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International concessions were strictly delimited
enclaves within key trading cities, ceded to and gov-
erned by foreign powers after ‘unequal treaties’ re-
sulting from military campaigns. Concessions also
came into being in China, from the second half of
the nineteenth century to the first half of the twenti-
eth. They are currently being rediscovered as a field
of research on the preconditions of what we today
call “globalisation’.
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Besides constituting a famous counterpart to
Shanghai and its International Settlement, the con-
cessions of Tientsin (today’s Tianjin), a city to the
south-east of Beijing close to the Bohai Bay, indeed
‘spanned the globe’: nine nations were represented,
from Japan, Russia, and six European countries to
the USA. The histories of the British, French, or Ital-
ian quarters have been rather well explored and to-
day their physical fabrics are still visible to a re-
markable extent — currently, they are even being
commodified by the Tianjin Municipal Government
as a cultural heritage site endowed with ‘cosmopoli-
tan flair’ — whereas one element has almost fallen
into oblivion: the Austro-Hungarian concession.
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Filling this scientific gap is the overall goal of
this book. The urban and architectural history of
Tientsin’s Austro-Hungarian concession, which ex-
isted between 1901 and 1917, will be contextualised
here for the first time, making use of hitherto un-
known archival material, both written and visual,
while its last physical remains will be set in relation
with today’s local heritage industry from a pres-
ent-day perspective. While the episode of the Aus-
tro-Hungarian concession stands at the centre of this
book, it is framed by two additional sections: an in-
troduction provides the reader with a historical over-
view of the ‘many roads’ taken by Austrian (and
later also Hungarian) relations with China, from the
early nineteenth century onwards, that ultimately led
to the concrete concession project in Tientsin after
1900. In the appendix, the central primary source on
which this historical analysis of Tientsin is based
(see below), has been reproduced in full.
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A theme running through the main contribution
of this book has been that of paradoxical constella-
tions.

On the one hand, a veritable boom in scientific
interest for the history of treaty port concessions in
China (which lasted from the 1860s to the 1940s)
could be detected. This interest does not only con-
cern research in the political, diplomatic, and
(“‘world trade’-related) economic networks of inter-
national collaboration, but also in the logistics, tech-
niques, and instruments that were required to plan,
implement, and control the infrastructural, urban,
and architectural development of concession sys-
tems. All these aspects together, in their micro set-up
in concessions around 1900, are often viewed as im-
portant founding factors of those entangled pro-
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cesses spanning the world that since the symbolic
threshold of 2000 have often been summed up as
‘globalisation’.
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While mapping out the current status of knowl-
edge about the history and physical afterlife of Tien-
tsin, China’s most relevant concession (which as-
sembled nine foreign nations from all over the globe,
from Japan and Russia to Europe and the USA), this
publication has uncovered a seemingly paradoxical
transformative moment: a shift from Tientsin’s con-
tested history to Tianjin’s glorious heritage. Al-
though Chinese historians continue to take an active
part in investigating this foreign-ruled chapter in
their *own’ country’s recent past, inventive munici-
pal politicians and developers are trying hard to re-
formulate Tientsin’s concession legacy, namely,
pan-imperialistic aggression and humiliating ex-
ploitation, into a positive, ‘to-be-inherited-and-to-
be-continued” success story of modernisation, cos-
mopolitanism, international cooperation and, even,
multilateral friendship. This reinvention of a once
contested past thus fits in with Tianjin’s self-brand-
ing ambitions of the present as a global city for the
future.
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In this great reworking of history, the urban and
architectural fabric of the once most impactful con-
cessions of France, Great Britain, and Italy is gradu-
ally being turned into a cultural heritage hybrid of
restored original monuments, in-style reconstructed
facades, and reinvented urban spaces. With the fab-
ric being ‘themed’ after, or even enhanced with the
enduring cultural stereotypes of these former inter-
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national powers, the overall result may be character-
ised as a global theme park atmosphere.
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On the other hand, one small element — the con-
cession of Austria-Hungary — had, so far, been left
out of this dual process: the global trend to research
China’s (Tianjin’s) concession history and the local
agency behind the ‘heritagisation” of urban and ar-
chitectural remains. In the introduction to this contri-
bution, three major reasons for this grand historical
absence and scientific neglect of one Concession
Power were formulated and each one was set in rela-
tion to a very global logic.
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First, the implementation of the Austro-Hungar-
ian concession between 1902 and 1917 was a failure.
Owing to what we called an entangled global-local
circumstance, the Habsburgs’ insufficient political
experience with, and economic disinterest for any
colonial/imperialist ‘going global’ projects (see the
introduction by Georg Lehner) unfortunately over-
lapped with too many problems on the ground (ex-
propriation of Chinese residents, no funds or invest-
ment, poor infrastructural know-how). This means
that, in comparison to more efficient building pro-
jects by other Concession Powers, very little urban
architectural fabric was de facto completed, and it is
hardly surprising that these sparse physical remind-
ers of Austria-Hungary easily fell into oblivion for
the next half-century — all the more so given that
Tientsin’s concession qua imperialist history was a
(post-)Maoist taboo for unbiased Chinese research
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until the 1990s, a time when foreign in-situ investi-
gations were also restricted.
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A second reason for the hitherto untold story of
the Austro-Hungarian concession was also discov-
ered: archival sources were partially ‘lost in transla-
tion” during their repatriation from China back to
Austria, when written consular material was errone-
ously separated from its visual attachments. As a
consequence of this partial unavailability of mate-
rial, whereby only written correspondence was at
hand whereas plans, sketches, and photographs had
gone astray, German/Austrian research since the
1950s has, for the most part, dealt with Tientsin’s
political and diplomatic history, while the urban ar-
chitectural context of the Austro-Hungarian conces-
sion has never been examined. Primarily hidden in
rich, but unpublished PhD theses, this research mate-
rial is summarised here for the first time in English.

H=, BAE0ME, Al Eeign
ML IZ LA o [ DR B T B8 £ /b5 i AR T
AR IE AL, T SR s & S s
AE FH T 4k 244 ko

Third, we argued that paradoxically the small
amount of urban fabric and architectural remains of
the Habsburgs® short campaign that still exist in
China are being further eroded owing to, precisely,
the above-mentioned heritage-making at play.
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What we called a process from Tientsin’s history
to Tianjin’s heritage was structured in a two-fold in-
quiry: a) this contribution provided for the first time
in scientific research the much-desired missing puz-
zle piece in the short urban architectural history of
the Austro-Hungarian concession between 1901 and
1917 in Tientsin; and b) it situated its historical fab-
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ric within the current ‘heritagisation” of the Chinese
economic boom city “‘global Tianjin’.
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For the first working step, a coherent set of
sources from Austrian libraries and archives, both
written (published and unpublished) and visual (car-
tographic and photographic) was evaluated to con-
textualise the different factors of the ambivalent
Austro-Hungarian concession project: its political
circumstances on the ground (from military occupa-
tion and unequal contract in 1901-02 to surrender
and handover in 1917); its ambivalent press cover-
age back home (from great fanfare to cartoonish cri-
tique) compared to eye-witness reports from Hun-
garian and Austrian visitors to the concession; its
main Austro-Hungarian actors (from honourable
consuls to dubious contractors and tragically absent
local investors) and their local counterparts (from
visiting General Governor Yuan Shikai in his impe-
rial grandeur to some 30.000 resisting Chinese resi-
dents); its logistical challenges (from peripheral
river quay consolidations to the unpopular relocation
of 7000 graves out of the core zone); and, finally, its
institutional/legal set-up (from statutes of a construc-
tion company to local taxation and even violent ex-
propriation).

WE LR, RBNE R T AT AR &
L SO — T 0k (OBt FREsD o X
HESCHR AT LB R)19114 /2 4, B dE T F2 Ll
REGR, — ARG 11500 3 E AR A (R 5 AR
AMINASTUAT FHLIT RIS 4R U B o B SR P
VERLSE AN ()T, AT B AL T 4R B4 & A
KM Bott AT BmTES AL HASE T ek A
e N EE ARSI AL, A B
b 5 S A R BN il b A B R AR AT
A R BRI B A, Sebr B M 158



284

=770, WASE TR 2 M GRS —
ANEI L AR R, 78 A AR A 1 BR T
by DURE AR SRR AL A K L p A 2 Bk
LIRS iBLE T Y )

Above all, for the first time, a so far unknown
‘spectacular’ primary source was introduced and dis-
cussed (and published in full length in the Appen-
dix). Going back to ¢.1911, it comprised a hand-
drawn scaled plan and a bound album of 115 black-
and-white photographs together with a fifteen-page
typewritten description. The entire set was used as a
visual and spatial guide to re-contextualise the de-
velopmental stages of the Austro-Hungarian conces-
sion from its beginning to its end: from establishing
the first and most important architectural markers of
diplomatic presence (the consulate buildings) and of
an ‘engineered’ civilising mission (the new ‘Aus-
trian’ iron swing bridge, de facto a project by various
national representations) to greater urban planning
efforts (establishing a new ‘rational’ texture over the
pre-existing local Chinese lane system, connecting
the concessions to the cross-concession system of
water supply, electricity, and public tramway).
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However, the photographs not only documented
the completed few buildings and urban grid of five-
by-five streets; they revealed, right ‘behind the few
shining facades’ of the concession, a rather disturb-
ing reality: one of relocated Chinese graves, several
expropriated and abandoned buildings, empty plots
owing to the lack of (inter)national investors, social
segregation and, worst of all, dirty backstreets where
local Chinese inhabitants stand around giant pools of
waste water, helpless during the flooding catastrophe
brought about by a typhoon on 30" August 1911 —
clearly, an effective drainage system was never suc-
cessfully installed. These unique visual documents
created around 1911 reveal that the Austro-Hungar-
ian concession, as part of the ‘inter-national” set-up
in Tientsin, must be evaluated from an overall histor-
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ical perspective as a project of imperialistic hubris
and as a failure.
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From a broader conceptual viewpoint, this find-
ing enables us to tweak the all too easily appropri-
ated master narrative — historically as well as cur-
rently — about a once successful international con-
cession network in Tientsin and its enduring legacy
of a once powerful laboratory for a promising future.
In a more nuanced reading of the facts, neither did
Tientsin in the concession era exclusively set new
standards through *“enforced modernisation” (as
Austria-Hungary’s consul  for Tientsin, Hugo
Schumpeter claimed in 1915) or lead to “hygienic
modernity” or even to a “revolution” (as current re-
search is framing it, cf. Rogaski 2000 and 2004 with
Singaravélou 2019). Nor should Tientsin’s history as
a concession be allowed to be easily exploited and
overvalued as a supporting element for Tianjin’s
(and China’s) over-ambitiously staged path into
global modernity today.
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It is this last facet of the gradual appropriation of
Tientsin’s history after 1900 as Tianjin’s heritage af-
ter 2000 that stood at the centre of the second part of
this contribution. The Tientsin-Tianjin nexus was
contextualised within China’s astonishing transfor-
mation from a (late) Maoist socialist ideology (until
the 1990s) that downgraded previous international
concessions like Shanghai or Tientsin as sites of im-
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perialistic exploitation and national humiliation to a
market-oriented ideology that upgraded these con-
cessions, now in the context of almost capitalistic
planning schemes (in the 2000s), to the status of
once innovative test sites of international coopera-
tion and, even, mutual friendship.
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In this context, Tientsin’s past as a concession
was rediscovered as a ‘to-be-inherited-and-contin-
ued’ legacy of cosmopolitanism by inventive munic-
ipal administrators and developers of the current
Tianjin megacity of some fifteen million people —
with its outspoken ambition of global outreach. Un-
der the new ‘cultural heritage regime’, diverse for-
mer concession areas are now being systematically
‘re-discovered, re-activated and re-presented’ as sites
of progress: well-researched case studies of this pro-
cess already cover the former British, French, and
Italian concessions. However, the current fate of Ita-
ly’s former neighbour, Austria-Hungary’s conces-
sion, has not been covered thoroughly yet by the ex-
panding field of cultural heritage studies.
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Given that such a scientific lacuna is due to the
above-mentioned lack of historical data, the present
publication made use of a rediscovered set of visual
primary sources (a plan, description, and 115 photo-
graphs of the Austro-Hungarian concession from
€.1911) as a comparative backdrop and guide for a
photographic visit by the writing author in 2018 —
some hundred years after the concession was handed
over back to China. What was mapped out for the
first time on the basis of this visual evidence and
comparison can be summarised as a mixture of con-
servation, restoration, reconstruction, and reinven-
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tion of Austria-Hungary’s urban and architectural
legacy.
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Physical mementos span a wide range: from
partly restored/enhanced original fabric and/or par-
tially remodelled in-style additions a I’Autrichienne
(the *Austrian Bridge’ and the former consulate
building) to mock-up fagades with old-style com-
memorative garnish (a recent flat replica of a whole
Protestant church from Salzburg, Austria) next to a
new memorial for the glorious 1949 Communist
Liberation which, according to the attached com-
memorative plaque, “started in 1948 with the Bei-
jing & Tianjin Liberation Battle” in the direct vicini-
ties of the site. This small “original ensemble’ is to-
day accompanied by a scenario involving a newly
reinvented ‘Austrian Style Riverfront’, which is
framed by giant, flat and in-style decorated bank and
office buildings.
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As a focus point in this stage set of urban renais-
sance, the ambivalent person of the military gover-
nor and transient emperor Yuan Shikai is currently
being reinvented as a cultural broker. This is happen-
ing not only in a ‘historical’ sense, whereby he is
portrayed as an ‘inter-national’ mediator between the
Concession Powers and China, and a national re-
former towards future development and modernisa-
tion. His enduring presence on-site seems to require
some ‘physical’ proof as well: the so-called Yuan
Shikai Residence (most probably built several years
after his death in 1916) has been staged in the style
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of a house museum next to other ‘prominent’ neigh-
bours.
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Further south, the photographic tour in 2018 cul-
minated at the old trans-imperial contact zone be-
tween Austria-Hungary and Italy. This spot has been
commodified through recent Chinese agency and for
a primarily Chinese tourist industry into a global
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theme park of cultural heritage stereotypes imported
from Florence and Vienna. In a transcultural sense,
Habsburgs going global has come full circle in the
name of the Austro-Hungarian concession: from an
ambivalent history caught between national disinter-
est and local failure between 1902 and 1917 to an
ambivalent heritage of close-to-fake one hundred
years later.

Chinese translation by Dr. Channa Li, Institute for
the Cultural and Intellectual History of Asia (IKGA),
Austrian Academy of Sciences, Viennath XC 1%,
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