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Preface: China before China

The collections of objects from prehistoric
East Asia, first discovered by Johan Gunnar
Andersson and his Chinese colleagues under
the leadership of Ding Wenjiang, were the
foundation of Sweden’s Museum of Far
Eastern Antiquities in 1926. A large part of
these collections, the very first in the archae-
ological discovery of the prehistory of China,
are still cared for by Sweden and are kept in
this museum, located on the cultural island of
Skeppsholmen in Stockholm, Sweden’s capital.

From 2004 they are put on display in
a new permanent exhibit, under the strange
title of "China Before China.” The word
play is intentional. The exhibit makes use
of the objects in order to showcase the rich
cultural creativity displayed by people living
in what is now China, but who were creating
their art and their artefacts several thousand
years before the later Middle Kingdom was
even conceived or thus named. They cannot
be expected to have heard of China or other
nations, even though they lived alongside the
same rivers that now flow through what we
know as China. They undoubtedly had their
own names for every place and every river, but
the names are forgotten, for this was thousands
of years before written history.

At the same time, we recognize that some
elements out of those artistic and other
traditions created by the people of distant
prehistory — necessarily unnamed but not
necessarily less intelligent than us — also came
to be used as building blocks of what came later
to be known as Chinese traditions: Agricultural
tools recognized by Andersson and still in use
in the same areas in the 1920s; the famous
tripod ceramic forms, the oracle bones, and
other examples, indeed possibly even genetic
or linguistic continuities across time. Thus the
pregnant double entendre of the exhibit’s title.

The MFEA curates the largest collections
from China’s prehistory outside of China.
Each and every one of these objects show
a wonderful creative and artistic power. If
we could travel across time and space and
meet these relatives of ours who were their
creators, we surely would meet very witty
people and jokes would abound.

Nations are not eternal entities, they are
instead our imagined communities, as
humankind has learned most emphatically
in the twentieth century. The same goes
for any example of history’s plurality of
cultural traditions. The creative capacity
that all humans possess, and which flowers
differently under different historical and
prehistorical circumstances, is what unites
humanity across any imaginary borders in time
or space, always in unexpected ways where
the only constant is our creativity.

Even the idea of the nation of Sweden,
just like the idea of a Roman empire or
Kossinna’s infamous ideas of an enduring
Germany, is necessarily an imagination orche-
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“Ten thousand years in Sweden.”

In the nationalistic times of the second woid
war (1943), Sweden's King GustafV joins Sigurd
Curman, Director of the National Museum

of Antiquities, at the opening of its new
permanent exhibits promoting the notion that
Sweden-the-nation somehow existed on the
Scandinavian Peninsula 10,000 years ago.
(National Museum of Antiquities)
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Oscar Montelius addresses a nationalistic crowd
on the newly invented Swedish Flag Day, early 20th
century. (Nordiska Museet Photo Archive).
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The cover of Carl-Axel Moberg's 1964
book Before Sweden Became Sweden
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strated by living people and has historically
been projected back in time well beyond its
actual historical existence. We can see this
use of prehistory in the following examples,
some of which are also helpful in relating to
the prehistory of Johan Gunnar Andersson’s
discoveries in China themselves. The now-
abandoned idea that Sweden-the-nation
somehow existed 10,000 years ago on the
Scandinavian Peninsula was exemplified in
the national display of prehistoric artefacts in
1943, Ten thousand years in Sweden” (see
page 6). The famous Swedish archaeologist
Oscar Montelius, who — as we shall see later
on — urged Andersson to search for China’s
prehistory, was himself an instrumental figure
in the construction of the idea of an enduring
Swedish nation in the late 19th and early
20th century (see p. 6 for a photo of Montelius
excavating prehistory, in the company of the
Crown Prince Gustaf Adolf, in a region of
Sweden once owned by the Danish crown;
and on p. 6, Montelius addressing the
national celebration of Swedish flag, itself
a recent invention). Recently, many Swedish
archaelogists have abandoned this line of
thought, as signalled already in Carl-Axel
Moberg’s 1964 work Before Sweden Became
Sweden (see p. 6) and publications like The
Making of Sweden (Peter Sawyer, 1989).
That is one context in which to consider
the world-famous painted pottery from China’s
prehistory. In the museum’s exhibit you will
encounter many more selections from the
collections, from mundane cooking vessels
to the world famous shamanistic figures
fashioned as ceramic heads (see Section 5),

one of which adorns the museum’s scientific
journal, the Bulletin of the MFEA; as well
as ceramic rattles and other instruments;
prehistoric oracle bones without writing,
compared with the inscibed oracle bones of
the early kingdoms in the Chinese Bronze
Age, and many other intriguing objects.
These include the "Banshan Chieftain”, on
display since 1929 (See Section 4 for a further
introduction).

This volume, however, is not about these
objects. Its objective is instead to indicate
the history of how and why these objects
were first discovered. The book is shorter
than originally planned (in part because of
the reconstruction of the museum’s buildings,
and other not directly related reasons). It
outlines this little-known story of discovery,
where many issues remain to be explored.
It is set in the context of the modern-era
discovery of mainland East Asian pre-
history by Johan Gunnar Andersson and his
Chinese colleagues — above all his Chinese
collaborator, fellow scientist, and employer,
Ding Wenjiang, with the encouragement
and shared enthusiasm for science that
he provided; of how the collections were
brought to Sweden in accordance with a
Chinese-Swedish agreement that governed
their fate; and of how approximately one
half of the collections were returned to
China (after which they disappeared and
were subsequently forgotten there, seemingly
without a trace, in the fog of war).

The volume ends with a note of reflection
regarding the future of these collections
and their status as world cultural heritage.
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The Discovery of China’s Prehistory
and the Origins of the MFEA
Collections: A Chronological Account

The founding of the Museum of Far East-
ern Antiquities in 1926, based on the first
archaeological discovery of a Chinese pre-
history, a China before China, is inescapably
related to the modern history of both Sweden
in Europe, and of China in Asia.

The following account introduces this
partly forgotten history for the benefit of
future research. It highlights two men of
the high modern era, one Chinese and one
Swedish scholar, allied in their pursuit of
science: Johan Gunnar Andersson (1874
— 1960, in Chinese: Antesheng %4F 4 ),
the Swedish geologist-turned-archaeologist
active in China from 1914 to 1925, and Ding
Wenjiang (1887 — 1936, also written as Ting
Wen-chiang, or V.K. Ting; in Chinese: T 5C
/L), the Chinese scientist, intellectual, and
politician of the young Chinese Republic that
had succeeded the last imperial monarchy
after its overthrow in 1911. (The two men’s
portraits are on p. 22-23; their name cards are
seen on p. 102).

Ding Wenjiang is widely regarded as one of
the sharpest minds of his times and was one
of the forefront figures of the New Culture
Movement. He was among the first Chinese
with a complete Western science education.
He made lasting contributions to Chinese
geology, paleontology and prehistoric archa-
eology, and was the founding director of
China’s National Geological Survey (NGS)

He promoted the expansion of modern
China’s mining industry and once served
as a Mayor of Greater Shanghai, combining
in himself the virtues of a modern scientist,
and a new form of the Classical humanistic
Chinese scholar-official. Ding Wenjiang was
born in Jiangsu, eastern China, the second
of seven children, in 1887. At just fifteen, in
1902, he joined the many Chinese students
in Japan, and two years later continued to
England. He studied at Cambridge and
later in Glasgow, where he received bachelor
degrees in zoology and geology. Returning
to China he took up teaching and then was
appointed to a post in the mining department
of the new central government’s Ministry for
Industry and Commerce, where along with
Zhang Hongchao and other associates he set
up a geology research center.'

Johan Gunnar Andersson also became
fascinated with science and nature at an
early age. He was born in rural Sweden
near Orebro, Nirke, in 1874. As a young
boy (see p. 24), he encountered a fossil
woodlouse near his house. He never gave up
his interest in field research and natural study,
and read geology and paleontology at Uppsala
University (p. 24). After undertaking several
North and South Polar expeditions, he was
the director of Sweden’s Geological Survey
for a while, and was recruited to China from
that position. Thanks in great measure to
the encouragement of Ding Wenjiang, his
counterpart as director of China’s newly
organized Geological Survey, Andersson
became a key figure in the discovery of
China’s prehistory and “undoubtedly exer-
ted the strongest influence” on Chinese
archaeology among the various Western scho-

'On Ding’s biography, see Hu Shih’s Biography of Ding Wenjiang and Charlotte Furth’s Ting Wen-chiang: Science and China's New
Culture, as well as Cheng and Chen, eds. The Former National Geological Survey: A historical retrospective, 1916—1950 (for full

bibliographical information, please see the Bibliography).
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lars in Asia in this period.

In the following, the red thread of the
story remains the path towards discovery of
China’s prehistory, intertwined with these
two men’s careers.

The high tide of modernity of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century was
an era of scientific exploration and discovery,
and of industrial and colonialist exploitation,
which originated mainly in Europe and
America. Expeditions which captured the
imagination of people everywhere were
launched across the supposed unmapped
spaces of the world, opening up new paths for
the use and exploitation of natural resources
as well as of human beings. Sometimes there
was over-confidence in the ability of science
to solve all problems.

For example, Sven Hedin (1865-1952),
Swedish explorer and cartographer, devoted
himself to the white spots of Central Asia
with expeditions in 1893-97, 1899—-1902,
and in 1905-08, which Hedin reported and
popularized widely across Europe. These
and other feats of discovery were retold
by Andersson in his two-volume How We
Conquered the Earth: The Geographical
Discoveries Through the Ages, published in
Swedish in 1953, a work full of praise for the
explorers — but also replete with scorn for the
ill-treatment of indigenous peoples, such as
the Native American populations of Mexico,
and elsewhere.

At the turn of the 19th century, Andersson
was above all engaged in polar research, as
a geologist and paleontologist. In 1898,
he participated in the Nathorst Arctic
expedition. The year after, he organized a

geology expedition to Bear Island in the
north Atlantic, which becomes the subject
of his doctoral dissertation in Uppsala in
1901, Uber die Stratigraphie und Tektonik der
Bdren Insel.Then, in 1901-04, he joined
the Swedish Antarctic Expedition led by
Otto Nordenskiold, and published numerous
works on polar research, including the work
Antarctica jointly with Nordenskjold, and
acquires a certain fame as a scholar and
explorer. On his return he addressed a Grand
Hotel gathering in Stockholm, in gratitude
to Axel Lagrelius (1863—-1944), director of
the printing office of the Swedish military
(Generalstabens litografiska anstalt) and
sponsor of the South Pole expeditions.
The same Mr. Lagrelius later became an
important sponsor of Andersson’s research
in Chinese paleontology and archaeology.

Meanwhile, in China, there was constant
trouble for the last monarchs of the moribund
Qing dynasty. In 1898, the famous scholars
Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao (see p. 31) and
other reformers make one of several failed
attempts to reform the moribund monarchy
(Kang Youwei subsequently found refuge in
Sweden, for a short period).

During this time, it was common for
Western scholars to argue for Western
origins of Eastern civilizations. It is easy to
see the linkage between these ideas in the
minds of people in more dynamic Western
countries, and the ossified Chinese imperial
state. As an example, see the French scholar
Terrien De Lacouperie who published his
influential book on the Western Origin of the
Early Chinese Civilization, from 2,300 B.C. To
200 A.D., in 1894, locating the origins of
Chinese civilization in ancient Babylon.

’K.C. Chang, The Archaeology of Ancient China, 1986, 14; Andersson has told the story of his life in several popularly written
autobiographical books, The Dragon and the Foreign Devils, 1926; Children of the Yellow Earth, 1932, etc.; see also Andersson’s
account in the Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 1, 1929, 11-27, and others. Strangely enough, there is not yet any

biography of Andersson.
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These theories flourished on account of both
the preponderance of the world powers of the
Western industrial nations, but in the case of
China, also in the almost complete absence
of hard evidence for China’s prehistory. The
above-mentioned books were, of course, read
by both Ding and Andersson, as were those
arguing for local origins, or combinations
thereof.

In 1901, the potential of modern archaeo-
logy was discussed in China for the first
time in Liang Qichao’s Zhongguo shi xulun
(Prolegomenon to Chinese History). By coinci-
dence, this was the same year in which
Andersson defended his thesis in geology,
a science that actually is a foundation of
archaeological research, because of the power
of geology to help us read the history of the
landscape as the context in which human
cultural history is embedded.

In 1904, Ding Wenjiang arrived in Britain
as a bright young student, to study science,
including such subjects as geology, and also
finds time to travel around Europe. He learned
Latin and French and acquired not only an
impeccable spoken and written English which
rivals that of any learned British scholar — but
also a fair dose of British positivism.

In 1906, Andersson, himself already an
accomplished scholar, was appointed Director
of Sweden’s Geological Survey (Sveriges
Geologiska Undersokning), and four years later
hosted the 11th International Geological Congress
in Stockholm. He also launched a project on
global iron, published as The Iron Ore Resources
of the World. This attracted the attention of
geologists and others in China, very keen on
developing their own country’s natural resources
as a basis for its industrial modernization.

Meanwhile, the Japanese scholar Torii
Ryuzo was working in Japanese-controlled
Manchuria (Northeastern China). In 1908,
Torii discovered the prehistoric site of
Hongshan, near Chifeng. The site was later
excavated, in 1924, 1930, and 1935 by
Japanese archaeologists. In 1914 and 1915,
Torii and his wife published accounts of
prehistoric stone implements in the Journal
of Science, University of Tokio; Andersson
later recognized them as pioneers.’

In 1911, the Chinese Republican revolution
toppled the Manchu (Qing) imperial dynasty.
The same year, Ding Wenjiang graduated
from the university at Glasgow, and returned
to China to teach in Shanghai. He joined the
Ministry for Industry and Commerce, and
became the Director of its Geology section
in 1913, at 25 years of age. Later on, Ding
led the new Geological School in Peking.
The first class of 22 students were offered a
three-year course taught by pioneer scientists
eager to promote China’s modernization.
Among them was Zhang Yi'ou (Chang Yi
Ou), a Director of the Department of Mines,
and Weng Wenhao (Wong Wen-hao, p.
30), himself also later a Director of China’s
new National Geological Survey, itself
organized in 1916 and staffed with many of
the first students (some of which are also
seen in the photo on p. 26-27).

On May 16, 1914, Andersson took up the
invited position as Mining Adviser to the
Chinese government and its Ministry for
Agriculture and Commerce. His recruitment
as one of several foreign experts serving the
young Chinese Republic was promoted by
Erik Nystrom, a Swedish geologist resident in
Taiyuan, Shanxi, for many years active at the

3Chung Kwang-chih, The Archaeology of Ancient China, 1986, 181; Andersson, Children of the Yellow Earth, 244.
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new university there, and founder of the
Nystrom Institute in Peking, the ”Sino-
Swedish Scientific Research Institute.”
Andersson’s life in Beijing is reflected in the
photos on p. 25. In his first year, Andersson
explored the geology outside Peking together
with Nystrom. To the delight of the Chinese
government they located large new iron ore
deposits, and in the new year Andersson was
even asked to brief a delighted Yuan Shih-
kai, then China’s President.

World War I began, and Yuan Shih-kai
died in 1916. Attempts to restore China’s
monarchy failed. In Andersson’s view, this
all signalled the beginning of a slide toward
disorder and local warlord rule in many parts
of China. Japan, which industrialized and
modernized far sooner than China, annexed
Germany’s territories in China.

In early 1915, Ding Wenjiang returned to
Beijing from geological and ethnological
research in Southwestern China during
1914—15, and met Andersson for the first
time. The two scholars, united by their
belief in Science and their interest in nature,
become close associates. Ding’s new textbook
of Zoology had just been published. The
dedication in Andersson’s autobiographical
book The Dragon and the Foreign Devils,
full of his experiences in China (including
rich personal, ethnological and folklife photo-
graphic materials), is to Ding Wenjiang, who
is introduced as follows: ...it was in the
spring of 1915, ... that my great personal
experience in China began. That is when
Ding Wenjiang, the Director of the NGS,
returned to Beijing from a long research trip
to Southwestern China. He came back with a
rich throve of scientific materials from the high

plateaus and the malaria-ridden valleys of
Yunnan, eager to sit down and work through
his maps, diaries and fossils, but also at the
same time full of ideas for new field ventures.
Thus began a collaboration with him which
lasted until [in 1925,] the time when he, after
a pleasant evening hosted by him in Tianjin,
came with me to say goodbye at the Mukden
night train which got me on my way home
...[He] may not count as a typical Chinese:

for that he is too driving in his work, too

demanding towards his collaborators, much
too frank in his criticism, and has too keen a
sense of merciless justice. But as one of the
most advanced members of today’s Chinese
intelligentsia, he is a shining representative
of his people...

Andersson’s initial appointment was
extended, and an intensive period of enthu-
siastic work building up the NGS ensued. In
April 1916, graduation and field tests were
conducted for the first group of Chinese
geology students. In June, Andersson made
important paleontological discoveries in
Shanxi. Later, in 1917, he continued geology
explorations for the Chinese government
in western Honan, where, incidentally,
he established contact with a Swedish
missionary station at Xin’an (Sinan hsien),
Henan, near Luoyang (see p. 40). Andersson
heard of more fossil sites with dinosaurs and
other “dragon bones,” as they are known
colloquially, and conceived the idea of
contributing fossil collections to Swedish
museums. He wrote Axel Lagrelius for funds
to cover related expenses. He approved,
and began to fund-raise for Andersson’s
Chinese paleontology (many of the fossils

4 Nystrom, Det nyaste Kina [The newest China], Stockholm: Natur & Kultur, 1936; Andersson, BMFEA 1 (1929), 11-14.



