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Oriental and Asian collections of the Bavarian State Library

Numbers:

• 600,000 printed volumes in the original language  

• 20,000 manuscripts 

• from North Africa, the Near and Middle East, Central, South, Southeast and East Asia

History:

• 1558: Purchase of the private library of the Orientalist Johann Albrecht Widmanstetter
(1506–1557)

• 17th century: books reached Europe via traders, travellers and Christian missionaries

• Abolition of the Jesuit order in 1773 and secularisation of the Bavarian monasteries in 1803

• 19th century: systematic expansion of the Oriental and Asian collections

Dr. Thomas Tabery2



www.bsb-muenchen.de

Provenance research

Search for items disowned or looted during the time of the Nazi regime

Since 2021: 

Research on the collections' history was expanded to include the Oriental and Asian 
collections

• Purpose: identify and document possible colonial collection context

• Focus rather on entire collection segments
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Sub-collections in focus

• Tibetan collection of the zoologist Ernst Schäfer (1910–1992), 
brought from central Asia to Munich by the German Tibet expedition 
of 1938/39

• Oriental manuscripts collected by the head of the acquisition 
department of the Bavarian State Library, Emil Gratzl (1877–1957), 
during his journey to the Near and Middle East in 1913/14

• Convolute of Yemeni manuscripts from the collection of the Italian 
voyager Giuseppe Caprotti (1862–1919) purchased in 1902 through 
the agency of the Orientalist Eduard Glaser (1855–1908)
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Sub-collections in focus

• Acquisitions of around 2,800 manuscripts of the Yao ethnicity, 
included in the library’s holdings only starting in the 1980s

• Several hundred Old South Arabic minuscule inscriptions on wood 
sticks in the Sabaean language from the time up to the sixth 
century AD

• Acquisition journey of Georg Reismüller (1882–1936) to China, 
Japan and Korea in 1928/29
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Procedure

• Evaluation of available records and documents, 
e.g. personal papers and other archival sources, 
repertories … 

• Material available at our library or at other institutions, 
like State Archives …
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Reismüller’s journey to East Asia (1928/29)
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Georg Reismüller, 
Bildarchiv der Bayerischen 
Staatsbibliothek, Porträt- und 
Ansichtensammlung

Bavarian State Library's task should be „to ensure the 
temporary provision of the study materials, especially 
books, necessary for the operation of Chinese studies in 
Munich.“

(from: Reismüller, Georg (1927), ‘Vorschläge zur Förderung der Chinakunde, als ein Teil 
der Auslandskunde, in Bayern, zunächst durch Ausbau der chinesischen Büchersammlung 
der Bayerischen Staatsbibliothek’, undated (approx. late 1927/early 1928), in Bayerisches 
Hauptstaatsarchiv, GDion Bibliotheken, 11, Nr. 1941 (Personalakt Reismüller), fol. 1v)



www.bsb-muenchen.deDr. Thomas Tabery8

In the mid-1920s, Reismüller submitted concrete plans 
to the library management and the Bavarian Ministry 
for Education to expand the library’s Chinese 
collection:
„… to expand the Chinese collection of the Bavarian 
State Library, a considerable sum should be made 
available by the state or from another source to 
purchase the necessary additions, 2. the additional 
purchases should be made locally, i.e. in East Asia 
(China and possibly Japan), 3. the necessary trip there 
lasting several months is undertaken and financially 
secured.“
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Hans Schnorr von 
Carolsfeld (1862-1935)
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Burton Holmes: Peking street scene
(1920s)

„This morning I went on my 
first book hunt in the 
antiquarian quarter and 
immediately caught a book 
that I had been looking for in 
vain years ago, namely an old 
Chinese Jesuit print.“ 

(from Reismüller to Hartig, 20.10.1928, 
2; Hartig 1917)
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List of 
acquisitions 
in Japan

 

Auction 
Wangenheim, 
Hatamen Street, 
Beijing,
8.-17. Dez. 1928
(aus Reismüllers 
Nachlass) 
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Shanghai, Nanjing Road, 
1930s

„Based on the experience gained on 
the spot and on the basis of the list of 
desiderata I brought from Europe and 
supplemented during the trip, the 
book purchases began on a large scale, 
for which the Shanghainese supplied 
the material in well-equipped old book 
stores, although not as knowledgeable 
as in Beijing.“ (Reismüller 1930)
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„I rummaged around the bookstores, having the works selected from the catalogs 
presented to me in order to examine them for content and appearance, a laborious 
and time-consuming task as one had to leaf through volume after volume to make 
sure that there were no leaves missing, that the individual pages are well printed in 
wood block printing and that the bookworm, who seems to particularly enjoy the 
beautiful, soft Chinese paper, has not caused any havoc. Since there were many 
hundreds of volumes, I sat over this work for many hours. In addition, there were 
different prices in individual bookstores for one and the same work, where there 
could be a difference of up to 50%. So I ran from one store to the other, checked 
and compared the price and quality of the items I wanted, left again, came back 
until I finally finished the deal.“

(from a letter to a friend, 20. Februar 1929) 
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„Finally, to touch on the numerical result of my East Asian book acquisitions, I was 
able to collect a total of around 18,500 books, a figure that I myself had not 
expected. This means an increase in the East Asian department of the State Library 
by more than 150%. It therefore reaches an impressive number of around 30,000 
volumes.“ (from a letter to Generaldirektor Schnorr von Carolsfeld, 2. Juni 1929)

Reismüller made use of 

• bookstores and antiquarian bookshops

• presumably also auction houses 

• a wide range of local contacts

Freely accessible Chinese book market -> Reismüller was able to expand the Munich 
collection in a considerate and comprehensive manner. 
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Results

Search for information and evaluation: very time-consuming and sometimes quite 
fruitless. 

However: There are results.
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Results

• Investigation of serveral sub-collections completed: 
provenances of the examined collections unsuspicious on the basis of the available 
material

• Regarding the provenances and acquisition contexts of the books purchased in East 
Asia by Reismüller:
unsuspicious picture, free from relationship of dependency that might characterise
acquisitions in colonial contexts (-> no significant power imbalance between seller 
and buyer)
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Thank you.

tabery@bsb-muenchen.de
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