of bronze art was 

approached through intercultural ideas, where a stylistic relationship indicated a direct 

influence from one culture to another. This theory was predominantly based on objects in 

European collections. In this classification the Ordos style was believed to have introduced 

elements of this naturalistic style during the later Zhou period and came into its own during 

the Han period. However, the dating of the Ordos bronzes was equally problematic. At the 

museum, Karlgren took the dating of the Huai-style Piao bells as a starting point for dating 

the Ordos bronzes.
536

 In his study he argued that already in the fourth and third centuries BC 

there existed a neighbouring art along the northern frontier of China that possessed some of 

the similar features known as Ordos art and these could not be later than the fourth to third 

century BC. His system, based upon epigraphical research, supported that two bronze-making 

cultures developed next to each other and both probably influenced the other by adapting and 

                                                             
532

 Minns, ‘preface’, Scythians and Greeks.  
533

 Emma Bunker, ‘Gold in the Ancient Chinese World: A Cultural Puzzle’, AA 53 (1/2) (1993): 27-50. 
534

 Bunker, ‘Gold in the Ancient Chinese World’, 31. 
535

 See, Chapter 2, 115-117; Karlbeck, ‘Notes on some Chinese wheel-axle caps’, 53-74. 
536

 Karlgren, ‘Ordos and Huai’, 97-112. 



210 
 

adopting decorative motifs and technology. The available archaeological data supported a 

cross-cultural connection between the two cultures. Emma Bunker more recently pointed out 

that when Karlgren wrote his paper the scientifically excavated and dated finds in Eurasia 

were extremely scarce.
537

 This resulted that numerous prominent motifs in Eastern Zhou art 

were considered loans from the steppe cultures in the studies by him and his contemporaries. 

Furthermore, she posits that a lot of the naturalistic features in Late Zhou art were indigenous 

developments and the overall technology of the steppe objects often demonstrate less 

advanced technology.
538

 That there is some cultural affinity between the bronze art of Eurasia 

and China continues to raise a number of questions. However, during this period it was very 

much the viewpoint that the animal-style of the steppes preceded that of China and was 

introduced during the later Zhou period. Equally, at the time Bachhofer argued that the Huai-

style derived from Siberian proto-types, and therefore these Western bronzes must be 

considerable older than presumed.
539

 

In 1926, an important discovery of Scythian bronze finds and Chinese bronze objects 

was made by the Kozlóv Expedition in Mongolia.
540

 The Kozlóv Expedition, led by Pyotr 

Kuzmich Kozlóv (1863-1935), a Russian Colonel, unearthed a number of ancient Mongolian 

tombs whose grave goods included Chinese, Hellenic and Sino-Siberian objects.
541

 The 

discovery of a variety of archaic objects in a single tomb (belonging to neighbouring bronze 

cultures) was interpreted at the time by the British Chinese bronze specialist Yetts as an 
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example of cultural diffusion and evidence of a link between the bronze cultures of Eurasia, 

including that of Ordos, with that of China.
542

 His research is further discussed in the 

following chapter. 

Minns, Rostovtzeff, Bachhofer and Andersson all presented the Ordos bronzes as a missing 

link that influenced the naturalistic ornamentation in the late Zhou and early Han period.
543

 

By doing so, they first and foremost proposed that a Scythian migration was responsible for 

progressive introductions of new technology into the Chinese territories in the Bronze Age 

period. In modern terms, they argued for a diffusion of cultural influence from the West and 

this is essentially Eurocentric in perception, where the concept of progress was identified in 

ancient China by a group of Western (art) historians and archaeologists.  

Another important factor was that both the Huai-style and the Ordos objects in the museum 

collection predominantly consisted of small ornaments, such as belt-hooks, chariot fittings 

and weaponry represented the cultural relationship between China and the West (Figures 33 

and 34). The Ordos objects are highly ornamental and often embellished with decorative 

motifs depicting naturalistic representations of animals such as the tiger, the boar and the deer 

(Figure 63). Characteristically they were decorated by an intricate inlay technique of gold and 

silver, or semi-precious stones such as turquoise, demonstrating a superior knowledge of this 

technology. Andersson was the first to link this sophisticated inlay technique to a similar 

expertise first seen in Zhou and Huai-style bronzes (Figures 32, 50, 52 and 61).
544

 In doing so 

he placed both in context to the history of the goldsmith in China and believed that Huai-style 

objects must have been inspired by these foreign examples. He based his argument on the 

stylistic analysis of decorative technique, comparative methodologies between Huai-style and 
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Ordos objects, as well as, addressing the historical and archaeological accounts by Minns and 

Rostovtzeff that suggested a cultural exchange had taken place at the end of the Zhou period. 

Notably, Rostovtzeff commented that there was a cultural connection indicated that 

similarities in decorative motifs could not be accidental:  

‘These striking coincidences between the Scythian and Chinese animal style cannot be 

accidental. The fact that the motives borrowed from Assyro-babylonian art are paramount in both 

speaks for itself. I have not the slightest doubt that both countries received the animal style from a 

common source: I mean Iran in Central Asia. The Chinese adapted the elements of this style, dealt 

with them freely, in accordance with their artistic temperament, and formed a new and peculiar 

decorative style.’
545

 

He considered that the bronze style of the Scythian and Chinese objects must have had a 

common source and that this geographic location was within the boundaries set in the early 

twentieth century: Iran in Central Asia.
546

 Furthermore, he argued that the Chinese adapted 

and developed this style to their according to their artistic temperament.   

The theory of diffusionism is dismissed today; however, new research is revisiting the 

studies on cultural exchange between ancient China and its Western neighbours.
547

 In 

connection to the Ordos culture, Emma Bunker has raised the question of inter-cultural links 

and relationships between Eurasia and China and suggested a connection between the two.
548

 

Her studies demonstrate that the topic of inter-cultural connections in early Chinese art is still 

connected to the art of the Ordos today. Andersson’s studies conducted at the time these 
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collections were formed at the museum addressed similar possibilities through his object 

studies and, at the time, concluded that they represented the evidence of a cultural diffusion 

into ancient China. 

In conjunction with intercultural studies on the Ordos and Huai-style bronzes at the 

museum in this period a similar approach was taken in Britain on retrospective studies. They 

were an important presence as the largest group of non-Swedish participants in the Karlbeck 

Syndicate. In the following chapter the institutional and intellectual framing of China’s 

bronze art in Britain is taken into consideration. A discussion on some of the principal figures 

and their roles in this developing field will show that they were closely connected to the 

collecting process, either privately or for an institution. A significant theme that will be 

considered is that in the classification of the archaic objects the concept of diffusionism 

played an important role, and defined the intellectual environment in Britain at this specific 

time. After this period the categorisation of Chinese bronzes followed a considerable art 

historical approach where such anthropological arguments were often excluded from the 

taxonomy.  
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Chapter 5 

The Contribution of the Karlbeck Syndicate to Scholarship on Early Chinese Art and 

Collecting in Britain (1931-1934). 

The 1920s and 1930s are an important time in British scholarship in the developing 

academic studies of Chinese art and archaeology. This period is defined to a degree by a 

noticeable relationship and interaction between the Swedish and British scholars, and the 

Karlbeck Syndicate played a significant role. There are three principal figures who are 

considered in this chapter: Yetts is considered because he was the leading figure in the 

recently established discipline of Chinese Art and Archaeology at the University of London, 

and his study of archaic Chinese bronze art was not only important to the field in general, but 

also directly influenced the members of the Karlbeck Syndicate. Yetts’ own study of Chinese 

art and culture demonstrate some diffusionist ideas and he was one of the scholars who 

promoted the work of Andersson. Hobson and how he and his institution were involved in the 

syndicate operations and a rare example of a museum’s direct engagement in collecting from 

China. The third person is Seligman. His selection of particular objects from the Karlbeck 

Syndicate framed his pioneering scholarship on Chinese art and archaeology. His work and 

collection represent an important aspect of British academic interest in Chinese bronze art.   

As pointed out, the theory of diffusionism was one of the tools commonly used in 

anthropology and archaeology for understanding and classifying the newly discovered 

material culture of non-Western origin during the 1920s and early 1930s. The Introduction of 

this thesis presents the important intellectual background of how this theory was used and 

adapted in studies on Chinese culture and bronze art. In the following discussion of British 

scholarship and the institutional framing of the archaic objects it is important to take into 

consideration that Hobson, Yetts and Seligman were products of a Western education system 



215 
 

in a particular time. On an academic level the influence of Darwinism with its search for 

missing links and concepts of a common origin for Mankind was followed through in cultural 

and archaeological studies. On the other hand, imperialism and a dominant colonising 

mentality still played a significant role in Britain’s political and social structure, including its 

education. This is at times evident in development of Britain’s Chinese collections and 

scholarship.  

5.1 Yetts at the centre of British Scholarship and the Diffusionist debate in Chinese art.    

One of the key players in the foundation of Chinese Art and Archaeology as an 

academic discipline in Britain was Walter Perceval Yetts (1878-1957, Figure 64). He trained 

as a medical student and was send to China where he served in the Royal Naval Medical 

Service between 1908 and 1912. During this period he sailed up the Yangtze River and was 

drawn to the ‘beauty of the Chinese scenery’.
549

 During these years, he was, in his words, 

interested in the mysteries surrounding Chinese art.
550

 In 1912 he presented his very first 

lecture to the Royal Asiatic Society ‘Symbolism in Chinese Art’.
551

 Whilst in China he 

studied the local language and on a visit to Beijing he bought a number of the so-called oracle 

bones then recently discovered. As discussed in Chapter 2, these depict the earliest form of 

writing and furthermore led him to explore the origin of the archaic Chinese script. What is 

surprising is that he did not revisit China after 1914. Some years later the British art historian 

Gray made the assumption that Yetts was more interested in early China than in the China of 

his day.
552

 This correlates to his attraction that drew him to study the history of Chinese 
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culture and art, in particular from the archaic period. From around 1920 onwards he resigned 

from public service and started to dedicate most of his time to the investigation of Chinese 

art. He never studied the Chinese language or art in a British institution and was 

predominantly self-taught.
553

 In his ground-breaking research on ritual bronzes he understood 

that the study of inscriptions was inseparable from that of the objects. Classification and 

dating depended on the two. He was mentored and worked together with the then British 

expert in archaic Chinese script Lionel Charles Hopkins (1845-1952).
554

 Together they 

published a number of articles that included translations of bronze inscriptions found on such 

vessels. Yetts is generally remembered for his epigraphic approach to British studies on 

Chinese bronzes and his catalogue of the George Eumorfopoulos Collection demonstrated his 

meticulous classification methodology.
555

 Recent studies by Stacey Pierson and Craig Clunas 

acknowledged him as the defining figure in the founding of the discipline of Chinese Art and 

Archaeology at the University of London and he directed the course of this field for many 

years to come.
556

  

In the analysis of Yetts and his work his publications on the non-inscribed small archaic 

objects show a fresh perspective on his work. In his arguments to classify this material he 

showed his active participation in the dialogue between British and Swedish scholarship 

during this period where diffusionism and the intercultural in China’s bronze art was an 

integrated element in these discussions. Craig Clunas has also pointed out that Yetts 
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approached Chinese art from an archaeological and ethnological point of view but was by no 

means indifferent to aesthetic qualities around him; his preferred recreation was watercolour 

painting.
557

 

Between 1925 and 1933, Yetts published five articles which discuss elements, which we now 

define as intercultural links, in ancient Chinese material culture.
558

 Four were published in the 

Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, a predominantly art historical journal and one in the 

Geographical Review, a US based magazine that concerned itself, and is still dedicated to, 

geography and geographical fieldwork. The choice of publications shows that in some cases 

the discussions on early Chinese art, archaeology and culture were as much an art historical 

as a geographical and cultural question. His first article dates from 1925 and examined the 

possibility of a cultural exchange in Neolithic China with the West.
559

 He primarily discussed 

Andersson’s latest archaeological discoveries and, like him, included that there was a 

plausible argument that their cultural origin originated outside China’s borders. To back up 

this discussion he addressed some of the reasons that Western scholars, like Kircher, had 

proposed centuries before: 

‘The origin of the Chinese is a subject that has exercised the ingenuity of many Western 

writers. So long ago as 1654 the Jesuit Anthesius Kircher traced it Egypt; from time to time after him 

others found pretexts for elaborating the theme; and at the present day some argue a cultural, if not a 

racial, descent from that ancestry[...] Beyond doubt the surest clues to the mystery lie buried in the 
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soil of China. A start in scientific excavation has been made during the last few years under the 

supervision of Dr. J. G. Andersson, the Swedish mining advisor to the Chinese government.’
560

 

What Yetts posited is that the theme of the origin of Chinese culture had occupied a number 

of Western scholars for centuries. Many claimed a Western descent for the roots of this Far 

Eastern civilization. These presumptions had circulated for a long time and in time created an 

imagined heritage for ancient China, without any scientific evidence. Andersson’s discovery 

of the painted pottery, with a close resemblance to Neolithic finds in Central Asia, Southern 

Russia and Eastern Europe easily supported the notion that a direct cultural relationship had 

existed in the ancient past amongst these culture groups. This archaeological discovery was at 

the time considered the necessary proof to promote the diffusionist ideas first presented by 

Kircher, Ball and Terrien De Lacouperie, who are discussed in the Introduction of this thesis.  

Yetts was the first to fully discuss Andersson’s discoveries in a British publication and he 

proposed that a Neolithic type spread over far separated parts of Eurasia and must be part of a 

cultural united whole.
561

 He supported his statement by following Andersson’s suggestions to 

compare the decorative motifs, or Style, of the Neolithic pottery urns found in Gansu and 

Central Asia (Figure 65). He mentioned that ‘a presentment of the decoration may be given 

by pictorial means better than by written descriptions’.
562

 Included he made some semi-

diagrammatic drawings of some of the characteristic motifs taken from published illustrations 

of pottery shards found by Andersson on the left, and, on the right compared them to similar 

designs found on Neolithic pottery excavated in other countries. Yetts understood that for the 

classification of these objects within a coherent chronological sequence a number of things 

needed to be taken into account, like technique, material, form and decoration. However, one 
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of his principal methodologies was to treat the objects through the analysis of their 

decoration: 

‘To make a thorough comparison between this newly-found ware and Neolithic remains in 

other lands would need the taking into account of technique, material, form and decoration. 

Limitations of space compel a narrowing of the issue, and I propose to treat mainly of the 

decoration.’
563

 

His comparative approach is reflective of a time when the study of archaeological objects was 

not necessarily done on site and often relied on collected material that was brought back to 

Europe. A number of experts and scholars, specialising in art history, archaeology or 

anthropology, depended on information coming from the collector, his reports, sketches and 

drawings. As discussed in Chapter 3, Gustaf Adolf had promoted Andersson’s and also 

Karlbeck’s work abroad in Britain throughout the 1920s. He sought out advice from a 

number of Western specialists regarding the discoveries made by this Swedish group in 

China. The form of this archaeological data was often limited to the drawings and small 

samples sent by Andersson to Sweden and taken around by Gustaf Adolf for further analysis 

and inspection. It took some years for the actual objects themselves to arrive in Sweden and 

for other Western experts to physically examine the material. However, by the time the 

objects got there a strong argument was already circulating that supported a direct cultural 

relationship between Neolithic and prehistoric cultures in the East and West.  

Yetts considered Andersson’s arguments and in his article included the comparative drawings 

of the specific decorative motifs on the potteries in question. He mentioned that much relied 

on forthcoming scientific investigation, like further ethnological and chronological data 

including that from human remains. Still he posited that the Gansu decorative motifs 

corresponded exactly in Style with those in Susa. Notably, he pointed out a ‘conventionalized 
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bird design, combined with bands of symmetric patterns that stylistically were so closely 

related that a common origin for this motif could not be ruled out (Figure 66).
564

 Based on 

this evidence he concluded that Andersson’s studies indicated that the Chinese had origins, 

cultural or racial, or perhaps both in a land west of China:   

‘Are the points of likeness between these widely distributed relics of Neolithic pottery to 

close to be fortuitous? They seem so; but decision would be premature before further reports have 

been received from China and fuller comparisons drawn[...]there can be scarcely room for doubt 

concerning a common origin [for the bird motifs at Chên-fan and Susa][...] Andersson’s pioneering 

discoveries indicate that the Chinese had origins, cultural or racial or perhaps both in a land west of 

China.’
565

 

 This important publication in a noteworthy art historical journal promoted Andersson’s 

Theory of Western Origin in Britain. During this period, the diffusionist debate dominated 

the intellectual environment in London, led by the extreme views of Smith and Perry to more 

moderate support by Rivers and the culture-complex theory by Childe, all discussed in the 

Introduction.
566

 Yetts was part of this scholarly milieu and without a doubt considered the 

diffusionist possibilities in his research on early China.  

In 1926, he published ‘Contacts between China and the West’, again in the Burlington 

Magazine for Connoisseurs.
567

 As pointed out by Stacey Pierson and noted in the 

Introduction of this thesis this journal not only brought Chinese art to a larger public but also 

had a general Eurocentric approach to the subject.
568

 The theme of diffusionism in ancient 

China fitted into these principles, where a Western superior culture either brought progress or 

settled in the underdeveloped territories that were then placed within China’s borders of the 
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twentieth century. This time Yetts was advocating in his message for a common cultural 

origin of Neolithic China and Europe. He even goes as far as declaring Andersson’s 

discoveries as proof for this theory: 

‘Dr. Andersson proved that China shared a Neolithic culture with Persia and Europe’.
569

  

The second half of this article discussed of the work of the German explorer Albert von Le 

Coq (1860-1930) who, at the time, conducted an investigation on the exchange of decorative 

and religious motifs between East and West based upon collected data from China and 

Central Asia.
570

 Von Le Coq’s research addressed some of the intercultural concepts and the 

idea that the East owed some of its cultural progress to the West: 

  ‘[...] to arouse discussion on intercultural exchanges between East and West as manifested 

through exploration in Central Asia. The East is represented here as the great debtor.’
571

  

It is an important indication that Yetts was a contributor to the diffusionist discussion on 

early Chinese culture and art in Britain.  

One of the arguments where this very active support is manifested, including a comparative 

study of then recently discovered archaeological objects, was his publication on the so-called 

Luristan bronzes.
572

 He considered the bronze decorative styles of a number of Chinese and 

Luristan objects and that the similarities in style were so profound that they were evidence of 

a cultural exchange between the two cultures in the Bronze Age period (Figure 67).
573
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The Luristan bronzes are stylistically and culturally similar to the Ordos bronzes 

(Figures 67 (B), 67 (D, E) and 34). They formed a defined group of Eurasian animal-style 

objects that were also classified as being of Scytho-Siberian descent. They started to appear 

as a novelty on the art market during the 1920s, at the same time as the Ordos and Chinese 

bronzes. The objects predominantly belonged to a bronze culture that was geographically 

situated in, what is today, west-central Iran and at the time given an approximate date from 

the twelfth to the eight centuries BC, demonstrating the vast geographical area that produced 

the animal-style bronzes.
574

  

The primary expert at the time classifying this group of bronzes was Rostovtzeff. As 

discussed, he was also one of the main authorities on the history of the Ordos bronzes and 

culture and an influence on Andersson’s work on the subject. One of the ways that he 

institutionalised these bronzes was by comparing them with Chinese objects that were similar 

in date and had some stylistic parallels. In support of this view Yetts suggested that it was 

possible that these bronzes had influenced the later dating naturalistic style of the Han period. 

In doing so he implied that the Luristan objects predated the Han dynasty. He also posited 

that these naturalistic elements in Chinese art were imported and not something that 

developed independently. In his study Yetts suggested that the Luristan bronzes represented a 

missing link in the search for the origin of naturalism in Chinese art.  

‘Many writings have appeared on Luristan bronzes; but, so far as I know in none has the 

remark been made that possibly these bronzes influenced the art of the Han period. The following 

note summarizes a theory which I discussed in lectures at the time of the Persian Exhibition and later 

in Sweden. At the Östasiatiska Samlingarna in Stockholm, unexpectedly strong support of the theory 
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was found amongst the amazingly significant collection of bronzes which is one of the chief glories of 

the Museum.’
575

 

Notably, at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities Yetts had found strong support for this 

theory. In a number of lectures dating from that period he presented his argument, one in 

London and two in Stockholm. The first was in 1931 at the International Exhibition of 

Persian Art in London demonstrating that this was as much a subject of interest in studies of 

Central Asian history and shows how the objects participated in a larger global debate at the 

time addressing intercultural issues.
576

 His analysis included comparative elements that the 

objects of both cultures had in common, especially some of the feline-forms that appeared as 

an ornamental motif on weaponry, belt-hooks and chariot-fittings or the so-called animal-in-

combat motif that appeared in Chinese art in the latter half of the Zhou period and was 

popular during the Han period and thereafter (Figure 67 (B, D, E), 68, 69). Yetts’ study is 

largely based on a group of objects in the collection of the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, in the Seligman Collection and in the Raphael Collection. Although he refers to 

the objects as art throughout his article it is clear that they also provided important 

ethnological information. Their stylistic analysis offered cultural data that helped to position 

the objects within a historical framework. Furthermore, he concluded that it demonstrated 

that the evolution of Chinese design was clearly connected to that of Eurasia and 

acknowledged that these Western collections played a significant role in supplying this 

historical information. Particularly, Andersson’s and Karlbeck’s collecting activities were 

praised because they gathered together an unrivalled mass of material in order to demonstrate 

the evolution of early Chinese design.
577

 He recognised the importance of the Museum of Far 
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Eastern Antiquities collection in the debate exploring this theme in bronze art. His study 

showed the imperative roles of both private and public collections in the developing field of 

art and archaeology. This period is demonstrative of a time when the private collector 

significantly promoted scholarship of the objects in his collection and often discussions 

focussed on progress within the discipline itself. Yetts’ studies define this period’s scholarly 

approach to the subject. The examination or the handling of objects within a collector’s 

environment, where the sharing of newly acquired material opened scholarly debate was an 

extremely valuable experience. During his two visits to Stockholm, in 1931 and 1933, Yetts 

not only had the opportunity to see the museum collection but he was also invited by Gustaf 

Adolf to stay at the palace and study his private collection.
578

    

One of Yetts’ obituaries was written by Percival David (1892-1964).
579

 In this obituary, he 

copied in a letter from Gustaf Adolf remembering these two occasions: 

‘Yetts was staying with us at the palace in Stockholm on two different occasions. The first 

was in May 1931, together with Eumo and Raphael, and again in September 1933, together with the 

same friends. On this later occasion they were here to attend the International Art Congress [The 

International Congress for Art Historians] and as part of the Congressional work, we had arranged a 

little exhibition of Chinese antiquities, then housed in a different place then now. I think I may say 

that he was held in great esteem by everyone who had the privilege to get in close contact with him 

for his thoroughness and balanced judgement. We all remember him for his quiet examining, let us 

say, a usual bronze. And then his verdict would come very quietly, usually very convincingly, and 
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with a great sense of humour which made working with him so thoroughly agreeable and 

delightful.’
580

 

Yetts was a guest of Gustaf Adolf’s together with David, Eumorfopoulos and Raphael when 

this small British group visited Sweden. In 1931, he had been invited to give a lecture at the 

museum named ‘Chinese contact with Central Asia’ through the study of bronzes based on 

his research that included the Luristan bronzes.
581

 At the time the museum held the largest 

collection of Ordos bronzes, equally important in the argument exploring the diffusion of the 

naturalistic animal-style motifs into Chinese bronze art. Two years later, he was a 

representative of the British delegation during the city’s hosting of the Thirteenth 

International Congress for Art Historians.
582

 The two important bronze and Ordos exhibitions 

were held at the museum and are discussed in Chapter 4. Of these exhibitions Yetts recalled 

that the Ordos bronzes presented in their ordered association provided a whole of the highest 

evidential value, the like of which had not been seen before in Europe, or indeed probably 

elsewhere in the world as a single specialized exhibition.
583

 It was indeed a crucial moment in 

the history of collecting. He also felt that the study of the Ordos bronzes was fundamental to 

the student of Chinese art and that the adaptation of what he called the nomad vogue often 

occurred in Han art. Supported by archaeological and historical data he mentioned that the 

import of horses into China might have played an important role in the transmittance of 

animal-style motifs and bronze technology into China. 

In reference to the classification of the Chinese bronzes in the exhibition, also discussed in 

Chapter 4, Yetts agreed with the use of the term Huai-style for the group of bronzes collected 

by Karlbeck and furthermore posited that it was a good choice to recognise the different 
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regional styles because China, in his words, never constituted a single cultural unit.
584

 He 

stressed that new archaeological data supported a classification methodology based on a 

territorial basis: 

 As research advances, we shall no doubt learn to recognize the different styles characterizing 

several centres of civilization which existed side by side, and probably new classification will be 

mainly according to locality’.
585

 

 This is an extremely relevant point in the acknowledgement of the concept of the 

intercultural in Chinese art today, and something that is recently discussed by a number of 

scholars including Jonathan Hay.
586

 Yetts understood the complexities of the distinct types of 

influences in China’s bronze art and how their design and ornament were different and 

similar at the same time. On the one hand he realised that China was never a cultural whole 

but on the other hand he also proposed a cultural unity between the Chinese, Persian and 

Europeans during the Bronze Age. However, the identification of regionality in Chinese art 

was principally a matter of classification at the time. New archaeological discoveries were 

anticipated to shed light on whether these influences were due to a direct cultural diffusion 

that was considered non-Chinese, to what degree ornamental designs were obviously 

imported and others indigenous and reflective of what can be identified and typified as 

Chinese. These included also some of the questions that they were trying to answer in 

correlation with the two exhibitions in Stockholm and led by Gustaf Adolf in this organised 

discussion at the museum in 1933.
587

 During this trip he met Andersson and Karlbeck on 

several occasions and acknowledged their roles in organising the exhibition displays.
588

 

                                                             
584 Yetts, ‘Two Chinese Exhibitions in Stockholm’, 183. 
585 Yetts, ‘Two Chinese Exhibitions in Stockholm’, 183. 
586 See, Jonathan Hay for an art historical discussion on the intercultural in Chinese bronze art. Hay, ‘Toward a 

theory of intercultural’, 5-41. 
587 Some of the questions see, Chapter 4, 199-200.  
588

 Yetts, ‘Chinese Contact with Luristan Bronzes’, 76. 



227 
 

Karlbeck fondly remembered Yetts as:  

‘A true friend who was always ready to give up some of his valuable time in order to help 

with various problems that confronted me’.
589

 

Their friendship dates back to 1928 when Yetts wrote an article on a bronze ritual vessel that 

belonged to Karlbeck, and gave a rare insight into his private collection.
590

 A year later, 

Karlbeck met him in Berlin, where he attended his lecture on Shang period casting 

techniques.
591

 The museum archives include correspondence between the two and illustrate 

that they had a lot in common.
592

 They both had lived in China for a period of time and, like 

Karlbeck, Yetts became fascinated with Chinese culture and history during this residence. 

They focussed greater part of their research on the study of bronze casting techniques, to 

establish of a coherent classification system and, in doing so looked at the topic of 

interculturality in Chinese bronzes through possible cultural diffusions.    

Yetts and Karlbeck visited Berlin in 1929 to attend the momentous ‘Exhibition of Chinese 

art’.
593

 It was organised by the German connoisseur group the Geselschaft für Ostasiatische 

Kunst, founded in 1926 and dedicated to the promotion of East Asian art.
594

 The exhibition 

was the first of its kind in Europe bringing together 1,300 objects from 170 sources and 

thirteen countries. Yetts mentioned that the display was according to period but material and 

aesthetic considerations were reconciled in a way which, in his words, manifested rare taste 
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and discernment.
595

 The principal consideration was classification and arrangement which 

included the compilation of a catalogue containing a miniature photograph of each exhibit. 

This gave an overall coherent illustration of the exhibition and was in alignment with the 

developing model of presenting, exhibiting and cataloguing art and making it available to a 

larger, growing public at the time.  

In this exhibition a number of the objects of the Kozlóv Expedition were put on display. This 

demonstrates that from an early period the archaic material culture of China and Central Asia 

were considered a segment of a larger whole. Already in 1926 Yetts had published on the 

discoveries by Kozlóv. The exhibition gave him the opportunity to examine the actual objects 

and get a fuller understanding of several important points, including the verification of their 

dating and their relationship with Chinese objects. In fact, before this visit he had already 

established that the objects represented proof that an intercultural affiliation existed between 

the ancient East and West:  

‘They add an important page to the history of cultural diffusions and provide concrete proof 

of one of the channels of communication between China and the West some two thousand years 

ago.’
596

 

More precisely, Yetts mentioned that a channel of communication had existed in the past and 

added an important page in the history of cultural diffusions. He was also concerned with the 

bearing that such archaeological discoveries had on history of art. The tombs unearthed by 

Kozlóv had included a number of Scythian, Chinese and Hellenic objects and showed that 

there was some form of cultural exchange amongst Bronze Age cultures; artistic, diplomatic 

or through trade (Figures 70 and 71). By studying the objects Yetts examined the possible 

transfer of artistic and technological characteristics into Chinese material culture. One of the 
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methodologies was to analyse a cultural relationship between the objects through comparing 

decorative motifs. This was supported by the latest archaeological evidence which looked at 

the environment and other objects found alongside each other in the tombs. This ethnological 

approach to the study of China’s bronze art and archaeology was thus also connected to art 

historical analysis of ornament and design and essential to the classification process of the 

objects and data. 

In 1926 Yetts had organised a new group of lectures titled ‘Oriental Culture’ at the 

School of Oriental Studies (now the School of Oriental and African Studies) in London, these 

also included non-Chinese subjects.
597

 The union of the variety of topics included in the study 

of, what he defined as, oriental culture within a single course was pioneering but also 

demonstrative of the significance and relation of the different subjects to each other. For 

example, he invited Minns to give a series of lectures on Scytho-Siberian art. At the time, 

Minns argued that there was a direct relationship between the Scythian and Han style, one 

influencing the other through direct intercultural exchange. Other lecturers included Laufer, 

Karlgren, von Le Coq and Pelliot; the latter two conducted extensive expedition campaigns 

into Central Asia and collected a great number of objects for Western collections.
598

 One of 

the factors that all of these guest-speakers had in common was that, at the time, they 

investigated the topic of interculturality in ancient Chinese history through the study of 

archaeological and cultural objects. Yetts deliberately named his course ‘Oriental Culture’ 

and included studies on Chinese art and archaeology as an important element of a much 

larger topic, namely that of the historical study of culture. He was aware that this ethnological 

approach was connected to art and archaeology, and where the comparative method was used 
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as a tool in the study of evolution, progress and Style. In the proposal for these lectures he 

thought it was important that they were taught adjacent to linguistic studies: 

‘Knowledge of their civilizations, in respect to the arts, is an essential step towards the 

understanding of Oriental Nations, and to this end may be regarded as an important adjunct to 

linguistic studies. Besides helping to foster friendly international relations, the study of Oriental 

Culture is relevant to inquiry into the sources of our own civilization. The debt we owe to the East 

have been demonstrated no less abundantly than have the borrowings by the East from us, and much 

still awaits investigation.’
599

 

By promoting such cultural studies Britain’s historical link with the East was restored and 

encouraged friendly international relations.
600

 In his younger years, Yetts had been part of 

British military presence in China and understood the diplomacies involved between the two 

countries.
601

 A cultural association in the past, even ancient, was relevant to the present and 

these cultural studies, including topics of art and archaeology, encouraged positive 

international affairs. The traditional study of philology was connected to cultural history in 

order to give a full understanding of the East with the result that original theories by Kircher, 

de Guignes, de Pauw and Ball were reconsidered within the analysis of new archaeological 

data.
602

 What is important to keep in mind is that the comparative methodologies of these 

philological studies were similar to those considering diffusionism.  

What these lectures represented was that they were an essential part of a broader intellectual 

discussion in London at a time that explored the concept of diffusionism in the ancient world. 

Coincidentally Yetts explored such ideas in his studies and presented in his articles from this 

period. He deliberately included the presentation of any historical intercultural links between 
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Central Asian and Chinese cultures in the official academic program. The timeframe when 

diffusionism was an accepted and common element of cultural and archaeological studies 

was only very short. Indeed, it delineates a defined period in time when the discipline of 

Chinese Art and Archaeology was founded within an academic curriculum in Britain.  

In Yetts’ proposal for the program he connected to research at the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities by inviting Karlgren. Furthermore, he asked a number of scholars to discuss their 

latest research questions on the topic of interculturality in his course. On the other hand, the 

growth of Western collections provided continuous new study material. Objects in the private 

collections of Seligman, Raphael, Eurmorfopoulos, Karlbeck and Hellström were made 

readily available to him.
603

 The formation of the syndicate opened a meaningful dialogue 

between Swedish and British collectors and scholars. Yetts was part of this discourse and at 

the time influenced the direction of this field in Britain greatly. His efforts to organise the 

studies at the School of Oriental Studies led to Lectureship in Chinese Art and Archaeology 

in 1930 and later to the first Chair of Chinese Art and Archaeology at the Courtauld Institute 

in 1932.
604

 Both positions were filled by him. 

  The discussion of Yetts’ articles from this period highlight that he applied the 

comparative method to the study of non-inscribed bronze art and examined the evolution of 

style and decorative motifs to classify and support intercultural concepts in China’s material 

culture. In doing so Chinese and Central Asian objects were classified within historical 

framework that included the history of the Far East, Middle East and Europe. His lectures and 

travels outside Britain show a hitherto unknown international scope for this debate. In 

retrospect, it defined how Western collections of this type supported this discussion. In 
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Britain, the British Museum was the principal leader in collecting China’s archaic bronze art. 

At the time its collection was enriched through the participation in the Karlbeck Syndicate 

and in turn provided important study material to a new group of scholars and students of 

Chinese culture, art and archaeology in the West. 

5.2 The British Museum, Hobson and the Karlbeck Syndicate.         

The curator of the Chinese collections at the British Museum, Hobson connects the 

museum involvement in the Karlbeck Syndicate. The discussion of mechanics of the 

syndicate showed that the British Museum was one of its most prestigious and largest clients 

buying numerous objects (Illustration 72). Its purchases were predominantly subsidised by 

the State, including those made through Karlbeck.
605

 The 1920s and early 1930s is a 

significant time in the formation of its collections. During this period it extended its so-called 

oriental collections as part of a reorganisation of its departments.
606

 Many new acquisitions 

were made. It was unusual for such an important national museum to instruct a foreign 

collector to purchase specific objects on their behalf and its association with the Karlbeck 

Syndicate was an uncommon venture for the British Museum. The dominating influence 

behind many of the additions made at the time was Hobson. Through analysis of the archival 

data it is demonstrated that he also played a key role in the museum’s participation in the 

syndicate and British-Swedish relations in the field.  

Hobson was better known for his expertise and pioneering work on ceramics, and 

incidentally trying to re-construct the history and origin of its production in China. His study 

on dating and classifying early Chinese glazed ceramics is briefly discussed in Chapter 2. 

Around 1915 Karlbeck had offered him part of his ceramic collection consisting of Han and 
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Song period glazed wares. It was about this period that Hobson had travelled to Chicago to 

study similar specimen brought back by Laufer.
607

 Questions on origin and arguments that led 

to proposals where the source of Chinese glazed wares had its foundations in the West 

followed. Hobson was well-informed on the collections of the young Swedish collector in 

China who not only sold relatively unknown ceramics of a newly discovered type but also 

rare bronzes objects. What was interesting of Karlbeck’s collections was that they could shed 

new light on themes such as origin and the evolution of design and ornament. When the 

opportunity came for the British Museum to participate in the Karlbeck Syndicate many years 

later Hobson encouraged this. 

Hobson joined the British Museum in 1897, and at first was involved in the 

publication of the museum catalogues on English pottery and porcelain.
608

 Between 1909 and 

1910 he served, together with Eumorfopoulos, on the committee of the ‘Chinese pottery and 

porcelain’ exhibition held at the Burlington Fine Arts Club.
609

 It was during this project that 

he focussed his interest to Chinese ceramics.
610

 In 1908, he published Porcelain, Oriental, 

Continental and British that included a large section on Chinese ceramic wares.
611

 A year 

later, he wrote a series of articles on China’s early ceramics and included a number of Song 

and Yuan period objects, popularly collected at the time.
612

 In 1915 he published his two 

                                                             
607 See, Chapter 2, 81. 
608

 ‘R. L. Hobson’, TOCS 18 (1940-1941) [obituary], 9-10.  
609

 Edward Dillon, ‘Early Chinese Pottery and Porcelain at the Burlington Fine Arts Club’, BMC 17 (88) (Jul., 

1910): 210-213; Pierson, Collectors, Collections and Museums, 94. 
610

 Stacey Pierson commented on this exhibition as being reflective of a new interest in Britain for collecting 

early dating, meaning pre-Ming ceramics. Rackham mentioned that around 1914 Hobson started to apply 

methods used for studying English ceramics to those of  what he considered as Oriental descent and produced a 

framework to classify the Chinese wares. See, Dillon, ‘Early Chinese Pottery and Porcelain at the Burlington 

Fine Arts Club’, 210-213; Pierson, Collectors, Collections and Museums, 94; Rackham, ‘Mr. R.L. Hobson’s 

Contribution to the Study of Chinese Ceramics’,11-13. 
611 Robert L. Hobson, Porcelain, Oriental, Continental and British, (London: Constable, 1908); Pierson, 

Collectors, Collections and Museums,  93 
612

 Robert L. Hobson, ‘Wares of the Sung and Yüan Dynasties’, BMC 15 (73) (Apr., 1909):18-25; Robert L. 

Hobson, ‘Wares of the Sung and Yüan Dynasties’, BMC 15 (74) (May, 1909): 82-93; Robert L. Hobson, ‘Wares 

of the Sung and Yüan Dynasties’, BMC 15 (75) (Jun., 1909): 160-173; Robert L. Hobson, ‘Wares of the Sung 

and Yüan Dynasties’, BMC 16 (80) (Nov., 1909): 74-84.   



234 
 

volumes, Chinese Pottery and Porcelain, that was internationally heralded by connoisseurs 

like Gustaf Adolf, as the standard authority on its subject.
613

  

In the restructuring process of the British Museum departments Hobson was given a central 

role. Originally, the Department of British and Medieval Antiquities contained its collection 

of so-called Oriental antiquities and other affiliated ethnographical material demonstrating 

that early Chinese art was in fact classified as ethnology. In 1921 this department was 

renamed the Department of Ceramics and Ethnography and included all Chinese ceramic and 

cultural objects. The 1920s defined a period of growth in its Chinese collection. In 1933 the 

department was named the Department of Oriental Antiquities and Ethnography.
614

 This time 

it housed all its Chinese objects, including ceramics, prints, painting, jades, furniture, textiles 

and lacquer. Hobson had been the Keeper of the oriental departments since 1921 and worked 

at the museum until his retirement in 1938. During his curatorship the expansion of this 

collection was primarily due to the significant efforts of Hobson.
615

 Karlbeck had already 

sold a small collection of early ceramics to the British Museum in 1925.
616

 Hobson’s 

notebooks document that throughout the 1920s Gustaf Adolf kept him informed on 

Karlbeck’s and Andersson’s collecting activities in China.
617

 As discussed, his expertise was 

requested on the Neolithic discoveries by Andersson regarding the dating, classification and 

participation in the scholarly debate on early Chinese art in Sweden and Britain. These new 

discoveries in China connected him to this group in Stockholm. 
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Hobson’s curatorship is an important factor in the analysis of the Karlbeck Syndicate 

in Britain because during this period a great number of Chinese bronzes of a specific type 

were purchased by the museum. In the British Museum Quarterly (1932-33) he wrote that the 

collection of early Chinese bronzes at the museum was still inadequate.
618

 As discussed 

throughout this thesis many archaic objects appeared on the art market and extensive 

European private and public collections were formed. Hobson understood that the 

respectability of the British Museum and as a national symbol it needed to keep up with this 

new collecting trend and affiliated scholarship. Especially, now that newly founded 

institutions like the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities were claiming pioneering research 

and presented unique material in their collections.  

Hobson requested for funding to participate in the Karlbeck Syndicate from the museum’s 

trustees. One of his proposals was that these acquisitions were specifically selected by him 

for their ornament and design and that this was of particular interest because it showed the 

progress, or evolution, of Chinese decorative art.
619

 More importantly, he was purposely 

expanding this particular collection at the museum as part of establishing a coherent 

chronology and the institutional framing of the objects. This taxonomy was based upon 

typology and focussed on the patterns of style that fitted into an evolutionary scheme. 

Similarly to the system explored by the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. The official 

archival data of the British Museum and the syndicate are the Standing Committee Reports at 

the museum’s Central Archive.
620

 On 1 May 1931 Hobson approached the trustees for the 

first time proposed to take a full share in the expedition: 

  ‘Syndicate for the purchase of Antiquities in China: Read a report by Mr. Hobson, 1 May, 

proposing that the Trustees should take shares in a syndicate, operated in Sweden, under the Crown 
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Prince as President, which employed Mr. Karlbeck, an expert and trustworthy antiquary, who had 

long been resident in China, to obtain excavated antiquities, the Crown Prince having invited English 

members to fill in vacancies. Mr. Hobson proposed that one share, at £ 275, be taken from the 

Museum on account of the 1932-3 departmental grant, Sir Percival David having kindly undertaken to 

advance the money; but it was possible that the syndicate might not be operating long, he suggested 

that a further share at £275 be taken from the Roebling Fund or some other source. The Trustees 

approved both suggestions.’
621

   

There are a number of important points that Hobson wanted to bring across to the Board of 

Trustees. He clearly mentioned that Gustaf Adolf, the Swedish Crown Prince, was the 

President of the syndicate and personally had invited a number of British members to fill in 

new vacancies. This brought an air of prestige and connoisseurship to the organisation of the 

expedition. He guaranteed Karlbeck was according to him an expert and trustworthy 

antiquary and that he personally placed faith in any acquisitions and selections by him. One 

share in the venture cost £275. Importantly, David already advanced the money as time was 

essential and the syndicate would probably not be operating for long. This assistance by 

David, although not a syndicate member himself, was extremely significant because he was 

the most eminent ceramic collector in Britain and promoter of Chinese art of his time. Thus, 

David financially supported the expeditions of the Karlbeck Syndicate. In 1932 Karlbeck had 

offered David a collection of potsherds he had collected at the ancient kiln site near 

‘Hangchow’ (Hangzhou) dating from the Song period.
622

 It is not clear if David purchased 

this collection, however, he did buy a number objects from Karlbeck during this period. As 

collectors there is a significant difference between Karlbeck and David. David was a private 

collector that later institutionalised his collection. Karlbeck was a collector for an institution, 

with a specific brief what to purchase. David recognised this quality in Karlbeck. During a 
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syndicate trip he negotiated on David’s behalf the purchase of the Burchard collection for the 

sum of £1800.
623

 He also bought a walnut water vessel dating from the Ming period which 

was, according to Karlbeck: 

‘Shipped via Canada and addressed to one of the ladies at the Stockholm Museum with the 

request to address it to Hobson. I did not dare ship it directly to the British Museum. The Customs 

examiner at the post office would have opened the parcel if he had found it was addressed to the 

British Museum and he might have confiscated it.’
624

 

The British Museum and Hobson in particular was an important intermediary for the British 

collectors that were purchasing through Karlbeck.
625

 On many occasions consignments for 

the British group were addressed to him and received at the British Museum (Figure 73).
626

 

The objects were sent from the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and never directly from 

China. The same procedure was followed for the objects purchased by Karlbeck for David; 

via Canada, to an associate in Sweden and finally to Hobson at the British Museum any 

unnecessary confiscation was avoided. Upon arrival they were unpacked and inspected by 

Hobson, as a means of authenticating the objects. He was then responsible for returning the 

included receipt to Andersson. At the time the British museum reported the operations a 

success:  
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  ‘To continue the operations of the syndicate which had financed Mr. Karlbeck with the object 

of obtaining antiquities, chiefly bronzes from China [...] the expedition has so far been successful, and 

the Museum had obtained a number of bronzes of great interest at a price far lower than would have 

been paid to dealers. During that period the Crown Prince Gustaf Adolf had enquired whether the 

Trustees would be willing to take on another two shares in the Syndicate of £ 275 each and to this the 

Trustees agreed.’
627

  

During the time the syndicate operated Gustaf Adolf had enquired if the museum was willing 

to take on two more shares for a total of £ 550. This was agreed. In the discussion on the 

mechanics of the syndicate in Chapter 4, it was demonstrated that the participating museums 

did not have to pay the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities a commission, as the private 

collectors did. Therefore they did not directly contribute to the funding of the purchases of 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and there appears a certain kind of solidarity between the 

participating museums. Overall, this venture proved extremely attractive to the British 

Museum. The far lower prices paid by Karlbeck in comparison to dealers [in Europe] 

promoted an appealing arrangement. The purchasing of cultural and historical objects by a 

national institution defined a time in British history when such acquisitions through dealers or 

collectors were not unusual. The relationship between the collector and museum was often 

encouraged. In the recent past, Bushell had sold many objects to the Victoria and Albert 

Museum and British Museum and Marc Aurel Stein (1862-1943) had collected numerous 

historical objects and manuscripts for the British Museum during his expeditions into Central 

Asia, India and China.
628

 The Eumorfopoulos Collection was purchased by the State a couple 
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of years later to be divided amongst the British Museum and Victoria and Albert Museum.
629

 

The Karlbeck Syndicate arrangement with the British Museum however was unique because 

of its direct relationship with another non-British museum, the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, and how it united a group of collectors throughout Europe. Today, the British 

Museum is the main institution that houses the legacy of the syndicate purchases in Britain, 

including some of the objects that belonged to private collectors and later added to its 

collections through donations and bequests.
630

 Some years later, Watson mentioned: 

  ‘It is due to a group of collectors in London that the museum [British Museum] is able to 

illustrate so richly the subject now treated’.
631

  

During the 1931-1932 expedition the museum concentrated on purchasing of archaic 

ornamental objects, in particular small decorated Zhou and Han period weaponry, belt-hooks, 

chariot-fittings and mirrors (Figures 43, 44, 45, 46). In 1934 they added archaic jades and 

Shang period ritual vessels, as well as, early dating glass and Anyang ceramics. The museum 

was predominantly interested in the acquisition of series of objects that widely represented 

China’s Bronze Age. A factor that contributed to the extensive purchasing expedition by the 

museum was that at the time a serious idea circulated to create a separate Asian Art Museum 

in London.
632

 Two of its main supporters were Hobson and Yetts. The foundation of this 

museum was never realised. The precise reasons for this are not clear. What it does show is 

that the expansion of the Chinese collections, institutional and private, was a direct result of 

the popularity of the subject and due to the efforts of a small group of specialists and 
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connoisseurs. A dedicated museum called for adequate display space. The presentation of a 

coherent collection that demonstrated the evolutionary development of China’s art and 

culture in London would have been celebrated as a cultural achievement within a traditional 

Imperial system.
633

 The display of Chinese objects was bound by the ideological assumptions 

anchored in British history, where its political and economic power was demonstrated 

through the ownership of a non-Western culture.
634

 This possession of the cultural and 

historical is related to the concept of internal colonization, discussed in the Introduction and 

in relation to the exhibitions in Sweden at the time.
635

 In the 1920s and 1930s Britain was still 

in the mist of imperialistic expansion in the East. This was also manifested in the organisation 

of the lectures by Yetts titled ‘Oriental Cultures’ and can be explained within this sphere of 

diplomatic education. The purchasing campaign by Hobson for the museum is one 

interpretation of his central role in the presentation of this ideology behind the Chinese 

collections in Britain.    

In addition to the discussion of the Chinese bronzes at the British Museum, Anneliese 

Bulling’s publication on late Zhou and Han art in its collection served as a reminder to this 

significant collecting period.
636

 Namely, she discussed that a number of important additions 

were made during the inter-war period, including the bequests by Oppenheim and Raphael.
637

 

The museum was considered a natural destination for these private collections, where they 

were made available for research and on display to a large international public. Of the 

bequests dating from that period, the Seligman Collection encapsulated this collecting 

incentive. The objects of the Karlbeck Syndicate and their institutionalisation by Seligman 
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demonstrate how he contributed to pioneering British scholarship on Chinese art and 

archaeology. 

5.3 The Seligman Collection of Chinese Art: A Diffusionist Collection  

The Seligman Collection of Chinese art was an extraordinary collection assembled 

over a period of about 40 years by Charles and Brenda Seligman (1882-1965) (Figure 74).
638

 

The collection was wide-ranging and included ceramics, paintings, sculpture, bronzes, jades 

and glass.
639

 Most of the objects date from the pre-Ming period and were in standing with the 

collecting trend of the period. There is one specific group within this collection that can be 

separated from the whole, notably the archaic bronze weaponry and glass beads that were 

used in Seligman’s studies on early Chinese culture. It is therefore important to understand 

Seligman’s professional background.   

Seligman and Brenda both contributed important work to the academic environment at the 

time. Their Chinese collection is just one aspect of their intellectual aspirations. They were 

key figures in the cultural and historical movement in Britain during this period. As young 

ethnologists they were at the centre of a growing academic field of anthropology and 

specifically concentrated on the study of material culture. Within their professional careers 

they focussed on ethnology and based importance on fieldwork and the study of cultures that 

also included prehistory and cultural history. Their Chinese collection formed a parallel to 

this ethnological interest, and, although there was an aesthetic incentive for a greater part of 

their collection, they also valued its cultural aspects. They were vivacious promoters of 

Chinese art and participated in many exhibitions, importantly bringing their objects to a 

larger public. They were active members the Oriental Ceramic Society and Seligman was a 
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member of the British General Committee to the International Exhibition of Chinese art 

1935- 1936.
640

 Robert Thorp interestingly mentioned that the collecting period in Europe 

prior to the Second World War is defined by an explosion of content based studies, where 

knowledge about society became accessible through the study of art.
641

 This is significant in 

the Seligman Collection and what we know how Seligman approached the subject and 

exemplified through a number of his studies on Chinese culture, art and archaeology. In a 

letter to Daniel J. Finn (1886-1936), who then recently discovered a Neolithic culture on 

Lama Island off Hong Kong, Seligman made a clear division between the study of Chinese 

archaeology and art.
642

 This separation of the two fields was also a significant division in his 

collection:  

  ‘I do feel that it is necessary to push Far Eastern Archaeology, as far apart from Far Eastern 

Art, in this part of the world’.
643

  

He felt that in this part of the world (the West) the differentiation between the two was 

especially relevant. There was a clear partition within his private collection. As discussed 

throughout this thesis the division between art and ethnology was often unclear during this 

period and the two depended on each other’s methodologies and theories in order to classify 

the objects. Art usually addresses the aesthetic principles of beauty and the archaeological 

and historical connected to cultural studies. The archaic weaponry and glass beads were 

considered a separate group by Seligman. He had selected them for their specific cultural 

significance and an academic motivation. His purchases through the Karlbeck Syndicate 

represent this particular selection.  
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The focus in this study is on Seligman himself- as opposed to Brenda- and how the 

collection connected to the Karlbeck Syndicate. However, the influence of Brenda can’t be 

fully excluded in understanding the history of the collection. Both believed in the 

understanding of cultural histories and relationships through material forms and technology 

and that the study of material culture should be at the heart of learning about non-Western 

cultures. Seligman and Brenda married in 1905. Soon after they conducted a number of field 

work expeditions together, with Seligman focussing on ethnological classifications and 

Brenda on kinship and marriage.
644

 Their marriage also symbolises the beginning of their 

Chinese collection when they received a Ming dynasty beaker as a wedding gift.
645

 The 

subject of their private collection was decided. Gradually, they purchased a number of 

archaic objects and Tang period tomb figures, in vogue with this new collecting trend. Some 

years later Gray posited that the increase of early dating objects on the art market inevitably 

affected the taste of the collector in Britain:  

  ‘Taste does control, as well as respond to, what is to be seen in exhibitions, or even what 

reaches the market, even what sites are excavated’.
646

  

When the Seligmans started collecting early Chinese art they followed the market, seeking 

out novelty objects relating to their interest of history and culture. 
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The relationship of Seligman and Brenda has recently been discussed by Nicky Levell 

through their Chinese collection.
647

 Brenda raised the collection’s aesthetic quality when she 

found beautiful, what she called, treasures in shops.
648

 Seligman, on the other hand, also 

concentrated on a specific group of objects that were bought for the purpose of scholarly 

research. In 1966 the Seligman Collection of Chinese Art was exhibited at the British Arts 

Council in London following a unique arrangement where it was bequeathed to the Council 

for a period of ten years.
649

 After the ten year loan period it was split between the British 

Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum. One of the reasons for the nationalisation of 

the collection was that both Seligman and Brenda found it important that the objects were 

made available to the general public and students of Chinese art: 

  ‘Both Mrs. Seligman and her husband were anxious that the general public throughout the 

country, as well as students of Oriental Art, should have the opportunity to see and enjoy the 

collection.’
650

   

By the time this arrangement took place Seligman had been deceased for a quarter of a 

century. However, what is important is that the final destination of this collection was always 

intended at a public institution and an important example of the close relationship between 

private collector and the museum during this period. By keeping greater part of the collection 

together the value of its completeness was taken into consideration. Adequate space was 

provided for, what Susan Pearce frames as, the immortal disposition of the objects.
651

 In the 

concept of immortalising oneself through ones collection the museum acts as a place of 

endurance where one’s identity is captivated and the collection can be kept as a whole: 
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  ‘The collector usually gives considerable thought to the destination of the collection, 

particularly as (s)he starts to grow older [...] The ‘capacity to appreciate’ seems to be an important 

strand in this leave-taking [...] The sense of identity of one’s whole self with one’s whole collection 

frequently creates the most characteristic urge among collectors: to keep the entire collection together 

and prevent the sale or dispersal of it or any part of it after the death of the owner[...]Museums are 

immortal- to be so is one of the objects of their existence- and so collections received within them 

share this immortality’.
652

  

In equal sense Russell Belk considered how the acceptance of one’s collection by a museum 

is the ultimate legitimisation of the [collecting] activity.
653

 Most of the Seligman Collection 

was kept as a whole by Brenda until her death. It might well be that she identified greater part 

of it to represent both Seligman and herself. However, after her husband’s death in 1940, she 

significantly reduced the size of the original collection by donating a group of objects to the 

British Museum. At the time Watson and Jenyns commented: 

‘From an archaeological point of view, Mrs. Seligman’s gift of two series of objects carefully 

selected over a long period by Professor Seligman, one early Chinese weapons and the other of 

Chinese glass. The latter is probably the only one of its kind in existence and both are additions of the 

greatest importance to the museum collection.’
654

 

This group of bronze weaponry and glass beads represent the purchases that Seligman made 

through the Karlbeck Syndicate. One suggestion was that Brenda moved to a smaller home in 

this period and did not have the adequate space to house these objects.
655

 However, by 

segregating this part of the collection after her husband’s death shows that she did not 

identify herself with these objects and more specifically separated them from a larger whole. 

In a way she was disconnecting herself from her husband’s scholarship, perhaps in grief, and 
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the act is symbolic of his death. Indeed, she thought it was important for the objects to 

become part of the British Museum collection where they were available to students. There is 

a strong sense that, if she was occupied with the aesthetics of the collection, this particular 

group represents the ethnological aspect of Seligman’s interest. The objects are in actuality 

characteristic of his selection process and his concentration on scientific research. Collectors 

have individual incentives and are led by their own inclinations, even in a collection that was 

predominately created by two different people:  

  ‘To use cognitive criteria to choose items that adds to a series and helps their knowledge 

rather than the beauty of a collection’.
656

  

In the Seligman Collection there were objects chosen together and others selected separately. 

What is significant is that the foundations of this ethnological aspect of the collection and 

Seligman’s studies on Chinese art, archaeology and culture place him in a defined time-

period. The new collecting trend and the intellectual environment that focussed on the 

different aspects of the intercultural in art influenced his work and his collection. 

Furthermore, it is through the analysis of the archival data that it is determined that it was 

Seligman, not Brenda, who instructed the purchases from the Karlbeck Syndicate. But he 

communicated with Andersson and Karlbeck directly and studied the circulating photographs 

of the acquisitions amongst the members. His letters are demonstrative of his academic 

motivations and background within this participation.  

Seligman was more than a collector of Chinese art and culture. A turning point in his 

scholarship was around 1929 when he and Brenda took a six month cultural trip to the Far 

East, including China. On this journey many new purchases were made and visits to cultural 

sites filled their program. In China he met Li Ji and they corresponded with each other from 
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this period onwards.
657

 The two men discussed a wide range of then contemporary topics 

such as the excavations at Anyang, the use of photography in archaeology and some of the 

physiological and psychological aspects in the study of anthropology. Both Seligman and 

Brenda were invited by Li Ji to lecture at the Natural History Society on anthropological 

methodology.
658

 Seligman’s notebooks of this trip are filled with commentaries filled under 

‘China’s racial types’, ‘early migration routes’, ‘Chinese Alchemy’, ‘Lolo and border tribes 

of Western China’, ‘dwarfs at the Tang dynasty court’, ‘Chinese language’ and ‘peasant 

embroideries in China’.
659

 There was one common denominator to these subjects, connecting 

to themes on the intercultural and diffusion in Chinese cultural history.
660

 Whilst in China he 

was trying to collect proof for some of his intercultural ideas connected to diffusionist 

thought.  

During this journey he went to see a number of then recently excavated archaeological sites 

on behalf of his editorship of The Cresset Press, a publication that was coincidentally owned 

by the syndicate member Cohen.
661

 The sites were located on Lamma Island near Hong Kong 
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and represented a previously unknown Neolithic culture discovered by Finn, Charles Heanley 

(1877-1970) and Joseph Shellshear (1885-1958).
662

 Some years later he discussed the 

importance of the site because the archaeological data indicated an early contact of the 

‘southern aborigines’ (a term then used to describe the local culture of this area as it was not 

considered Chinese) with the sophisticated bronze culture of the north.
663

 Most of the 

unearthed objects consisted of polished stone tools, several bronze implements and a number 

of fragments of glazed ceramics, illustrating that the site was occupied over a long period. 

Seligman’s interest was that the diversity of objects discovered suggested a cultural exchange 

had taken place some time in history. Connected to this site, Finn’s report included the 

comparison of archaeological data to stone tools found in the ‘Sarasin culture in Celebes’ and 

the ‘Torii in Eastern Mongolia’ and in his conclusion argued that the Bronze Age objects 

found at the Lamma Island site were obvious introductions from the Western cultures.
664

 

Furthermore, he posited that this native culture could have come from the south and that the 

same culture affected the Philippines and Polynesia.
665

 In this analysis Seligman had 

provided assistance to Finn in London by testing two glazed fragments from the site at the 

Courtauld Institute, where Yetts working at the time.
666

 In doing so they were trying to prove 
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a common origin for the Lamma Island culture and the Anyang ceramics then recently 

discovered and ultimately questioning if this was the true ancestor of Laufer’s early porcelain 

and that indeed the glaze technology was an importation from the West.
667

 This meant that an 

importation of the glaze-technique to China’s coast-line happened through a cultural 

diffusion as early as the turn of the millennium. 

Seligman’s approach to the subject of Chinese art and archaeology was overall 

ethnological. It was his fieldwork training as an anthropologist that made him interested in 

Chinese culture within this sphere. As discussed in the Introduction, he was part of the team 

of the Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to the Torres Straits with Haddon and Rivers. 

Not only did he become interested in the psychological aspect of primitive society and 

dedicated this expedition to the discovery of mankind but he also was part of the first 

discussions on cultural diffusion in the study of living primitive societies.
668

 This expedition 

also formed the basis for Haddon’s theory on the evolution of style in non-Western objects by 

attempting to establish artistic provinces and providing a systematic framework for 

classifying objects.
669

 His methodology included ideas where the diffusion of culture was 

identified through object-studies. This inevitably influenced Seligman research on Chinese 

culture. The idea of cross-comparison in the study of archaeological objects as a 

methodology, like Haddon used to those of, what he named, the living primitive society, was 

a new view on material culture, where the living primitive were seen as a reflection of archaic 

society. Next to Haddon studies, Rivers elaborated on a concept first projected by the 

anthropologist Tylor that the study of a society’s past was essential in understanding its 
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present.
670

 This affected on Seligman’s view and interest in archaeology. In his approach to 

material culture he often looked for evolutionary patterns in material culture, past and 

present. 

In 1912 Seligman published a small article in connection to his research in New Guinea 

where he questioned the recent discovery of ancient stone Chinese axe blades to be of New 

Guinea type and, furthermore, wondered how the objects reached China.
671

 The article 

doesn’t specify where the objects were found or indicated who had discovered them. To 

understand the significance of collected data on site served as a route to defining relationships 

between different culture groups and this was something that Seligman took on board. 

However, many times these objects had no provenance and came into Western collections 

through the art market. This left much open to speculation.  

The early years in his career were predominantly dedicated to fieldwork in Sri Lanka, the 

Sudan and Egypt.
672

 In 1910, he took over Haddon’s ethnological lectureship at the London 

School of Economics and 1913 was appointed the Chair of Ethnology at the University of 

London, the first of its kind, until he retired in 1934. Still, his publications that deal with 

Chinese art and archaeology are a separate entity to those that define his professional career 

and an important aspect of his scholarship that has hitherto not been assessed.  

It was not until 1920 that Seligman published his second article on Chinese material culture, 

this time incorporating the themes of origin and evolution in weaponry and chariot design.
673

 

In this article he suggested a diffusion of new technology and ornamentation into China. As 
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part of his methodology he analysed through cross-comparison the evolution of chariot-

design and the so-called celt, a Bronze Age weapon type, in Europe and China based upon a 

number of examples in his own collection (Figure 75). This is the first real evidence that 

Seligman separated a defined group within his Chinese collection. A similarity in a number 

of objects that had recently been found in southern Russia and Siberia, the Ordos, Luristan 

and China had started to appear on the market. They were collected at the time by Minns, 

Andersson, Tallgren and also Karlbeck. However, the first academic discussion on archaic 

weaponry types in Europe and China was by Laufer in 1906.
674

 Seligman included his study 

and independently suggested a cultural relationship between chariot-types from ancient China 

and the West. Moreover, Seligman demonstrated that a cultural diffusion was possible during 

the archaic period through a trans-Siberian land route and introduced new technologies, 

design and ornament into China.
675

 His analysis incorporated the history of small Bronze Age 

chariot vessels and chariot-fittings, such as on axle-wheel caps, and through a number of 

stylistic comparisons was used as proof for his theory (Figure 76). As discussed in Chapter 2, 

this was also a topic researched by Karlbeck using similar methodologies and argued, some 

years later, that the origin of the Chinese chariot came from the Near East.
676

 The debate on 

small ornamental bronzes was highly adaptable to the diffusionist concept because of 

continuous archaeological discoveries and new objects coming into Western collections. 

Seligman’s research fitted into a larger academic discussion that lead to the classification of 

this new data and in doing so he positioned these objects within a Western historical analysis. 

There is no evidence of a direct scholarly exchange between Seligman and Laufer. However, 

he often acknowledged Laufer’s research. There are a number of characteristics that draw 

parallels to the studies of both academics worth mentioning. They searched for links and 
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origin in the history of technology and material culture by arranging cultural patterns. Their 

methodology is predominantly ethnological, using cross-comparison for the analysis of 

objects. Shared subjects included the diffusion of archaic weaponry and the chariot, an 

investigation in tomb figures and recently discovered Chinese pottery in the Philippines.
677

 

Laufer primarily based his studies on objects collected for the Field Museum during his 

fieldwork in China at the beginning of the twentieth century. They also represent the first 

Western studies on early Chinese art where art-historical and anthropological methodologies 

were combined to understand the cultural history of the object.
678

 One thing that he provided 

was a format, or framework, using a traditional anthropological approach to the subject where 

the object’s meaning was equally important to dating. This had an effect on the study of 

Chinese art which included the archaic objects that were essential to the historical 

reconstruction of not only China but also Central Asia and Siberia. One relevant point that 

Laufer argued for was that Chinese civilization was a complex structure due to the influx of 

distinct cultural streams especially during the Han period.
679

 This connects to what Yetts 

pointed out where the cultural unity of China in ancient times was, and is, a misconception 

and that the idea of regionality in China’s bronze art was an important consideration.
680

 

However, the archaeological data and historical objects visually resembled other discoveries 

covering an extremely large geographical region and stylistic influence upon each other was 

expected. This made more extreme diffusionist ideas adaptable in the study of China’s 

prehistory and a presumed relationship or even proposing a common origin for some of the 
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Neolithic and archaic objects discovered. At the time generalisations how ancient cultures 

connected to each other were commonly made. Lowie, in the US, posited:  

‘Most important of all, it appears that essentials of agriculture, cattle-raising, metallurgy and 

pottery, as well as less tangible features of civilization are common to ancient China and Babylonia, 

which forces the conclusion that both the Chinese and Babylonian cultures are ramifications from a 

common Asiatic sub-stratum.’
681

  

Without the support of sufficient archaeological data ancient Chinese and Babylonian 

cultures were thought, as pointed out by Lowie, to come from one common (still 

undiscovered) origin. This connection had already been established by Terrien De Lacouperie 

in his comparative philological studies.
682

 A full comparison between some of the diffusionist 

concepts that circulated and influenced archaeological and anthropological research in 

Europe and the US is beyond the scope of the current thesis. However, their background is 

significant in how Western scholarship was influenced by such ideas and supported by 

eminent researchers on both continents like Lowie, Laufer and Seligman.  

Significantly in this early stage in the developing field of Chinese art and 

archaeology, diffusionism was an accepted theory used for dating and classification. 

Technology and evolutionary patterns in Neolithic and Bronze Age ornament were often 

thought to be traceable to one common origin and initially not attributed to indigenous 

developments. The object studies provided patterns indicating new cultural influences 

bringing advancement. Notably, Seligman considered this through his studies on glass and 

bronze weaponry in his collection. Many acquired from Karlbeck and indicative of his 

scholarship at the time.  
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Seligman joined the syndicate on two occasions, in 1931-1932 and in 1934. He 

bought a total of 122 objects.
683

 Half of these consisted of early glass beads and glass plaques 

the other half were predominantly Huai-style weaponry, chariot fittings and some bronze 

mirrors. He also bought a Neolithic pottery urn and 13 Tang period tomb figures, from which 

12 depicting non-Chinese features and a ‘male figurine’ from the Han period. A number of 

these objects were published in the Art Council catalogues of the collection.
684

 When 

Karlbeck visited Seligman in Britain, just before his 1934 expedition, he was asked to 

purchase:  

‘Early glass, like bi disk and glass beads; smooth as well as with eyes. Some pre-Tang glass 

and some bronzes with inlay glass beads’
685

. 

 These glass objects represent an important insight to his ethnographic interest in his 

collection (Figure 77). During this period, his bead collection also included Egyptian and 

Mediterranean glass. He had the beads scientifically dated in order to place them in a time- 

frame and so connected the studies on Chinese material culture to world history in Western 

scholarship. He published several studies on the subject between 1934 and 1941.
686

 The 

beads were dated from the pre-Han to Tang period and important in the search for the origin 

of glass-technology in the ancient past. Seligman considered that this technology was 

imported into China from the West. His approach included simple cross-comparisons with 

similar beads from other cultures and in doing so tried to establish a tentative chronology 

(Figure 78). Seligman had first classified the beads within the Western principles of historic 

analysis, similarly to the approach by Andersson to categorise and date the Yangshao ceramic 
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urns.
687

 The Chinese beads were new on the market and extremely rare.
688

 He was one of a 

few to privately collect the beads in Britain and Karlbeck was one of a handful that brought 

them to Europe. In 1934 a collection of Chinese glass beads were on display in small 

exhibition at the Courtauld Institute. It included a number of recent archaeological finds by 

the Canadian collector White, Karlbeck’s rival in China.
689

 The exhibition was organised by 

Yetts and one of the first that was entirely dedicated to Chinese archaeology in Britain. The 

presentation of these archaeological objects at a prestigious national academic institute 

dedicated to the field of art history was significant. It illustrates that there was a fine line 

between what was considered art or ethnology. It also demonstrates that Yetts was an 

important promoter of Chinese archaeology in Britain and found it essential to include these 

discoveries as artistically and archaeologically imperative. Seligman commented on this 

exhibition as an important event. Furthermore, he was able to physically investigate a number 

of Chinese beads that had been found in the vicinity of Loyang.  

  ‘The beads found at Loyang, a number of which were exhibited by Bishop White [at the 

Courtauld Institute in 1934], so closely resembled specimens collected in Egypt that even without 

chemical examination there could be little doubt that they were identical with the Egyptian beads, and 

were in fact Egyptian beads that had reached China.’
690

 

He was convinced that the beads found by White were in fact Egyptian beads that had 

reached China. In doing so argued that the beads exhibited were of a superior quality to those 

known to have been produced in China, and furthermore it was Egyptian technology that 
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influenced the development of glass production. He was the first European to publish on this 

subject. He focussed this ethnological study through the development of design patterns and 

also used pioneering methods for analysing the chemical components. This method was by 

means of spectrography which used a Hilger Size Quartz spectroscope to measure the lead 

and barium content in the glass specimen and could indicate the geographical area of 

production.
691

 In 1932 he presented his results at the International Congress of Prehistoric and 

Proto-historic Sciences, where also Finn was presenting his archaeological discoveries on 

Lamma Island.
692

 Seligman defined that the beads discovered in China were the result of 

import: 

  ‘The import of glass into China from the West, and indeed the whole efflorescence of glass-

making in China, was due to that series of foreign influences and contacts that brought iron into the 

country’.
693

 

 Seligman supported his dating of the beads by linking it to the import of iron around the 

fourth or fifth century BC. He suggested a migration theory that pushed the date of a then 

accepted foreign influence coming into China further back than previously thought.
694

 His 

argument was based on cultural diffusion. Through the syndicate he had purchased two iron 

swords that were linked to this investigation.
695

 In a letter to Karlbeck, Seligman discussed 

this research and specifically asked to look out for objects that supported his studies: 

‘One good specimen of a glass plaque, [en]graved if possible, for my collection, and another 

engraved or broken specimen which I should of necessary smash up for chemical examination[...]I 
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want a glass cicada, Han date or thereabouts, again for preference a specimen for my collection and a 

bit that I can break up[...]Also a glass pi [disk], Han or thereabouts. If you cannot get a whole one at a 

reasonable price get a broken one, so long as the bits are all there.’
696

 

 Seligman’s instructions included the purchase of broken specimen to use for scientific and 

historical analysis. The objects were clearly used for academic research. 

In addition to support his intercultural arguments Seligman acquired a small collection of 28 

Huai-style objects including some weaponry types and horse- and chariot-trappings (Figures 

76, 79 and 80). As discussed, they provided adequate comparative material to bronze objects 

from Central Asia and Siberia and discussed in the studies by Andersson, Minns and 

Rostovtzeff at the time. No doubt that Seligman was familiar with their work and they link 

into his interest in cross-cultural patterns in China’s material culture. He specifically 

requested: 

‘a celt with ornament, a bronze ko [Chinese dagger-axe], some with turquoise inlay intact, a 

sword girth with two types of metal, one pair of horse-fittings with animal decoration and an early 

mirror’.
697

 

On this basis Karlbeck purchased a total of 6 bronze swords and 1 iron sword; 5 ge (Chinese 

dagger-axe); 1 spear head; 1 bronze knife; 1 socketed dagger-axe; 1 axle-wheel cap of 

Siberian type, and a celt from Anyang (Figures 76, 79, 80).
698

 In a letter to Seligman dated 

1932 Li Ji discussed the recent discovery of a bronze hoard which he had dated to 1200-1300 

BC, somewhat earlier than Huai-style bronzes, where ornamental designs showed a more 

obvious relationship to Western bronze productions.
699

 Part of the discovery was, what he 

named, a socketed spearhead that he described as remarkably similar in style to those of the 
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Late Bronze Age in the British Isles without suggesting a direct relationship between the two. 

The dating of the Chinese bronzes was still being considered and such a discovery led to 

speculation on dating and classification. One of Seligman’s research topics was the 

distribution and origin of such a socketed-celt in China and in his study he did include the 

possibility of a direct relationship between European and Chinese designs (Illustration 75).
700

 

Interestingly, in his discussion Li Ji also used the comparative method as a classification tool, 

like his colleagues in the West, and is significant to this period when accepted Western 

methodologies were used by a number of Chinese scholars that had studied in the West.
701

 

This example of academic exchange is rare but valuable to define this period where the 

diplomatic connections between Britain and China were encouraged on a number of fronts, 

including academic exchange. 

In his publication, ‘The Roman Orient and the Far East’, Seligman continued to 

discuss a variety of weaponry styles and types in his collection. He considered that the 

dagger-axe as a type was a Western invention and introduced to China around five or six 

hundred BC: 

‘As suggested [to me] by Professor Minns, it [the ge or dagger-axe] may be associated with 

events in the Far Northwest which started with the movements of the ‘Scythians’ by the trans-Siberian 

land route coming from a metallurgical centre in Minnoussinsk.’
702

 

As discussed, Minns connected the Chinese bronze art of that period to Scythian production 

sites in Siberia, and used the Ordos bronzes as an important verification to his argument that 

they influenced the development of the Huai-style and Han style. By considering Minns’ 

theory it demonstrates that Seligman belonged to the same school that discussed the topic and 
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in a way says more about the intellectual environment in Britain than the presentation of 

actual scientific proof for such connection without enough archaeologically excavated 

evidence.  

Throughout his studies on China’s material culture Seligman made a number of valuable 

academic contributions. He dated a number of the bronzes and beads that were questioned at 

the time to being earlier than previously thought, an extremely important factor in the 

development of the subject.
703

 In a letter to Finn, Seligman revealed somewhat more of his 

methodology, for example, that he rather got into the habit of looking for evolution and 

degeneration of patterns in objects, a process that was influenced by Haddon’s framework for 

interpreting non-Western objects.
704

 Seligman’s approach to the study of Chinese art and 

archaeology attempted to connect the cultural to the historical.   

A last group of objects in the Seligman Collection that demonstrated this topic of 

interculturality in Chinese art were the Tang period tomb figures with non-Chinese features 

(Figure 81). They were specifically selected because they were ethnologically interesting. 

Between 1931 and 1934 he purchased 12 of such figures from Karlbeck.
705

 The collecting of 

tomb figures was relatively new and only quite recently started to appear on the Western 

market. Seligman recalled their novelty: 

  ‘Tang grave figures, if known to Chinese dealers before this date, were not regarded as of any 

worth; they were not collected by Chinese and did not reach Western collections.’
706

  

The tradition of making tomb figures as burial goods was, and still is, believed to have started 

just before the Han dynasty took over political control from the Qin dynasty.
707

 The reason 
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given is a shift in religious ideas and new practice entering China during this period. The first 

substantial discussions on this subject were by Laufer and the Belgian sinologist Carl Hentze 

(1883-1975).
708

 These were followed by Rostovtzeff’s analysis in the 1920s that these figures 

were a tradition from the nomadic people of Central Asia and derived from a Sarmatian 

tradition that was imported into China from the West.
709

 This suggested the practice was 

anything but indigenous. The intercultural relationship throughout the Tang dynasty, many 

centuries after the Han period, with other cultures was documented in China’s historical 

literature.
710

 This period is generally defined as multi-cultural, wealthy and prosperous in the 

arts and trade. The rich cultural remains of the Tang included objects made of gold, silver and 

ceramics and their decorative motifs are easily connected with those of cultures to their West. 

New ornamental designs and silversmith technologies were introduced and clearly 

demonstrate an influence coming from Persia and the so-called Roman Orient.
711

 When the 

Tang objects reached European collections they were susceptible to diffusionist concepts 

because the obvious foreign elements in decoration and design enriching the art of this 

period. In ‘An Amerind Type in China in Tang Times’ Seligman considered some of the 
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tomb figures in his collection that in his mind obviously connected to the principles of, what 

is today defined as, interculturality.
712

  

The figures represent Western types and were then thought to have lived in the Central Asian 

plateau. The ‘Armenoid race’ was first discussed by the American racialist William Ripley 

(1867-1941) by grouping people of Armenian, Assyrian and Anatolian descent from the 

Caucasus region.
713

 Some years later Seligman exemplified the Tang period figures in his 

article ‘The Roman Orient and the Far East’ as part of a larger investigation on direct inter-

cultural relationships between China and the West.
714

 Nicky Levell also recognises that 

Seligman selected this group because of a traditional ethnological interest in the classification 

of races and ethnic groups, something that his study notes verify.
715

 Indeed, the Seligman 

Collection also included a number of tomb figures depicting Chinese men and women and 

several Buddhist sculptures, it is possible that their acquisition was aesthetically motivated 

and more in the trend of collecting at the time.
716

 Seligman asked Karlbeck to purchase for 

him a couple of things that were out of character with the otherwise considered study material 

and related to the larger part of the collection:  

  ‘a good Kuanyin from the Tang dynasty, a stone Tang dynasty lion, a beautiful dancing 

female grave figure with goose and a shaman in grey clay’.
717

  

Of this request only a Song period iron head of a Kuanyin figure and a shaman figure in grey 

clay were purchased.
718

 There is no indication that these directed Seligman’s research and 

were not discussed in any of his articles. 
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The analysis of the Seligman Collection through the Karlbeck Syndciate shows that 

there was a clear division in the collection. Objects of ethnological interest are separated from 

the aesthetic. Especially the selection process for this division was influenced by Seligman. 

This was also considered by Brenda when she segregated this particular collection from the 

larger whole after her husband’s death. Karlbeck’s purchases were used as study material and 

applied in arguments promoting intercultural relationships in ancient China. It is Seligman’s 

research and this defined aspect of the collection that makes him an ethnological collector of 

Chinese art and provided him with subjects of expertise. The archaic objects were 

predominantly collected by those who were interested in discovering the origin of Chinese 

civilization through its material culture. On the other hand, the collecting of ceramics and 

paintings were often led by principles of admiration and artistic appreciation.
719

 Seligman 

was motivated by both. However, his pioneering studies on early Chinese art and archaeology 

defined him as a leading specialist in this British scholarship. Though his research is 

demonstrative of a segregated component of his collection where some of the diffusionist 

ideologies were freely explored. His arguments were important factors within this developing 

field and his intercultural debate demonstrative in the late 1920s and 1930s. The intellectual 

concept connected to early Chinese art and culture, such as evolution, progress and diffusion 

was an essential part to his research. Seligman was a rare example of a European collector 

who directed pioneering scholarship based upon objects in his private collection in a defined 

collecting period. 

The contribution of the Karlbeck Syndicate to British scholarship and collecting is 

identified by a number of considerations in this chapter. The analysis of specific publications 

by Yetts show that diffusionist principles were accepted factors in the classification of 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
718 Karlbeck, ‘Newsletter-reports and purchase lists, 1934’. 
719 For a study on the David Collection see, Pierson, ‘The David Collection and Historiography of Chinese 

Ceramics’, 57-68; Pierson, Private Collecting, Teaching and Institutionalisation. 
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Chinese bronze art in Britain and in Sweden. He not only was a significant figure in a new 

specified specialist group, who was predominantly self-taught, but stood at the foreground of 

the foundation of this academic field. He led the intellectual debates on Chinese art and 

archaeology and more importantly connected it to that of culture. His relationship with the 

group of collectors in London and Stockholm show a significant internationality to the 

debates. He visited Sweden on two important occasions, as these epitomise the early stages in 

the academic debate on Chinese art and archaeology when innovative research was being 

conducted by this small specialist group. Yetts found support in Sweden for his work. His 

relationship with Karlbeck, Andersson and Gustaf Adolf was further examined through 

primary archival data. His contribution to the field is indispensable. Furthermore, what this 

chapter illustrates is that Yetts brought Swedish and British scholarship together in his 

publications. The Karlbeck Syndicate further contributed to British scholarship by providing 

new study material in its important public and private collections. Hobson was responsible 

for the expansion of the Chinese collection at the British Museum. He was a significant 

promoter of the syndicate in Britain. In addition, Seligman studies show some of the leading 

British research that addressed the anthropological issues in early Chinese art. By 

understanding the object’s cultural context and function he made innovative arguments and 

contributions to British scholarship in this field.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

This thesis has defined the Karlbeck Syndicate in a number of ways: firstly, I have 

examined Karlbeck and shown that he is an important central figure within this particular 

history of collecting Chinese art. Secondly, I have shown that the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities played an imperative role as the creators of this successful syndicate by uniting 

institutional and private collectors under a single interpretive and collecting mechanism. 

Thirdly, the analysis of Karlbeck’s newsletter-reports provided a detailed account of the 

mechanics of this exclusive consortium and the different aspects of its operations. This gives 

considerable data for the analysis of Western collecting in China during the inter-war period.  

Lastly, I have discussed, with connection to the Karlbeck Syndicate and the diffusionist 

intellectual trend of that time, the categorisation and institutional framing of non-Western 

objects, the foundation of Chinese collections in the West, in particular in Sweden and 

Britain, and how this process influenced the Western scholarship of Chinese culture and art. 

What makes the Karlbeck Syndicate such a fruitful ground for research is that it is so 

extraordinarily well documented in the archives kept in Sweden and London. This is very 

unusual in the studies of collecting histories, making it a rare example. This thesis considered 

the collecting syndicate as a collector’s group and as an area of collecting that has not been 

previously studied. The mechanics of the syndicate were clarified detailed analysis of 

primary, hitherto unpublished, archival sources that document its operations. They provided 

an unprecedented insight into the exclusive arrangements that connected a network of 

European collectors- private and institutional- to the purchasing of Chinese objects. From the 

start the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities had an incentive to distinguish its collection as 

unique and to rival that of other Western institutions. Supported by the exclusive Neolithic 



265 
 

collection brought back by Andersson, and bronze objects acquired by Gustaf Adolf and 

Karlbeck for the museum it had a prestigious international standing. Furthermore, it stood 

symbol for the success of the Swedish nation in scientific fieldwork in China. Its aim was to 

establish itself as an influential centre for Chinese art and archaeology outside China. This, in 

turn, leads to a research question about the role of Western institutions in nationalising non-

Western art and how this process transformed the conception of the object from historical or 

archaeological into art. The recent discussion on whether the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities was archaeologically focussed or an art museum is led by its former curator 

Magnus Fiskesjö. He addresses the fine line between what is considered archaeology or art in 

the objects at the museum:  

‘The museum did not really start as an art museum, but as an archaeological research institute, even 

though indeed over time it did get redefined as an art repository. And I believe, at the time, even in art 

museums Chinese objects were often not yet seen as art’.
720

   

One of the questions that came out of this study is: What are these objects considered as and 

what is their function within a Western museum concept? This is one of the important 

conclusive points raised after the initial understanding how the collections were formed.   

Karlbeck has hitherto remained a relatively unknown figure. His collecting activities 

and scholarship, not only for the museum in Stockholm but also for a number of private 

collectors and public institutions in Britain, France, The Netherlands and Germany, have up 

till now not been fully analysed. This thesis has clearly demonstrated the important role he 

played in this collecting history and the study of Chinese archaeology. Furthermore, it 

revealed how Western institutions, like the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and British 

Museum formed their collections. In the 1920s and 1930s, the syndicate activities represent 

one of Europe’s last collecting expeditions into Asia in a particular moment, through which a 

                                                             
720 Magnus Fiskesjö, Personal Email to Valerie Jurgens, dated 10 December 2007.  
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great number of archaeological objects left China relatively unrestricted. China’s door was 

shut soon afterwards. Karlbeck’s recollections are preserved in the archival data and contain 

first-hand on site accounts on the process of his acquisitions and the complexity of exporting 

antiquities. Central in this discussion is that China was in political turmoil at the time, with a 

decentralised government and segregated leadership in the provinces. There was substantial 

poverty and an economic strife. In this environment there existed a thriving antiquities 

market. In turn, this leads to an important discussion within the debate on cultural heritage 

and ownership today. Much is not within the perimeters of this thesis. However, the 

discussion on purchasing, export and legislation of material culture discovered through the 

archival material are a significant reminder of the complexities surrounding cultural property 

law, even in the late 1920s and early 1930s. The debate is current, where the ownership of 

China’s historical objects in Western collections is challenged. The subject in this thesis is 

examined within its own historical boundaries at a time when Western collecting was often 

conducted as, what was considered, scientific research in historical and cultural studies. 

Karlbeck importantly defined himself as an academic collector. He clearly did not 

think that he was dealing in cultural property in the negative sense, nor was he motivated to 

collect for financial gain. From the period his first collections were formed there was a 

determination to open a scholarly dialogue amongst a group of Western-based specialist, 

these included Sirén, Gustaf Adolf, Andersson, Hobson, Laufer and Yetts. Even though he 

sold his ceramic and bronze collections Karlbeck initially promoted their historical 

significance. There is no evidence that the selling of objects had made him a rich man or that 

he intentionally purchased to sell for large profits in Europe or the US. At the time he was 

fully aware of the difficulty involved in excavating and exporting antiquities, something that 

the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities was also conscious of. There are no records that 

Karlbeck participated in an archaeological excavation, although he did plan one with Sirén. 
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Their official application was denied by local authorities and he did not act illegally in this 

matter. His collecting came from buying directly from local dealers, again not something that 

was beyond the boundaries considered inappropriate. When Andersson and Gustaf Adolf 

visited Karlbeck in 1926 in Pukow and purchased numerous bronzes from him for the, then 

recently opened, museum they were perceptive that the export of antiquities was already a 

sensitive and complex issue. Andersson did not openly get involved in collecting on behalf of 

the museum during this trip. From then on he instructed Karlbeck in acquisitions he thought 

important and to bring these back to Sweden. During the operations of the syndicate no 

objects were sent directly to the museum and there was always an intermediate address from 

which they were further distributed. However, the syndicate was not an illegal operation and 

the trade of antiquities was open to an international market, however, their activities 

suggested that they knew the complexities connected to their actions.           

Karlbeck purchased a great number of objects belonging to China’s Bronze Age upon the 

request of the syndicate members. In the 1920s and 1930s he was one of a few Western 

collectors who travelled through China and collected archaeological objects. He mainly 

purchased small ornamental bronzes, such as mirrors, belt-hooks and weaponry. The facility 

of their transport in and out of China gave good reason for this choice. Larger objects, such as 

ritual vessels, sculpture and pottery figures, which were also available on the market, were 

more obvious and fragile in transport. These were also more expensive and bought by him in 

much smaller quantities or when specified by a particular collector or institute. 

His first-hand accounts on the state of the art market in China itself could contribute to future 

research into the history, collecting and ownership of non-Western objects in Western 

collections. There were several other Western collectors that operated in China at the time, 

mostly acting on behalf of American museums and dealerships. Whiting Bishop for the Freer 

Gallery, White for the Royal Ontario Museum and Ferguson for the Metropolitan Museum 
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were three rivals mentioned by Karlbeck. At the time, they focussed on similar material to 

bring back to the perspective institutions they were connected with. Their common primary 

incentive was that these objects were used in archaeological and historical research and to be 

exhibited within a museum environment dedicated to scholarship. Like Karlbeck, their 

motivation was academically driven. A comparative study to look at the individual collecting 

practices of this American group in comparison to the collections and scholarship in Europe 

will prove to be an interesting avenue of future research. This thesis contributes a full 

analysis of Karlbeck’s role and the incentives of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 

within this particular history.  

With respect to his collecting skills Karlbeck stood at the front of innovative research on 

Chinese bronze art, archaeology and culture and directed future studies in the field. His work 

on early bronze-casting techniques and successfully establishing the provenance for the Huai-

style productions sites are important contributions that still hold their argument. He was also 

the first to point out distinct regional styles in the bronze mirrors of the Zhou period and in 

doing so supported the notion that a culturally unified China in the Bronze Age was not 

necessarily a realistic conception, something that Yetts also commented on at the time.
721

 The 

definition of the Huai-style is therefore an important factor considered throughout this thesis. 

It not only demonstrates that for the short period that the term was used the geographical 

region of this bronze style was a significant classification tool. After this period the 

periodization for classifying bronzes used the dynastic names to represent the style of the 

objects demonstrating that objects too can be subject to fashion or trends.  

                                                             
721 This is an important and current topic that is addressed by archaeologists and art historians alike. For 

examples, see, Jonathan Hay’s intercultural discussion on China’s bonze art. Hay, ‘Toward a theory of 

intercultural’, 5-41; Hay, ‘Questions in Influence in Chinese Art History’, 241-261; Fiskesjö, ‘New Perspectives 

in Eurasian Archaeology’.  
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The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in particular supported the use of the term Huai-style 

to categorise the stylistic components of these objects. They also applied it to label the 

bronzes on display in their 1933 exhibition. A discussion of this exhibition in Chapter 4 

elaborated on the characteristics of the Huai-style and also suggests that the discovery of this 

bronze style was due to the efforts of their in-house collector, Karlbeck. It was very much, 

therefore an invented category to suit a Western taxonomy. The 1933 exhibition of Chinese 

bronzes at the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities represented the first of its kind in Europe 

and was organised in conjunction with the International Congress of Art Historians in 

Stockholm. Interestingly the exhibition was also connected to the field of art history because 

its opening was planned around this event. The museum proposed a tentative chronology that 

they hoped opened further scholarly debate amongst the visitors of this congress on questions 

addressing origin, evolution, diffusion,  influence and, in today’s terms, intercultural 

relationships in early Chinese art and cultural history. 

Alongside this Chinese bronze exhibition it was decided that a collection of Ordos objects 

was also a significant and valuable denominator in the study of Chinese art and archaeology. 

The museum held the largest collection of these in the world and it was the first time they 

were put on display. They were exhibited alongside another group of non-Chinese bronzes 

then recently discovered in Siberia. The incentive for using this comparative method within a 

museum display was chosen to visually support a cultural relationship between East and 

West. Furthermore, it opened a debate about the possible diffusion route of the naturalistic 

animal-style from Central Asia to Siberia into China during the Bronze Age period. A 

number of distinguished visitors came to see these exhibitions and participated in the 

organised discussions. They included Yetts, Eumorfopoulos and Raphael. They were guests 

of Gustaf Adolf at the royal palace and in a way represent the unity of the Karlbeck Syndicate 

in Sweden and Britain. At the time of their visits the Karlbeck Syndicate was fully operating 
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and the communication between them came together at the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities and through the syndicate. 

The reasoning behind the Karlbeck Syndicate was primarily based on economical 

considerations. For the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities it was a secure way to finance 

new purchases. Also, for its members it proved one-fifth cheaper than buying through the 

European market. The organisation of the syndicate was centred at the museum. Its ingenuity 

was entirely through the efforts of Andersson, Karlbeck, Lagrelius and Gustaf Adolf. Another 

important factor that made it successful was Karlbeck’s reputation. His so-called trained eye 

and ability to provide provenance added authenticity and possibly increased the object’s 

economical value. This thesis did not explore all the possible avenues of research within the 

boundaries of the archival material. Karlbeck’s numerous references to the growth of the 

fake’s industry in Chinese art or the history of the local art market provide equally fruitful 

topics for future research.      

In each syndicate the participants- private or institutional- had specific collecting interests. 

New in Western collections the dominant group of non-inscribed archaic objects were for the 

first time coherently classified predominantly by specialists in Sweden and Britain. The 

discussion of the relationship between collecting and scholarship in these two retrospective 

countries served as a basis for future research into similar collections in The Netherlands, 

Germany and France. What this thesis is able to conclude is that China’s bronze art formed 

an important core of the first Western studies that defined early Chinese art. It also showed 

that Eurasian art and archaeology was inevitably connected to the field of Chinese art and 

archaeology during this particular period and that current scholarly methods of cultural 

analysis were also applied to Chinese objects, a circumstance which was first identified here. 
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The mechanics of the syndicate as presented in this thesis and the participation of a 

select group of now identified members is a significant contribution to the history of Chinese 

collections in Europe. Furthermore, a case study for future studies on collector’s groups may 

be in order. In the first decades of the twentieth century a number of specialised groups were 

founded that dedicated themselves to the collecting and promoting of Asian art; these 

included the China Club in Sweden, the Oriental Ceramic Society in London, the Friends of 

Asian Art Society in Amsterdam and the Gesellschaft für Ostasiatische Kunst in Berlin. The 

records on the Karlbeck Syndicate are a significant contributor to the study of such groups. 

Its mechanics, as contributed in this thesis, show a highly exclusive and organised consortium 

of connoisseurs with very specific incentives. It was bound together by a common 

motivation; the collecting, promoting and scholarship of Chinese culture and bronze art in 

Europe. Simultaneously, some important figures in this circle, including, Eumorfopoulos, 

Raphael, Oppenheim and Hellström were considered and shed new light how their private 

collections were formed. The majority of these collectors donated and bequeathed their 

Chinese collections to museums. There was a general motivation in Sweden and Britain that 

the final destination for such collections was a public institution. Within a museum 

environment objects were displayed and open to a larger public. However, what makes the 

Karlbeck Syndicate unique is that it was the museums that acquired most of the objects 

independently, notably the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and the British Museum. The 

relationship between private collector and museum during the first decades of the twentieth 

century was, as this thesis demonstrated, very close-knit and the boundary between the two 

often crossed over. Moreover, in pre-war Europe, this interaction was often encouraged by 

the government and through new university programs. A significant aspect within this 

discussion is that it connects the institutional and private collections to one common source. 
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In the very part, the examination of the Karlbeck Syndicate is an important piece in 

the study of history of Chinese art collecting in the West. The lists of its members that are 

compiled in Chapter 4 are based on primary archival records and show the popularity of types 

of objects. It also demonstrates that the private collector and public institution were interested 

in the acquisition of similar objects, both following the same trend. The discussion of the 

participation of the British Museum and Seligman shows an interesting comparison between 

the institutional collector and the private collector within the boundaries of the Karlbeck 

Syndicate data.  

For example the British Museum focussed on objects selected for their ornament and design 

representing the evolutionary path of decorative art in China. Seligman, on the other hand, 

was motivated by objects that were linked to his ethnological interest. In doing so, he 

focussed on its historical importance through the analysis of Style, design and technology 

using the comparative method. His work represented some of the innovative studies that 

placed these types of objects within the larger picture of world history. The correspondence 

between Seligman and Karlbeck showed that, unlike the British Museum, he did not try to 

establish so-called complete sequences in his collection. He was more interested in objects 

with very specific decorative motifs that were applicable to then new scientific dating 

techniques and related to the topic of diffusionism. Uniquely, Seligman’s collecting activities 

demonstrated that both art history and ethnology, as defined at the time, were closely related 

to the study of early Chinese art and archaeology. His approach and scholarly influence is an 

important example how a private collector was actively involved in this developing field in 

Britain.    

The Karlbeck Syndicate is a key example of how Chinese art was approached within a 

newly developing academic field in the West, and particularly Europe. This is exemplified by 

a discussion of Andersson’s pioneering archaeological work and ground-breaking research by 



273 
 

Karlbeck on casting-technology and discovery of regional and transitional styles in bronzes, 

as well as, the addition of Chinese art and archaeology as an academic subject at the 

University of London by Yetts and the analysis of the Seligman Collection through 

Seligman’s ethnological approach to the subject. In addition, a number of publications by 

Hobson and Laufer are also discussed. The taxonomic methodology of this scholarly group 

took into consideration a number of intercultural concepts that led to the exploration of 

anthropological frameworks for the analysis of Chinese objects and still have some relevance 

today. 

The discussion on the institutional and intellectual framing of the Karlbeck Syndicate objects 

is also a contribution to the contemporary study of the anthropology of art, which argues for 

the idea of art as an integral part of anthropology.
722

 In turn the essentially anthropological 

methodology of the comparative method was used at the time to classify the bronzes and 

focussed on the evolution of their stylistic development. This method was first proposed at 

the turn of the twentieth century by a number of anthropologists such as Boas and Haddon. 

Later this method was first considered by Laufer in the study of Chinese material culture and 

somewhat later by Andersson, Karlbeck, Yetts and Seligman. Following this methodology an 

interpretive framework was created for Chinese art and archaeology according to Western 

scholarship. It opened up a debate on the concept of bronze art and its technology that 

pointed to a geographical and cultural originating source outside of China’s borders. This led 

to the implication of the theory of diffusionism as a plausible explanation for recreating its 

history, technology and the origin of design. The Chinese objects were studied alongside 

those of other cultures, notably Eurasian and southern Russia, exemplified by the Ordos and 

Luristan bronzes.  

                                                             
722 On the issues connected with the anthropology of art see, Morphy and Perkins, ‘The Anthropology of Art’, 1-

323; Layton, The Anthropology of Art. 
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Furthermore, this thesis posits that the theory of diffusionism and the study of early Chinese 

art shared common ground. The idea of the intercultural or cultural influence in China’s 

bronze art is a recurring theme. The term intercultural is used today by a number of scholars 

for discussing different art historical principles. In this thesis it is used as a historical term in 

the study of decoration and design in China’s material culture. In this case, it stands 

synonymous with cultural relationship or even cultural diffusion in reference to scholarship 

of that time. Furthermore, this methodology became part of an art historical approach to 

understanding non-Western art. The terminology used by art historians, like Sirén, 

Bachhofer, Binyon and Ferguson is especially exemplary of the definitions commonly used 

in the stylistic classification of Western art. Even Andersson used the term Baroque to 

describe a stylistic phase in Neolithic pottery without meaning that there was a direct 

relationship to the Baroque style in Western art. However, one of the findings of this thesis is 

that at the time there was already a distinction in Western scholarship between the approaches 

to painting and calligraphy and those of bronze art and other archaeological material.
723

 

Whilst the emphasis of using comparative terminologies in Chinese painting was to stress its 

differentiation from Western examples, in archaeological objects the comparative method 

was used in a search for unity and a common cultural origin of technology and design.  

This study contributes significantly to the understanding of the field of Chinese art 

and archaeology in a particular Western context. It is reflective of a defined period of 

collecting history when a new archaic group came to European collections and were 

categorised within an accepted Western taxonomic system. The discussion of Style and what 

this means, and meant, in the different fields that deal with the same object is an important 

reminder that Chinese art was initially connected to the study of cultural history. 

Furthermore, it also demonstrates how, alongside the anthropological methodologies, 

                                                             
723 For a discussion on an art historical approach to Chinese objects and paintings at that time see, Fry, ‘The 

Significance of Chinese Art’, 1-5. 
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Western art historical periods were applied to label these archaic objects. This equally led to a 

number of interpretative assumptions to explain transitions and new stylistic motifs in 

China’s bronze art without attempting to explain its meaning or function. Alongside the 

sequencing of their supposed evolutionary progress this framework was used in museum 

display. This was essentially an ethnological approach and typical of foreign objects. The 

exhibitions discussed in this thesis are genuine examples of how this model was used at that 

time.  

In the Introduction a short history of the theory of diffusionism, and in particular in 

Britain, address some of the principal elements of this theory. The idea that most civilizations 

had a common source from which inventions and superior knowledge diffused into inferior 

cultures was a Western concept. Its roots was first located in nineteenth century philology 

and served as a foundation for later object based studies such as ethnology, archaeology and 

the art of non-Western cultures. The Introduction established that China’s past was first 

framed by scholars like Kircher, Ball, de Guignes and Terrien De Lacouperie, who in their 

philological studies had argued that the Chinese language was not indigenous and derived 

from ancient Egypt or Babylonia. 

 By the early 1920s the diffusionist debate in Britain was led by Smith and Perry, who 

concluded in their ethnological research that Egypt was the geographical place of origin of all 

so-called advanced civilizations in ancient history, including China. At the same time the 

British archaeologist Childe had brought the model of culture complexes to the discipline of 

archaeology, which was one way to explain the diffusion of cultural traits in past societies. 

This had an effect on the general preconceptions of ancient China and on Western 

scholarship. Equally, the differentiation between the West and Others (meaning culturally 

non-European or from European descent) in the historical classification of early Chinese art 
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was strengthened through some of comments by Said, Young and Zhang Longxi.
724

 The 

creation of the idea of the so-called Orient influenced the perception of the objects discussed 

in this thesis and how they were framed within the collections and scholarship. The 

diffusionist theory, also an element of philological and anthropological studies, was 

essentially part of a larger intellectual debate in Western scholarship that went back a couple 

of centuries. However, for a short period in the 1920s and 1930s it took centre-stage in the 

analysis of a number of cultural and historical issues in London and also in Sweden.  

The discovery of an advanced Neolithic culture within China’s borders was a significant 

evidence of diffusionist possibilities in the prehistory of the area. Andersson, who conducted 

the excavation, wrote in his archaeological report a theory that supported the fact that he had 

found the remains of an unknown culture in Gansu that bore a direct relationship to Neolithic 

findings in Central Asia and Southern Russia. He not only was the discoverer of this culture 

but also the leading Western archaeologist operating in China and conducting scientific 

research in the field. He provided a framework for classifying this, and later other, 

archaeological material. One of the things that occupied Andersson was his search for 

missing links in China’s prehistory that could explain the resemblance in the otherwise 

geographically wide-spread Neolithic finds. He used the terminology The Theory of Western 

Origin and this is essentially what we now call a diffusionist approach. He continued to 

follow this method when he studied the later dating bronze objects, especially the Ordos 

bronzes and the likelihood that they introduced the animal-style into China. Another 

significant article where he proposed these answers was that the technique of the gold-smith, 

and especially the delicate inlay-technique often found on bronzes from the Zhou period 

onwards, was an introduction from the West. At the time, these so-called progressive 

elements in Chinese art were thought to be anything but culturally indigenous. The main 

                                                             
724 See, Introduction, 60-62 
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conclusion was that they were imported. Although Andersson withdrew his theory in the 

1940s his early arguments for a direct cultural relationship between East and West had 

influenced how the Neolithic and archaic objects were first received in Western scholarly 

circles. His publications represent some of the first Western discussions based on the study of 

China’s archaeological objects and are an important source of information in the 

historiography of the field in Europe. In Britain, it was Yetts who published two significant 

articles in the leading art historical journal The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, 

discussed in Chapter 5, where he presented and affirmed Andersson’s ideas to a larger 

audience. This shows the impact of the, what would today be considered as scientifically 

unsubstantiated, classification of new archaeological data. During this period a lot of 

archaeological material was based upon a cross-comparison of objects in Western collections 

but without any of the important information provided by excavation. On the one hand, 

Andersson’s discovery and excavations of the Neolithic sites are the first that were 

systematically conducted, provided provenance and scientifically documented the finds. On 

the other hand, he also purchased a lot of objects and specimen from the local population and 

to process all the data in Sweden took many years. His archaeological report was published 

soon after his discovery and already included his Theory of Western Origin before all the 

research on the collected material was completed.    

The discussion of the developing scholarship in Sweden during the period of the 

foundation of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities brings to light an academic bond 

between a group of specialists that all participated in a debate on a cultural relationship and 

diffusion through the discovery of China’s early material culture, respectively whether they 

agreed with each other or not. Significantly to this thesis they were predominantly based in 

either Sweden or Britain. Both countries held exclusive Chinese collections and promoted 

themselves as important centres for Chinese art. Furthermore, the scholarly exchange 
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between the two countries and their mutual collecting interest in early Chinese art, as 

illustrated in this thesis, found itself united in the Karlbeck Syndicate. This places 

diffusionism into context with a specific intellectual and historical atmosphere surrounding 

scientific and cultural studies at the time. The idea that early Chinese material culture had 

some of its origin in the West was an accepted perception that already had been firmly placed 

in Western universal history. This is one of the important findings in this thesis. It was 

essentially the broader intellectual environment of that time, or Zeitgeist, that directed these 

diffusionist ideas in the study of Chinese art and archaeology. As Blautt mentioned in his 

study on Eurocentric history that the diffusionist scholars were, in essence, elaborating and 

codifying the theory (of Europe’s permanent geographical superiority) in the realms of 

scholarship within which they worked.
725

 The first museum curators, like Andersson and 

Hobson, dealing with objects of China’s Bronze Age represented their national institutions, 

the State and with that the complexities involved by promoting Chinese art to a Western 

audience. This affected purchases made for the museums and the choice for their display to a 

larger public, importantly publicizing new archaeological discoveries. The museum was 

essentially responsible for supporting the historical ideas linked to its objects and reaching a 

wide audience. The ownership of and identification with early Chinese art on a historical and 

aesthetic level were powerful tools in this promotion. This is pointed out in the discussion of 

how the Ordos bronzes were exhibited next to a group of Siberian bronzes that bore 

similarities in design but were culturally different. Still, a direct relationship was suggested 

by visually comparing the objects in a framed display.   

This study showed that around the period that the syndicate operated Andersson, 

Karlbeck, Yetts, Hobson and Seligman all significantly communicated with each other 

through correspondence, in publications and participated in the organised exhibitions and 

                                                             
725 See, Blautt, The Colonizer’s Model of the World, 13 
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seminars. One of the things that stood out is that the comparative method was used by this 

group and affected the writing of China’s prehistory through archaeological data. The general 

focus was on a search for a common origin for Chinese and Western civilization. Secondly, 

after this inter-war period the study of Chinese art was slowly breaking up in two directions; 

one purely focussing on the stylistic development of design and did not necessarily include 

the archaeological data provided by the objects, and the other dedicated to the importance of 

archaeology through excavation. A research question of how the discipline of Chinese art and 

archaeology following this defined period developed naturally follows from the discussion in 

this thesis.   

The implications of diffusionism in China’s archaeological and anthropological 

research are complex. The idea that Western culture brought progress to ancient China was 

influenced by a Eurocentric political system, which provided a set of beliefs about empirical 

reality that a majority Europeans, according to Blautt, accepted as true propositions supported 

by facts.
726

 This affected the collecting of Chinese antiquities and promoted the growth of 

European collections and was conditioned by the intellectual environment of the period. The 

question of Chinese origin resurfaced in the 1920s and 1930s through a number of new 

discoveries, including the Bronze Age site at Anyang and new archaeological data entered the 

mainstream intellectual debate. A number of publications supported that some form of 

cultural inter-action between China and the West, either through trade, war or migration had 

existed. Specifically Seligman’s pioneering comparative studies on weaponry types in China 

and ancient Europe and his research on the diffusion of glass-making technology are valuable 

examples of the ethnological approach within the study of early Chinese art and culture. 

 Seligman’s work was influenced by Haddon, who at the start of the twentieth century 

published a revolutionary study on Primitive art. He proposed that forms of art could 
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 See, Blautt, The Colonizer’s Model of the World, 1-10; Said, Orientalism.  
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deconstruct historical patterns and demonstrate relationships between cultural groups, 

something that Boas also argued for at the time in the US. The short discussion of their 

studies in Chapter 3 conclude that there was a parallel between the approach to early Chinese 

art and Primitive art in this period. One of the reasons being, that the study of the objects of 

the archaic past, including non-Western archaeology, was considered in the same way as the 

then so-called living-primitive. This is relevant to understand that art, archaeology and 

anthropology of non-Western art shared common ground. 

As noted earlier, these archaic objects first started to appear on the art market around this 

period. The popularity of the syndicate amongst a group of private collectors demonstrated 

that an aesthetic value was somehow connected to a historical value. In the Introduction it 

was discussed that Craig Clunas proposed that Chinese art as a concept is indeed a Western 

invention sets an important framework for understanding the function of China’s bronze art 

within a Western collection. The novelty of the bronze objects was one factor that made them 

interesting to collect and their intricate design, technological refinement and antiquity being 

other valuable motivations. The art market was central to the creation of Western collections 

and played an indirect role in their institutional and intellectual framing. An object’s 

provenance depended on information given to the buyer by dealers in China. Once they 

reached Western collections they started their classification process and, as can be argued, 

their re-identification within a new cultural environment. 

There are a whole range of intellectual perspectives that deal with the concepts of re-

identification of the object in a museum setting. The discussion on the different 

transformations of early Chinese material culture once they are framed within a Western 

institution or private collection is an important matter. It tells us something about the way that 

the history of a culture is written by the organisers of the display and links into questions on 

the ownership of non-Western art. Furthermore, there is growing literature on the conception 
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of a so-called visual language in art discussed in the Introduction.
727

 This concept can mean 

different things to different people but in connection to art it is mostly connected to the 

perception of design, colour and composition within a work and how this is transmitted into a 

coherent system that is a universal language. These ideas are mostly explored within issues in 

contemporary art, especially painting, as a means of de-coding its semiotics or in the 

reconstruction of how language was related to the creative production of art at a certain 

period and how the two were connected.
728

 However, it also includes how archaeology 

communicates to the public and how its objects continue to be (re)interpreted. It comes down 

to what the work of art or object tells the perceiver and how this is translated, its reception. 

The complexities of this topic are beyond the scope of this thesis and lead to future research 

on the collections today. It is an interesting view to keep in mind when looking at such 

ancient Chinese objects either as being grouped as either ethnology or art. The language used 

to classify and interpret these bronzes was an important contribution to this re-identification 

process of the objects themselves in Western collections. This gives future research a 

direction to explore. What the discussion in this study shows is that the language in the first 

three decades of the twentieth century to classify early Chinese material culture employed 

both Western anthropological and art historical terminology; the terms specimen and works 

of art were used freely outside the boundaries of the disciplines. There was no definite 

distinction made between the two. It is an important indication that in the study of China’s 

bronze art in the West, archaeology and anthropology have always been intertwined and were 

part of a much broader investigation of cultural history. The objects collected by Karlbeck, in 

                                                             
727 The term visual language is used by a number of different theorists and within a range of definitions. It is 

often used to understand the meaning or symbols in Western art and how these are translated into 

words/language. See, Introduction, 42; Schapiro Words, Script, and Pictures; O’Toole The Language of 

Displayed Art.  
728 Recently, Sarah Peirce discussed the visual language through the decorative motifs in a group of Hellenic 

vases and Stephanie Moser addressed some of the issues concerning visual language in archaeology and how 

archaeology communicates to a larger public. See, Sarah Peirce, ‘Visual Language and Concepts of Cult on the 

‘Lenaia Vases’’, Classical Antiquity 17 (1) (Apr., 1998); 59-95; Stephanie Moser, ‘The Visual Language of 

Archaeology: a case study of Neanderthals’, Antiquity 66 (253): 831-844; Brian Molyneaux ed. The Cultural 

Life of Images: Visual Representation in Archaeology (London: Routledge, 1997).  
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particular the Huai-style and Ordos bronzes, are an example of how this classification 

framework addressed both art historical and anthropological terminology, and how this also 

connected to the aesthetic principles in Western art historical scholarship. Importantly, this 

raises fundamental questions about the definition of Chinese art and the function of these 

objects outside China. Another point is that within a Eurocentric structure the objects were 

internally colonized and promoted in and by the West defined itself as a dominant 

progressive power over seemingly degenerate cultures elsewhere in the world. This is a 

strong use of language in itself. 

What is interesting is that the intellectual framing of Primitive art in Western 

collections underwent a similar transformation from ethnology to works of art as the Chinese 

objects during this period. In more recent studies on the collecting history of Primitive art it 

shows a connection between the Modernist movement and the creation of this category in art 

historical terms.
729

 These objects were first grouped within the principles of a so-called 

universal aesthetic and were open to universalistic interpretation. Equally, the classification 

process of the Huai-style and Ordos bronzes discussed in this thesis were first contextualised 

within a broader universalistic interpretation that was based on the belief that ancient Chinese 

design and bronze technology had some of its origin and influences in Western art. However, 

what sets early Chinese art apart from Primitive art is that it connected to both the Modernist 

movement and appealed to the traditional Western appreciations of Classical art and 

antiquarianism. There was a historical and cultural identity in their design and technology 

that was recognisable to the Western collector. On the other hand archaeological data 

supported important scientific facts on their history and origin, much like Classical 

archaeology provided to studies on the origins of Western art. Recently, Judith Green 

discussed the attraction of early Chinese art to the Modernist collector, in specific reference 

                                                             
729 This topic is discussed through the influence of ethnological theory on the study of early Chinese art see, 

Introduction, 31-33 and 70-71; Morphy and Perkins, ‘The Anthropology of Art’, 4-5. 
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to Eumorfopoulos, who also collected Modernist art.
730

 This thesis complements future 

research investigating this relationship between the collector of early Chinese and Modernist 

art. A closer look at the particular collectors themselves was out of bounds in the discussion 

of in this thesis but importantly this study considered the activities, consequences and 

scholarship of a defined consortium to collect China’s bronze art within a defined 

environment.  

This brings one final question for future research: Is diffusionism still an element in 

the study of Chinese art today? The diffusionist ideas presented in this thesis are first and 

foremost Eurocentric. However, they also represent the conception of a need to link, 

historically, intellectually and visually, objects of the past. The contextualisation for this 

desire to connect cultures, objects and histories was an essential part for creating order. 

Within this thought, it can disconnect, not dismiss, diffusionism from some of its more 

radical elements. What can be taken into consideration is that at the time the scholars 

discussed in this thesis did not acknowledge the Eurocentric connotations and implications of 

their ideas defined as diffusionist as we do today.   

To seek a historical connection between early Chinese material culture and that of others is 

still questioned today through the analysis of archaeological material. The 2003 symposium 

is one example of how Andersson’s Theory of Western Origin is under review. Although the 

terminology today is slightly different and ideas seem less extreme it is also supported by 

archaeological data. For example, in the archaeological discussions the term influence (in a 

direct sense) is often replaced by cultural interaction and interculturality. In this case, 

influence is predominantly used within the art historical analysis of ornament. At the 

symposium there were a number of scholars that argued for Andersson’s original ideas 

                                                             
730 See, Green, ‘A New Orientation of Ideas’, 43-56; Green, ‘Ancient China/Modern Art’, 87-99. 
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without implying the Eurocentric concepts connected to cultural relationships that possibly 

influenced China’s bronze art.
731

 Today’s interpretation of the Bronze Age cultures in China 

and those to its West are based upon archaeological evidence that they communicated with 

each other. The degree of this interaction is still not entirely clear. The communication, or 

relationship between ancient cultural groups and civilizations, could have been in a number 

of ways; trade, war, immigration, marriage. The result is that they influenced each other’s on 

a cultural level. The extent of this relationship is often difficult to determine. The objects are 

representative of one aspect of this history. On a more conceptual level, it links into questions 

on the more general perception that if a universal history exists how this affected the study of 

bronze or archaic art, its history, archaeology and how this connects to the re-construction of 

the culture that produced it. Ideas that explore whether the study of non-Western art can be 

placed within the model of a universality principle are primarily discussed in the studies on 

the history of Primitive art. 

Research questions connected to the different intellectual principles naturally follow. Can the 

treatment of Primitive art and archaic art then follow a similar methodology in scholarship? 

In this sphere what is considered art and what is archaeology or should these objects 

generally be referred to as material culture? Is this decided by the perceiver and the translator 

of the visual language of the object in question? Is it the discipline that decides what objects 

belongs where? An important finding in this thesis was that in the anthropological 

methodologies used to classify early Chinese art the archaic was treated as the so-called 

living primitive and this gives a new insight into the history of a number of ideas on material 

culture. It raised the important art historical question if the fields of art history, anthropology 

and archaeology are global and connected through a universal language, or, was and is this 

language defined by traditions in Western scholarship that initially classified non-Western 

                                                             
731 See, Introduction, 47-48 
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objects within a diffusionist history that promoted cultural relationships in ancient times in 

order to verify their own position in history.
732

 On the other hand, such concepts support the 

proposal that the interpretation of non-Western art is yet again both anthropological and art 

historical and the two are interconnected when it comes to the study of Chinese material 

culture and becomes a global issue. The Karlbeck Syndicate and the conceptualisation of the 

archaic objects that were collected within this defined period therefore represent an important 

page in the cultural history of Western collecting in the first decades of the twentieth century. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
732 For further reading see, Price, Primitive Art in Civilized Places, p. 23-36; Elkins, ‘Art History as a Global 

Discipline’, 3-24; Elkins, Is Art History Global?. 
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Figure 1. Oil painting of Karlbeck by Tyra Kleen (1874-1951). 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm 

Photo by Valérie Jurgens 

Figure 3. A bronze dagger-axe (ge), 

Western Zhou period. Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm (K-

11074-003) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

 

Figure 2. A bronze ding, Zhou 

period. Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm (K-12087-

012) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 5. Bronze belt hook, 

Eastern Zhou period. 

Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm 

(OM-1974-0293) 

Photo courtesy of the 

museum 

 

Figure 4. Bronze mirror, Eastern Zhou 

period. Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm (OM-1974-0582) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 6. Archaic jade ornament. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (OM-1974-1416) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 7. Ordos bronze. Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm (K-12069) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 8. Polychrome lead-glazed 

tea cup, Tang period. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (K-11034-011) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 9. Pottery tomb figure of a 

camel, Tang period. 

Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm (K-07548) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 10. The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities today, Stockholm. 

Photo by Valérie Jurgens 
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Figure 11.  

Photo of Andersson after K.C. Chang The 

Archaeology of China (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 1986) 

Figure 12. 

 Bronze bust of Karlgren at the Museum 

of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm. 

 

Photo by Valérie Jurgens 
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Figure 13.  

Map of northern China. 

After Orvar Karlbeck, 

Treasure Seeker in China 

(Stockholm and London: 

the Cresset Press, 1957) 

Figure 14. 

 Photo Gustaf VI Adolf of Sweden. After the 

Transactions of the Oriental Ceramic Society 39 

(1882-1973) 
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Figure15. 

Example of a newsletter-report from Karlbeck to the Karlbeck Syndicate. Report 1. Peiping,  October 5 

1931. 

The Karlbeck Syndicate Archive, the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm 

The Karlbeck Syndicate Papers, the Asian Department, the Victoria and Albert Museum, London 

The Karlbeck Syndicate File, the Department of Asia, the British Museum, London 
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16. Example of a List of Purchases. 

The Karlbeck Syndicate Archive, the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm 

The Karlbeck Syndicate Papers, the 

Asian Department, the Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London 

The Karlbeck Syndicate File, the 

Department of Asia, the British 

Museum, London 

 

Figure 17.  

Cover of Tsin Pu Ti Lu, by Orvar Karlbeck. 

(Stockholm: O.L. Svanbäcks boktrycherie, 1938) 
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Figure 18. 

Map of northern China indicating the 

travel route of Karlbeck between 

1928-1934. 

 After Orvar Karlbeck, Treasure 

Seeker in China (Stockholm and 

London: the Cresset Press, 1957). 
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Figure 19. 

Letter Charles L. Freer to Mr. 

D.E. Dannenberg  expressing 

an interest in Karlbeck’s 

ceramic collection. 

Dated: Detroit, Michigan, 

U.S.A. 

September 16, 1915. 

The Karlbeck Syndicate 

Archive, the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm. 
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Figure 20. 

Letter Laufer to Karlbeck discussing 

the purchasing of a ceramic 

collection for the Field Museum in 

Chicago. 

Dated: 25 August, 1925. 

Volume IX. The Karlbeck Syndicate 

Archive, the Museum of Far Eastern 

Museum, Stockholm 
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Figure 21. 

Photo of Li Ji after K.C. 

Chang, The Archaeology of 

China (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 

1957) 

Figure 22.  

Photograph of a ‘Peking’ Shopping Street in the early twentieth 

century. 

After Orvar Karlbeck, Treasure Seeker in China (Stockholm and 

London: the Cresset Press, 1957) 
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Figures 23 and 24. 

Two  bronze Huai-style mirrors 

collected by Karlbeck. 

Hallwyl Collection. 

After Osvald Sirén, A History of 

Early Chinese Art (London: 

E.Benn, Limited, 1929) 

Figure 25. 

Bronze dagger-axe (ge) with Anyang provenance. Collected 

by Karlbeck for the British Museum. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 (Stockholm, 

1932) 
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Figures 26 and 27. 

Two ceramic stamps used to decorate bronze mirrors. Collected by Karlbeck. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm (OM-1974-0472) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

 

Figures 28 and 29. 

Anyang moulds. Collected by Karlbeck. 

 Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm (OM-1974-0796(0813)) and (OM- 

1974-0795). 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 30. 

Anyang Marble Sculpture. 

Collected by Karlbeck. 

After Orvar Karlbeck, 

‘Anyang Marble Sculpture’ 

Bulletin of the Museum of 

Far Eastern Antiquities 7 

(1935): 61-69 
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Figure 32. 

Bronze axle-cap with inlay design. 

Eastern Zhou period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (K-1448) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 31 

Page containing a selection of jade objects collected by Karlbeck supporting his 

article on dating and classifying archaic jades. 

After, O. Karlbeck ‘Some Archaic jade Pendants and Their Dating’ The 

Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 73/425 (Aug., 1928): Plate I. 
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Figure 33. 

A selection of Huai-style bronze belt 

hooks. Collected by Karlbeck for the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 

Stockholm. 

Exhibited at the museum in 1933. 

After Andersson ‘The Exhibition of 

Early Chinese Bronzes’ in Exhibitions 

September 1933 

Figure 34. 

A selection of Ordos bronzes that were 

exhibited at the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities in 1933. 

After Andersson, ‘Selected Ordos 

Bronzes’ Exhibitions September 1933   
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Figure 35. 

A painted pottery urn from Gansu. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm (OM-1974-

0780) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 36. 

Map showing the discovered site at Yangshao and compared 

to the Anau and Tripolje sites. 

After Andersson, ‘An Early Chinese Culture’, Bulletin of the 

Geological Survey of China 5 (1923) 

Figure 37. 

Andersson’s comparison between the 

Henan Neolithic pottery decorative 

style and that of the Anau and 

Tripolje cultures. 

After, J.G. Andersson, ‘An Early 

Chinese Culture’, Bulletin of the 

Geological Survey of China 5 (1923) 
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Figure 38. 

A bronze bell, Western Zhou period. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (K-11376) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 39. 

Pottery tomb figure of a court lady, Tang 

period. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (K-15052) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 40. 

Karlbeck travelling in Inner Mongolia during the period he 

collected for the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities and 

the Karlbeck Syndicate. 

After Orvar Karlbeck, Treasure Seeker in China 

(Stockholm and London: the Cresset Press, 1957) 

Figure 41. 

Catalogue of the objects of the 

1928-1929 collecting 

expedition. 

Minnen Från Orvar Karlbecks 

Samlarfärd i Kina (1928-

1929) 

(Memories of Orvar 

Karlbeck’s Collecting Trip 

(1928-1929) 

 

Photo by Valérie Jurgens 
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Figure 42. 

Bronze mask plaque on display 

at the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm. 

 

Photo by Valérie Jurgens 

Figure 43. 

Bronze end piece to ge handle. Eastern 

Zhou period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the British 

Museum 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-

1932 (Stockholm, 1932) 

Figure 44. 

Bronze ornament for dress, Han period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the British 

Museum 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-

1932(Stockholm, 1932) 
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Figure 45. 

1. Bronze knife with Anyang 

provenance, Shang period. 

 

2. Bronze horse frontlet with 

feline mask design, 

Western Zhou period. 

 

Both bronze objects were 

collected by Karlbeck for the 

British Museum. 

 

After Robert L. Hobson, ‘Early 

Chinese Bronzes’, The British 

Museum Quarterly VIII (1932-

1933): 2-3   
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Figure 46 

A selection of Huai-style bronzes purchased by the 

British Museum through the Karlbeck Syndicate (1931-

1932). 

l. Chariot-fitting, Zhou period. 

m. Mirror, Eastern Zhou period. 

o. Mirror, Eastern Zhou/Early Han period. 

n. End of ge handle, Eastern Zhou period. 

After Robert L. Hobson, ‘Early Chinese Bronzes, The 

British Museum Quarterly VIII (1932-1933: 81-83 

Figure 47. 

Bronze knife with an Anyang provenance. Described in the catalogue as 

‘ceremonial dance axe’, ‘probably Yin’. 

Collected by Karlbeck for Clarke. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 (Stockholm, 1932) 
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Figure 48. 

Bronze axe with Anyang 

provenance. Described in 

the catalogue as 

‘ceremonial dance axe’ and 

‘probably Chow’ (Zhou 

period). 

Collected by Karlbeck for 

Clarke. 

After The Karlbeck 

Syndicate 1931-1932 

(Stockholm, 1932) 

Figure 49. 

Bronze chariot fitting, Zhou 

period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for 

Raphael. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 

1931-1932 (Stockholm, 1932) 



352 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 50. 

Bronze spear-head with inlay technique depicting the Huai- style, Eastern Zhou 

period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for Raphael. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 (Stockholm, 1932) 

Figure 51. 

 

Bronze goblet (gu), Shang period. 

 

Collected by Karlbeck for the 

Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm (K-12337) 

 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 52. 

Bronze sword with inlay design, 

Eastern Zhou. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the 

Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm (K-12337) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 53. 

Bronze weapon, (probl.) Shang period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm (K-11034-

093). 

 Photo courtesy of the museum 

 

 Figure 54. 

 Bronze dagger, Anyang provenance. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (K-11055-023)  

Photo courtesy of the museum. 
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Figure 55. 

Cover and logo depicting taotie mask 

of the catalogue The Karlbeck 

Syndicate 1931-1932 (Stockholm, 

1932 

Figure 56. 

 

Bronze handle depicting taotie 

mask design, Han period. 

 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (OM-1974-0483) 

 

Photo courtesy of the museum. 
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Figure 57. 

Example of a telegram sent from Andersson to Karlbeck in China requesting 

specific purchases for Charles G. Seligman and the Malmö Museum. 

Volume IX. The Karlbeck Syndicate Archive, the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm. 

Photo by Valérie Jurgens 
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Figure 58. 

Floor Plan of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities in 1933 and the 

exhibitions of Early Chinese Bronzes and Ordos Bronzes. 

After Guide to the Exhibitions of the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm 1-10 September 1933 (Stockholm: [The Museum, 

1933] 
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Figure 59. 

Floor plan of the Exhibition of Chinese Bronzes at the Museum of 

Far Eastern Antiquities in 1933. 

The smaller room contained the objects that were categorized under 

the stylistic classification of ‘Yin Style ’ and ‘Yin-Chou Style’. The 

main room displayed objects that were classified as ‘Middle Chou 

style’, ‘Huai Style’ and ‘Han Style’. 

After Guide to the Exhibitions of the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, Stockholm 1-10 September 1933 (Stockholm: [The 

Museum], 1933) 
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Figure 60. 

 

Floor plan of the Exhibition of Ordos Bronzes at the Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities in 1933. 

 

Cases X, IX and VIII displayed the Siberian bronze objects alongside the Ordos 

bronzes that were exhibited in the rest of this space. 

 

After Guide to the Exhibitions of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm 

1-10 September 1933 (Stockholm: [The Museum], 1933) 
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Figure 61. 

Bronze handle depicting the Huai-style and the 

distinct blue water-patina, Eastern Zhou period. 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm  

(OM-1974-0465)  

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 62. 

Bronze Huai-style mirror, Eastern Zhou 

period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for the Museum 

of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm     

( K-10599-550) 

 

Photo courtesy of the museum 
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Figure 63. 

Ordos bronze depicting the so-

called typical animal style. 

 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 

Stockholm (OM-1974-0711) 

 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

Figure 64. 

Perceval W. Yetts (1878-1957) 

After Percival David, ’W. Perceval Yetts: An 

Appreciation’, Oriental Art III (3) (Autumn, 

1957) 
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Figure 65. 

A comparative drawing by Yetts of painted pottery 

designs from Chinese sites, including Yangshao to motifs 

from Susa and Tripolje. 

After Perceval Yetts ‘Painted Neolithic Pottery in China’ 

in The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 47/ 273 

(Dec., 1925): 308-310, Figure 2.  

 

 

 

Figure 66. 

Two examples of ‘conventionalized 

bird designs combined with bands of 

symmetric pattern’ painted on 

pottery from Gansu region 

discovered by Andersson. 

Published by Yetts as they were 

considered of extreme importance 

since they, according to Yetts 

corresponded exactly in style to the 

decoration of a group discovered in 

Susa. 

 

After, Perceval Yetts, ‘Painted 

Neolithic Pottery in China’ The 

Burlington Magazine for 

Connoisseurs 47/273 (Dec., 1925): 

308-310, Figure 3.   
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Figure 67. 

A selection of Luristan and Chinese bronze objects supporting 

Yetts’ comparative methodology to classify this group. Objects 

belonged to Raphael (A), Seligman (B) and the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities (C, D, E). 

After Perceval Yetts ‘Chinese Contact with Luristan Bronzes’ The 

Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 59/ 341 (Aug., 1931): 76-81  
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Figure 68 

Ordos bronze plaque depicting animal-in-combat motif.  

Collected by Karlbeck for the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm 

(K-11248-022) 

Photo courtesy of the museum 

 

Figure 69 

Two examples of the animal-in-combat motif 

on bronze ornaments discovered in tombs in 

China. 

(a) Tiger biting a goat. Pengyang 

Baiyanglin 

(b) Tiger biting a goat. Warring States 

tomb. Xiji Chenyangchuan 

After Tu Cheng-sheng ‘The Animal Style 

Revisited’ in Exploring China’s Past, 137- 149 

(Figure 9). 
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Figure 71. 

Two objects found by the 

Kozlóv Expedition. 

J. Metal plaque, 

naturalistic animal motif, 

Scytho-Siberian style. 

L. Black-red lacquered 

bowl with scroll design, 

Chinese. 

Found together in Inner 

Mongolian tomb. c. 1 

century BC. 

After Perceval W. Yetts, 

‘Discoveries of the Kozlóv 

Expedition’, Plate IV. 

After  

 

Figure 70. 

Detail animal-in-combat 

motif from embroidered 

carpet. 

Discovered Kozlóv 

Expedition from a tomb 

in Inner Mongolia. c 1 

century BC. 

After Perceval W. Yetts, 

‘Discoveries of the 

Kozlóv Expedition’, Plate 

I A (C) 
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Figure 72. 

A selection of small bronze objects acquired by the British 

Museum through the Karlbeck Syndicate. Including an 

Anyang openwork belt ornament, Huai-style horse-frontlet 

and belt hook and Han period ornaments. (Especially nr 5, a 

Huai-style belt hook was considered of unusual form of this 

transitional period and has a rich blue patina.) 

 After, R.L. Hobson, ‘ Early Chinese Bronzes’ The British 

Museum Quarterly VII (1932-1933): Plate III 
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Figure 73. 

Note Hobson to Andersson dated 12 December 1934 in which he 

mentioned that the consignment of Karlbeck’s objects for the 

syndicate members in Britain was safely received at the British 

Museum. 

 

Volume IX. The Karlbeck Syndicate Archive, the Museum of Far 

Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm   
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Figure 74. 

Photo of Seligman and his wife Brenda. 

After Basil Gray, ‘Professor and Mrs Seligman’ in The 

Seligman Collection of Oriental Art, Howard Hansford 

(London: Published for the Arts Council of Great 

Britain by L. Humphries, 1966)  

Figure 75. 

A significant drawing by Seligman where he demonstrated a comparison 

between Chinese celt types (right) and those found in southern Russia 

(left). 

After Charles G. Seligman, ‘The Roman Orient and the Far East’, 

Antiquity XI (1937): 5-30 
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Figure 76. 

Bronze wheel-axle cap, Zhou period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for Seligman. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 

(Stockholm, 1932) 

Figure 77. 

A selection of ancient Chinese glass 

beads from the Seligman Collection. 

Collected by Karlbeck for Seligman. 

 

After Charles G. Seligman and H. 

Becks, ‘Far Eastern Glass: Some 

Western Origins’, Bulletin of the 

Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 10 

(1938): 1-64  
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Figure 78. 

Drawing by Seligman where he illustrated the comparative 

method used in his studies on ancient Chinese beads. 

 

After Charles G. Seligman, ‘The Roman Orient and the Far 

East’, Antiquity XI (1937): 5-30 

Figure 79. 

Bronze dagger-axe (ge), Western Zhou period. 

Collected by Karlbeck for Seligman. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 (Stockholm, 1932) 
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Figure 80. 

Bronze dagger-axe with Anynag provenance. 

Collected for Seligman by Karlbeck. 

After The Karlbeck Syndicate 1931-1932 

(Stockholm, 1932) 

 

Figure 81. 

A pottery tomb figurine 

depicting non-Chinese 

figure, Tang period. 

 

Collected by Karlbeck 

for Seligman. 

 

After The Karlbeck 

Syndicate 1931-1932 

(Stockholm, 1932)  

 


