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Wandering Afar
Franz Xaver Biallas (1878–1936), China Missionary of the  
Society of the Divine Word, Sinologist and Founder of the  
Journal Monumenta Serica

Barbara Hoster

Translated by Anna Clart

In the first half of the 20th century, Franz Xaver Biallas was an important figure in the 
Society of the Divine Word’s China mission. By founding the Chinese studies journal 
Monumenta Serica, which celebrated its 90th anniversary in 2025, he made a lasting con-
tribution to research into Chinese culture. This article gives an outline of Fr. Biallas’s life 

and follows the traces he left behind in the histories 
of both the S.V.D. and Sinology itself.

This well-known portrait photograph of Biallas 
was taken in Peking, around 1933. By then, Biallas 
was already in his mid-fifties and teaching as a pro-
fessor at Fu Jen Catholic University. His clothing 
– a traditional Chinese robe (changpao 長袍) com-
bined with a Roman collar – shows him as both a 
scholar and a priest. With a ballpoint or fountain 
pen clipped to the diagonally cut edge of his robe 
and a briefcase tucked under his arm, Father Biallas 
presents himself as a self-assured, energetic man in 
his prime. His look is a little sceptical, giving the 
camera only the hint of a smile. The shot shows him 
in his life’s most fruitful phase, judged both person-
ally and academically – yet the path there had been 
a long and difficult one.1

	 This article is the expanded version of a lecture Dr. Barbara Hoster gave on 24 October 2024, on invitation of 
the Monumenta Serica Institute in the Missionspriesterseminar Sankt Augustin. For further information on the 
journal, see also Hans van Ess’s article “90 Jahre Zeitschrift Monumenta Serica in ihrem sinologischen Kontext,” 
in: China heute XLIV (2025) 3, pp. 186–195; cf. the English translation published in Verbum SVD 66 (2025) 3, pp. 
299–314.

1	 My most important source for the life of Fr. Biallas is Part I of Kollár 2011, “Biographischer Überblick,” pp. 
11–165. Apart from where I give direct quotations, I dispense with specific page references from Part I and refer 
only to the letters by and to Biallas featured in Part II.

Franz Xaver Biallas S.V.D.
Photograph: Monumenta Serica 1 (1935–1936) 
2, frontispiece.
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Franz Xaver Biallas was born on 15 November 1878 in the Silesian village of Schwirz 
(today’s Świerczów) in the diocese of Breslau. He was the tenth of twelve children in a 
Catholic farming family. Silesia was then a province of the German Empire, its population 
a mix of Polish- and German-speakers. Biallas’s family spoke German, and little Franz 
learned Polish out in his village. This bilingualism doubtlessly proved a good foundation 
for his later fluent grasp of various foreign languages. Franz grew up in poor circum-
stances, and his pious parents raised him in the Catholic faith. At the Catholic primary 
school in Schwirz that he attended for eight years, Franz came into contact with Catholic 
journals filled with popular depictions of the adventurous lives of missionaries in faraway 
lands. This was firmly in line with the Zeitgeist: a great enthusiasm for spreading Chris-
tianity among the so-called heathens had swept 19th-century Europe and the USA. Over 
the course of this missionary movement, numerous orders and missionary societies were 
founded.2 Among them was the Society of the Divine Word (Societas Verbi Divini, S.V.D. 
for short), called to life in 1875, three years before Franz Xaver Biallas’s birth, in the Dutch 
village of Steyl by the diocesan priest Arnold Janssen.3 In honour of the Society’s founding 
location, its members are also called “Steyl missionaries” in German-speaking countries. 
The printed word played a large role in their missionary work, through the publication of 
missionary journals like Steyler Missionsbote and Kleiner Herz-Jesu-Bote. 

As a fifteen-year-old pupil, Franz Xaver Biallas harboured a wish to become a mis-
sionary. In 1893, on the recommendation of his parish priest, Franz applied at the only 
recently founded mission house Heiligkreuz of the S.V.D., in Neuland near Neisse, and 
was accepted. The gifted boy from modest circumstances was certainly typical of the 
Divine Word missionaries’ new recruits, who were often drawn from rural areas with 
sparse educational opportunities. The young missionary society offered them a challeng-
ing education, which in Biallas’s case consisted of five Gymnasium years in Heiligkreuz 
(1893–1898) and seven years of study at the mission house of St. Gabriel, in Mödling near 
Vienna (1898–1905). The first two years of the so-called Lyceum in St. Gabriel consisted 
of philosophy taught alongside mandatory natural science subjects such as physics, chem-
istry and meteorology, but also elective subjects such as modern languages, construction 
and agriculture, to prepare the budding missionaries for the practical challenges of their 
missionary deployment.

China was the S.V.D.’s first missionary region – two Divine Word missionaries were sent 
there a mere four years after the society’s founding.4 But becoming a missionary to China 
was apparently far from Biallas’s thoughts. In his “Petitio,” the official mission statement 
every Steyl Father had to send to General Superior Arnold Janssen after his ordination, he 
wrote, in late 1904:

But if I were to estimate the degree of joy with which I would report at the indi-
vidual locations, I would count the African and Australian mission in first place, 

2	 For an overview of all orders and missionary societies active in China, including numerous newly founded ones, 
see Tiedemann 2009. On the missionary movement in general, see Schmiedl 2009.

3	 On the S.V.D.’s 150th anniversary in 2025, see Miotk – Lazar – de Rivera 2025.
4	 These were Johann Baptist Anzer and Josef Freinademetz, the latter canonised in 2003. On both China missionaries, 

see i.a. Leeb’s short appraisal (Leeb 2025). 
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only then America and in last place China – although I would surely also go to 
China, should this be God’s will.5

Although China was at the very end of Biallas’s list of desired missionary regions, it was the 
country to which Arnold Janssen decided to commit him, apparently due to his good aca
demic accomplishments and linguistic talents. But an unexpected political circumstance 
prevented Fr. Biallas from being sent to China immediately: in 1905, to fill acute vacancies 
in the teaching staff, Fr. Biallas went to the mission house of St. Wendel in the Saarland, 
a region in southwestern Germany, and stayed there for the next five years; he taught 
various subjects, including mathematics, history, Greek and French. His career path then 
took another turn thanks to Fr. Wilhelm Schmidt S.V.D. (1868–1954). Schmidt taught 
theology and linguistics in St. Gabriel and had come to know and value the young Franz 
Xaver Biallas during his studies there. Schmidt made a name for himself as a researcher 
of Oceania, Southeast Asia and Australia. In 1906, he founded the ethnological journal 
Anthropos and strove from the start to bring the freshly minted priest Biallas on board for 
editorial work. In 1910, the order’s leadership finally granted his appeal. Fr. Biallas had, 
in the meantime, received his missionary commission to China, but on Schmidt’s recom-
mendation was first sent to Berlin to study ethnology and Sinology. Fr. Schmidt remained 
Biallas’s mentor and later had a decisive influence on his Sinological work. 

At the Seminary for Oriental Languages (Seminar für Orientalische Sprachen, SOS) 
of the Royal Friedrich Wilhelm University of Berlin, Biallas learned not just Chinese but 
Russian and Sanskrit too. The SOS was founded in 1887 as a training institute for aspiring 
diplomats and colonial officials.6 A chair for Sinology in Berlin was not established until 
1912, with the appointment of the Dutch Sinologist Jan Jakob Maria de Groot.7

In 1912, after two years of study in Berlin, Biallas wrote the following to his General 
Superior: 

It’s arguably getting a little easier within this Chinese “thicket of symbols,” fighting 
the characters each and every day, but the work in Sinology seems unfathomable. 
One feels like a weak boatman out on the vast ocean.8

In the same letter, he wrote positively about his academic teacher, Prof. de Groot, who 
though no adherent of missionary efforts valued the works on China that Catholic mis-
sionaries had produced.

Fr. Biallas’s superiors urged him to finish his Sinological studies soon, for they had 
reached a final decision to send him to the S.V.D. mission in the Chinese province of 
Shandong, which was suffering from an acute staffing shortage. He thus received the mis-

5	 Letter no. 3, Kollár 2011, p. 216, translated. German original: “Sollte ich aber den Grad der Freudigkeit, mit 
dem ich einzelne Stellen antreten würde, abschätzen, so würde ich die afrikanische und australische Mission an 
erster Stelle aufzählen, dann erst Amerika und an letzter Stelle China, obgleich ich auch gewiß nach China gehen 
würde, falls dies Gottes Wille ist.”

6	 On this, see Kreiner 1989 and Schütte 2002, p. 52.
7	 Schütte 2002, p. 55.
8	 Letter no. 14, Kollár 2011, p. 47 and 228, translated. German original: “Es wird ja wohl schon etwas leichter in 

dem chinesischen ,Zeichen-Wald‘, wenn man täglich mit den Charakteren kämpft, aber die Arbeit in der Sinolo-
gie scheint unermeßich. Man hat das Gefühl des schwachen Schiffers auf dem großen Ozean.”
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sionary cross, which missionaries were given shortly before departure, as early as 1913, in 
the motherhouse in Steyl. 

On Fr. Wilhelm Schmidt’s suggestion, however, Biallas did not travel to China immedi
ately; rather, he set off to Paris for a semester of studies in January 1914. He attended 
lectures of the renowned French Sinologists Edouard Chavannes and Paul Pelliot at the 
Sorbonne, and apparently also studied Tibetan, for he wrote serving General Superior 
Nikolaus Blum to say:

[...] I want to make haste as much as possible to reach the goal, the Promised Land 
of China. Daily I sit deep into the night over the Chinese, Tibetan etc. texts, often 
as late as 2–3 o’clock [...]. Comparing such different texts, grasping their sense, 
finding the right translation – all that is sheer endless work.9

Unfortunately, the letter does not reveal the subject of the academic work with which he 
was striving to earn a diploma at the École des hautes études.10

9	 Letter no. 17, Kollár 2011, p. 232, translated. German original: “[...] ich will [mich] beeilen so gut es eben geht, 
um halt ans Ziel zu kommen, ins gelobte Land Chinas. Ich sitze täglich bis tief in die Nacht über den chine-
sischen, tibetischen etc. Texten, gar oft bis 2–3 Uhr [...]. Es ist eine schier unendliche Arbeit, so verschiedene 
Texte zu vergleichen, den rechten Sinn zu erfassen suchen, die rechte Übersetzung zu finden.”

10	 Biallas mentions this work again in a later letter, but without going into particulars. See Kollár 2011, p. 82, fn. 218.

Franz Xaver Biallas (second from right) 
as a newly ordained priest wearing his 
missionary cross. Steyl, 3 August 1913. 
Photograph: S.V.D. General Archives, 
Rome.
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In the summer of 1914, after the planned completion of his four-year studies, Biallas 
was meant to finally set out on his mission to China – yet this time, too, his plans were 
foiled by the prevailing circumstances: the First World War had broken out. He could sit 
no more exams in Paris, for his German citizenship made Franz Xaver Biallas subject to 
conscription. Biallas spent the next four years (1915–1919) serving as military chaplain 
in Kassel. He there held masses in French and Polish for the many prisoners of war, and 
ministered to the wounded in sick bays. At the same time, he continued his Sinological 
studies and was enrolled at the University of Leipzig. A document from the university’s 
archives reveals that Biallas attended university lectures from the summer semester 1917 
to the winter semester 1918/1919, including ones on Chinese philosophy, literature, gram-
mar and cultural history given by August Conrady (1864–1925) and Eduard Erkes (1891–
1958). Sessions on Völkerpsychologie with Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920), ethnography and 
Indian literature were also on his timetable.11

Shortly after the war’s end, Biallas could report to his superiors that:

As far as possible, I used every moment my duties left free to further my studies 
for the mission. I also managed to complete a new doctoral thesis for Leipzig’s 
Faculty of Philosophy, and on Friday, 13 Dec. [19]18, I passed my oral exam with 
full success.12

His dissertation dealt with ancient Chinese literature and was titled “K’üh Yüan’s ‘Fahrt 
in die Ferne’ (Yüan-yu). Einleitung, Text, Übersetzung und Erläuterungen” (K’üh Yüan’s 
“Wandering Afar” [Yüan-yu]: Introduction, Text, Translation and Commentary). The 
subject had been suggested by his doctoral supervisor Conrady, who was highly interested 
in questions of cultural history and used non-canonical texts like Chuci 楚辭 (Songs of 
Chu), a collection of seventeen poems, to search for traces of early Chinese culture.13 In 
Leipzig, Biallas had attended classes on Qu Yuan 屈原 and his attributed work Chuci that 
were taught by both Conrady and Erkes.14

Qu Yuan is the earliest poet of Chinese literature known by name, said to have lived 
around 300 BC in the state of Chu 楚 in southern China, approximately in the region of 
today’s provinces of Hubei and Hunan. In China, he embodied the prototype of the loyal 
servant of the state. But his advice was ignored at court, and he was sent into exile. Seized 
with despair, he drowned himself in the Miluo 汨羅 river. Whether Qu Yuan can really be 
viewed as Chu Ci’s author remains disputed.15 Biallas, too, grappled with this question in 

11	 University archive Leipzig, document no. 496 from 25 October 1918 (File: Protokolle über den Studierenden 
erteilte Abgangs- und Studienzeugnisse vom 1. Januar – 31. Dezember 1918 [Protocols on the graduation and 
study certificates granted to students from 1 January to 31 December 1918]).

12	 Letter no. 28, Kollár 2011, p. 245, translated. German original: “Soweit es mir möglich war, habe ich jeden Augen-
blick benutzt, der neben der Pflicht frei geblieben war, um die Studien für die Mission zu fördern. Es ist mir auch 
gelungen, für die Philosophische Fakultät in Leipzig eine neue Doktorarbeit fertig zu machen, und Freitag, den 
13. Dez. [19]18 habe ich das Mündliche mit vollem Erfolg bestanden.”

13	 See Biallas’s expression of gratitude to Conrady in Biallas 1927, p. 106. In German Sinology, Conrady is credited 
as a co-founder of the Leipzig School. For further details on this research programme, see Clart 2016, pp. 77–78, 
with mention of Fr. Biallas as Conrady’s pupil (p. 77).

14	 Both classes are listed in the document mentioned in fn. 11.
15	 On the position of Western research today, which generally attributes only a small portion of Chu Ci to the his

torical Qu Yuan, see Kern – Owen 2024.
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his doctoral thesis. His work focused on the poem “Wandering Afar” (Yuan you 遠游), at 
that time little heeded in Western Sinology and not yet translated. The poem describes a 
cosmic trip, reveals shamanist traits and ends in a unio mystica. Biallas, following his doc-
toral supervisor Conrady, interpreted the text’s allusions to breathing techniques as the 
result of influences from Indian yoga practice – a thesis no longer supported today. Rather, 
scholars now place it in the tradition of Chinese Daoism, which had also developed elabo
rate breathing techniques.16

In Biallas’s German translation of the poem “Yuan you”, which has 89 verses, he renders 
the first two verses as follows:

Bekümmert über die drückende Bedrängnis der Gebräuche der Zeit, 
wünsche ich, leicht (geworden) mich zu erheben und in die Ferne zu fahren.17

That is:

Distressed at the heavy oppression of the customs of the time, 
I wish to arise (having become) light(ly) and journey into the distance.

The slightly cumbersome language shows that Biallas was aiming not for an easily read-
able translation but for a literal one.18 It is typical of his painstaking way of working that 
he did not submit his doctoral thesis for publication shortly after his examination in 1918, 
but instead spent years revising it to take into account more recent Chinese research on 
Qu Yuan. His work on “Wandering Afar” did not appear until years later, published in two 
parts in the journal Asia Major in Leipzig.19

From the start, Biallas viewed his upcoming sojourn in China as placing him not just 
in the service of the mission but also in that of academia. In September 1920, Biallas, now 
a Sinologist having passed the doctoral exam, wrote the S.V.D.’s general administrator 
Johann Bodems: 

And since my current researches drive home ever more strongly the necessity of 
working in East Asia, I would like to dutifully repeat my wish to reach China 
as soon as possible, and for a twofold reason: to publish my academic works in 
the near future, and to put myself fully at the service of the beautiful mission in 
China.20

16	 On this poem, see Kroll 2024; on Biallas’s translation and his thesis, see particularly pp. 437–438.
17	 Biallas 1932, p. 179. The Chinese original reads: 悲時俗之迫阨兮 / 願輕舉而遠遊.
18	 He comments thus on his translation strategy: “Dem Zweck der Arbeit entsprechend ist besonders darauf 

Gewicht gelegt worden, den Sinn des Textes zu erfassen und wortgetreu wiederzugeben; darum mögen auch 
manche Härten der Übersetzung entschuldigt werden.” [In line with the aim of this work, particular emphasis 
has been laid on capturing the sense of the text and rendering it verbatim; the translation’s various rough points 
may thus be excused.] Biallas 1927, p. 104. Compare also the later German translation of this verse by Peter 
Weber-Schäfer: “Gefangen in den Wirren der Welt / Wollt ich den Sorgen entschweben” (Weber-Schäfer 1967, p. 
89). Weber-Schäfer gives the poem’s title as “Die weite Fahrt” (The Long Journey). In his brief details on “Sources 
and Literature,” he refers only to Chuci’s English translations by Arthur Waley and David Hawkes, but makes no 
mention of Biallas’s German rendering of “Yuan you” (ibid., p. 213).

19	 The first part in Asia Major 4 (1927), pp. 50–107, features Biallas’s introduction to “Yuan you”; the second in Asia 
Major 7 (1932), pp. 179–241, his translation with annotations. 

20	 Letter no. 32, Kollár 2011, pp. 84 and 253, translated. German original: “Und da mir bei meinen jetzigen Arbeiten 
die Notwendigkeit, in Ostasien zu schaffen, immer fühlbarer wird, so möchte ich auch noch den Wunsch gehor-
samst wiederholen, möglichst bald nach China zu kommen, und zwar aus dem doppelten Grunde: um meine 
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In the summer of 1921, the now 42-year-old Fr. Biallas finally set out from Steyl towards 
China. His luggage included a camera. To prepare his academic work, he had also com-
pleted a course on photography in Berlin, which was to prove incredibly useful to his field 
research in China, especially for his book on the Temple of Confucius. Shortly before his 
departure, Biallas composed a longer letter to the S.V.D.’s generalate in Rome, in which he 
laid out his plans for his work in China. Among other things, he intended to write aca-
demic papers on the land and its people, mores and customs that could be of immediate 
use to the mission. He also envisaged founding an academic journal for East Asia and a 
kind of “writers’ home” for young missionaries, one where they could learn to pen works 
in Chinese – for, as Biallas wrote, “the Protestants are flooding China with their pieces,” 
and the Catholics needed to catch up.21 Fr. Biallas thus had lofty plans – but as he was soon 
to learn, not all could be realised. 

When he finally reached Yanzhou 兖州, the S.V.D.’s centre in Shandong Province’s 
southern part, on 3 June 1922 after a detour through the USA and Japan, he found a 
flourishing missionary region with almost 100,000 Catholics, numerous churches and 
Catholic schools.22 There were also hospitals, orphanages and old-age homes, along with 
two missionary printing houses. Yanzhou was also home to 60-year-old Bishop Augustin 
Henninghaus, who during his almost 30 years in China had particularly championed the 
S.V.D.’s educational and publishing activities.23 Fr. Biallas began his stay by living in the 
episcopal residence in Yanzhou. Henninghaus evidently had little idea what do with the 
educated new missionary. Even before Biallas’s arrival in China, Henninghaus had written 
to Steyl: 

As far as Fr. Biallas is concerned, I never expected him to accomplish much here 
as a practical missionary. That won’t lead to much. If he is to be a practical mis
sionary, his Sinological studies will have been fairly useless – he doesn’t need them. 
But if he is to continue his studies, there will be little point in putting him to work 
out at the mission, or only for a brief time, to give him a bit of an insight.24

This quote throws the conflict between academia and mission into sharp relief: mission 
work needed priests who had mastered the spoken language, especially the local dialect 
– but not experts on Chinese culture, like Biallas, who were familiar only with the clas-

wissenschaftlichen Arbeiten bald publizieren und der schönen Mission in China mich ganz zur Verfügung stellen 
zu können.”

21	 Letter no. 38, Kollár 2011, p. 258, translated. German original: “die Protestanten überschäumen China mit ihren 
Werken”.

22	 See more details in Kollár 2011, p. 95.
23	 Henninghaus had reached Shandong in 1886 and was named Apostolic Vicar in 1904. On his role in the educa-

tional system, see Rivinius 1993.
24	 Kollár 2011, p. 96, translated. German original: “Was Fr. Biallas betrifft, habe ich nie damit gerechnet, daß er hier 

als praktischer Missionar etwas leisten würde. Das wird wohl nicht viel geben. Soll er praktischer Missionar sein, 
so ist sein sinologisches Studium ziemlich nutzlos gewesen; das brauchte er nicht. Soll er aber seine Studien weiter 
betreiben, so wird es nicht viel Zweck haben, ihn draußen in der Mission zu beschäftigen oder doch nur für kurze 
Zeit, daß er einen kleinen Einblick bekommt.”

	 Of all people, it had been Henninghaus – the man here railing against the Sinologist Biallas – who, shortly before 
his episcopal consecration on 30 October 1904, had demanded of the Generalate in Steyl that the missionaries de-
ployed to China be academically trained (“For the missionary, study is the eighth sacrament.” / German original: 
“Studium ist für den Missionar das achte Sakrament.”). See the citation in Kollár 2011, p. 30.
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sical written language. Theoretically, new missionaries were to attend a one-year course 
for language training; in practice, however, they were frequently assigned pastoral duties 
immediately after their arrival and learned the Chinese language only on the side.25 In 
contrast, Fr. Biallas wanted to follow a language course in the vernacular, which he had 
presumably not learned during his studies in Europe, in order to return as rapidly as pos-
sible to his academic projects. His wish for an educated Chinese man as a language teacher 
was denied him, and he was forced to hire a private teacher at his own expense – with 
money requested from family and friends. His difficulties were compounded by his trou-
ble adjusting to Shandong’s climate, and Fr. Biallas was frequently sick during his first half 
year in China.

A few months after his arrival, in October 1922, Fr. Biallas was transferred to Qingdao 
青島. The port city had been founded in 1898 as the capital of the “German Protectorate 
of Kiao-chou”; with its colonial buildings in the Wilhelminian style, it looked like a Ger-
man model settlement in the Far East. Qingdao was occupied by Japan at the start of the 
First World War and only returned to China in 1922. The Divine Word missionaries had 
a little community in Qingdao consisting of four fathers, and they also ran a printing 
house. Fr. Biallas was assigned to minister to the large foreign congregation, preaching in 
both English and French. He soon developed the idea for a new academic project, one he 
zealously followed – a book about Confucius and in particular his religious veneration. 
In Qufu 曲阜, Confucius’s birthplace, there was – and still is today – a large temple com-
plex as well as the residence of the Kong 孔 family, Confucius’s descendants. Shandong is 
thus seen as a holy site of Chinese culture, for the philosophy and religion that developed 
from Confucius’s teachings and the veneration of his person form a foundational element 
of said culture, Confucianism. It was no coincidence that the Divine Word missionaries 
settled their episcopal residence in Yanzhou – that is, immediately adjacent to Confucius’s 
birthplace. After all, they understood themselves as the bearers of an alternative religion 
and culture, Christianity. Despite the competition between their worldviews, however, the 
S.V.D. fathers strove to establish good contacts with the Kong family: Bishop Henninghaus 
made several visits to Confucius’s 76th descendant in Qufu, Kong Lingyi 孔令貽 (1872–
1919), and “Duke Kong” reciprocated by visiting Henninghaus’s episcopal residence in 
Yanzhou. Another Divine Word missionary, Brother Rudolf Pötter, was the personal phy-
sician of Kong Decheng 孔德成 (1920–2008), the son of Kong Lingyi. Fr. Biallas made use 
of these good contacts in field research for his planned book. In June 1924, he visited the 
temple complex in Qufu alongside his confrère Fr. Andreas Mohrbacher (1884–1960), to 
photograph and measure its buildings for his book.

In September of that same year, both Steyl fathers were then permitted to take part in 
the solemn annual rites for the veneration of Confucius – the first foreigners ever to be 
granted this honour. The following quotation from the epilogue of Biallas’s book clearly 
shows the Catholic missionary’s fascination with this experience: 

25	 Information provided personally by Fr. Karl Josef Rivinius S.V.D., in an email from 17 October 2024. On how the 
S.V.D.’s new missionaries in Shandong were trained, see also Hu Baozhu 2023, especially pp. 173–174. 
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The night of the sacrifice, I went to the temple around eleven o’clock. Creaking, 
the old western gate of the city opened. […] From various sides one saw lanterns 
guiding the celebration’s guests to the sacrifice. The places before the temple and 
in the courtyards were already teeming with life: servants, musicians, singers and 
soldiers walked to and fro. […] When the third double hour of the night – eleven 
o’clock – was displayed on the old nocturnal, a loud cry sounded from the Hall 
of Fasting, and a man in front of the “Gate of Great Completion” began to strike 
a kettledrum at a lightning pace, […] and its roar called one and all to the great 
autumn sacrifice.26

The first yield of Fr. Biallas’s and Fr. Mohrbacher’s fieldwork was an imposing wooden 
model of Qufu’s Temple of Confucius, which was constructed in the S.V.D.’s workshops in 

26	 Biallas 1928a, p. 107, translated. German original: “In der Nacht des Opfers ging ich gegen elf Uhr zum Tempel. 
Knarrend öffnete sich das alte Westtor der Stadt […] Von verschiedenen Seiten sah man Laternen, die die Fest
gäste zum Opfer führten. Vor dem Tempel und in den Höfen war schon reges Leben: Diener, Musiker, Sänger und 
Soldaten gingen hin und her. [...] Als die dritte Doppelstunde der Nacht – elf Uhr – durch die alte Sternenuhr ange-
zeigt worden, erscholl von der Fastenhalle ein lauter Ruf und ein Mann begann in rasendem Tempo vor dem ‘Tore 
der Großen Vollendung’ auf die Pauke zu schlagen, […] und dröhnend rief diese alle zum großen Herbstopfer.”

Andreas Mohrbacher S.V.D. and 
Franz Xaver Biallas S.V.D. at the 
grave of Confucius in Qufu, 
1924.  
Photograph: Fu Jen Magazine IV 
(1935) 5, p. 77.
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Shandong by brothers trained in artisan work.27 This model, measuring 1.4 m wide and 
6 m long, was built true to the two Fathers’ measurements, and in December 1924 it was 
sent to Rome to be displayed as the Divine Word China mission’s contribution to the Vati
can’s monumental Pontifical Missionary Exhibition of the Holy Year 1925. Biallas wrote 
a 30-page accompanying text to explain the model.28 Today, the model forms part of the 
collection of the Ethnological Museum of the Vatican (inventory number 120581). 

Yet four more years were to pass before Fr. Biallas’s planned book could finally be com-
pleted; in 1928, it was published under the title Konfuzius und sein Kult: Ein Beitrag zur 
Kulturgeschichte Chinas und ein Führer zur Heimatstadt des Konfuzius (Confucius and His 
Cult: A Contribution to the Cultural History of China and Guide to Confucius’ Home-
town).29

While Biallas was still working on this book about Confucius in Qingdao, conflicts 
with his order’s superiors came to a head: several were displeased with his academic pro-
ductivity, while others showed no interest at all in his academic projects. Biallas, for his 
part, criticised what he viewed as the insufficient preparation of new missionaries for their 
deployment in China, for which he held Bishop Henninghaus responsible. This criticism 
of the long-serving and honoured bishop found little favour amongst the S.V.D.’s gener-
alate. Biallas’s personality, too, seems to have aggravated the conflict: he was difficult in 

27	 See Mohrbacher 1926, p. 49. 
28	 A copy of this text can be found in the Monumenta Serica Institute’s archive (according to Kollár 2011, p. 262, fn. 

102).
29	 For further details on this book’s contents and reception, see Hoster 2018.

“A Model of Qufu“ for the 1925 Vatican Missionary Exhibition showing the Temple of Confucius.
Photograph: Monumenta Serica Institute archive.
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personal interactions, had a tendency to criticise others and was distinctly proud. Because 
his confrères’ complaints against him were piling up, the generalate decided to call Biallas 
back to Europe. This message struck him to the bone and sparked a strong personal cri-
sis. In 1926, he left the city of Qingdao in great haste and travelled to Shanghai, where he 
found accommodation with Steyl’s small mission office in the French concession (Route 
des Sœurs, today’s Ruijin lu 瑞金路). From there, Fr. Biallas composed a ten-page letter in 
his own defense to General Superior Wilhelm Gier in Steyl, in which he once more listed 
the academic works he had begun since his arrival in China: the revision of his doctoral 
thesis, the book on Confucius as well as several guides on Chinese language and culture, 
which were to serve as instructional material for the Divine Word missionaries newly ar-
riving in China. This letter combined with the intercession of a confrère, Johannes Weig, 
who was friends with Biallas, finally succeeded in putting the conflict to rest. Biallas was 
allowed to remain in China, on the condition that he use his stay in Shanghai to publish 
his academic works at the nearest possible date. Further, he was to change his behaviour 
towards his superiors and abide faithfully by the congregation’s rules, including giving up 
smoking – then a forbidden practice for S.V.D. missionaries. 

Fr. Biallas felt decidedly more comfortable in the cosmopolitan city of Shanghai than he 
had in the provinces of northern China. The city’s international population – c. 50,000 for-
eigners, largely Japanese, British and Russians, but also French, Americans and Germans 
– mostly lived in one of the three great concessions. The Sinologist Biallas had access to 
several well-equipped libraries. He became a member of the British Royal Asiatic Society, 
which had a subsidiary institute in Shanghai. He participated in this scientific society, gave 
a lecture there and published an article on the poet Qu Yuan in their Journal of the North 
China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society.30 Thanks to his excellent English and French lan-
guage skills, Biallas frequently mixed in academic and diplomatic circles. He also social-
ised with Chinese scholars, such as the jurist and philosopher Carson Chang (Zhang Jun-
mai 張君勱, also known as Zhang Jiasen 張嘉森 [1887–1969]), with whom he planned to 
co-author a book on the subject of “The Spiritual Upheaval of China in Recent Times.”31 It 
was during his time in Shanghai that his translation of Qu Yuan’s poem “Wandering Afar” 
also finally appeared in print, namely in the renowned Sinological journal Asia Major in 
Leipzig. In addition, Biallas was ministering to the German, Russian and Polish congre-
gations of Shanghai. The mission’s procurator once even sent him on a diplomatic nego-
tiation with the Chinese foreign minister in Nanjing, a negotiation concerned with goods 
deliveries for the newly founded Divine Word mission in the province of Gansu.32

Yet despite the intellectually stimulating environment, Biallas did not wish to remain in 
Shanghai long-term. In 1926, in the year of his arrival, he wrote General Superior Wilhelm 
Gier of his wish to go to Peking, to serve as a professor at Fu Jen Catholic University, which 
had been newly founded in 1925:

30	 “K’u Yüan, His Life and Poems,” in: JNCBRAS LIX (1928), pp. 231–253.
31	 See letter no. 50, Kollár 2011, p. 297, translated. German original: “Die geistige Umwälzung Chinas in der letzten 

Zeit”. Among other places, Chang studied in Germany and was the pupil of the philosopher Rudolf Eucken in 
Jena, with whom he co-published a book, Das Lebensproblem in China und Europa, Leipzig 1922. On Chang’s stay 
in Germany, see Harnisch 1999, pp. 178–190.

32	 On this, see Kollár 2011, p. 107.
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[…] it will be for the best for me to join the work of the university in Peking, so 
that I can best make use of my knowledge, to best help the mission in China. […] 
A central aim of the university is also to support Sinological research, and it is 
there that I will find exactly what I am looking for.33

Fu Jen University’s name derived from a saying by Confucius, whom Biallas so admired, 
that means as much as “promoting humanity” ( fu ren 輔仁).34 The university’s found-
ing was rooted in the wish of the Chinese Catholic and publicist Ying Lianzhi 英斂之 
(1866–1926), who as early as 1912 had petitioned Pope Pius X for a Catholic university 
in the Chinese capital. Fu Jen University was to dedicate itself to Chinese culture, intro-
duce Western sciences and promote Catholic religion. The American Benedictines of the 
Saint Vincent Archabbey in Pennsylvania had at first been charged with establishing and 
administering this university. But the financial burden of maintaining a university proved 
too heavy for the order, so in 1933 the responsibility for Fu Jen University was transferred 
to the S.V.D. 

In this situation, the S.V.D.’s generalate remembered the multilingual Fr. Biallas’s dip-
lomatic finesse and recalled him from Shanghai to Peking to join the negotiations around 
the Divine Word missionaries taking over the university. This was Biallas’s most impor
tant assignment as a member of the S.V.D. to date. In May 1933, he and a confrère rushed 
without delay to Peking, where he shone in his new mission, largely thanks to his excellent 
English and French as well as his (by now) good Chinese skills. He also won the trust of Fu 
Jen University’s Chinese president, the important historian Chen Yuan 陳垣 (1880–1971), 
and of other Chinese professors. After the S.V.D.’s successful takeover of the university, Fr. 
Biallas was the first Divine Word mission member to be placed on the faculty, as Professor 
of Sociology, History and Ethnology. He gave his lessons in English. Alongside his teach-
ing duties, he served as editor of two academic journals of the university – the Chinese 
Furen xuezhi 輔仁學誌 (Fu Jen Sinological Journal) and the English Bulletin of the Catholic 
University of Peking. He was also editor for a project on a Catholic encyclopaedia that was 
to appear in China.35

In its first year under the S.V.D. missionaries’ administration, Fu Jen had just under 600 
students enrolled across three faculties.36 The university was also affiliated with two mid-
dle schools, one for boys and one for girls. The teaching staff consisted of 159 persons,37 
comprising both S.V.D. fathers and Chinese teachers and professors. The university’s per-
sonal and financial situation remained strained. Fr. Biallas used many letters and reports 

33	 Letter no. 46, Shanghai, 11 November 1926, Kollár 2011, p. 291, translated. German original: “[...] es wird das 
Beste sein, ich werde an der Universität in Peking mitarbeiten, so kann ich meine Kenntnisse zum Besten der 
Mission in China am besten verwerten. […] Ein Hauptziel der Universität ist auch die Förderung der sinolo-
gischen Forschungen und da werde ich gerade finden, was ich suche.”

34	 Lunyu 論語 XII/24: Junzi yi wen hui you, yi you fu ren 君子以文會友, 以友輔仁 (“The superior man on grounds 
of culture meets with his friends, and by friendship helps his virtue”), translation by James Legge, in Legge 1861, 
p. 126. The term ren can be translated in many ways, I prefer “humanity” here.

35	 Yet the project was never realised. On this, see Rivinius 2013.
36	 The faculties were Liberal Arts (Chinese Language and Literature, Western Languages and Literature, History, 

Sociology and Economics), Natural Sciences (Chemistry and Biology, Physics and Mathematics) and Educational 
Science (Pedagogy, Philosophy and Psychology). See Rivinius 2016, pp. 129 and 211.

37	 Rivinius 2016, p. 130.
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to the S.V.D.’s General Superior (now situated in Rome) to develop possible solutions to 
various problems.38

Although he was already very busy with his teaching and administrative duties, Biallas 
did not lose sight of his cherished wish: the expansion of Sinological research. In 1934, he 
used the Bulletin of the Catholic University of Peking to announce the foundation of a new 
international journal for Sinology. He saw Peking, which was the centre of old Chinese 
culture and sciences on the one hand and of collaboration between Chinese and Euro
peans on the other, as its ideal venue. Moreover, he argued, as the new journal’s supporter, 
the S.V.D. offered a unique combination: the Christianisation of peoples and research into 
their languages and cultures. Biallas here cites the journal Anthropos as a model for the 
S.V.D.’s academic ambitions.39 The visit of Anthropos’s founder, the important ethnologist 
and S.V.D. priest Wilhelm Schmidt, to Peking in the summer of 1935 doubtlessly spurred 
on the new journal’s foundation. Schmidt, by now an internationally respected academic, 
spent part of his time in China giving lectures at Fu Jen University; he also made recom-
mendations on how to reform the university and sharpen its academic profile.40 As already 
mentioned, Fr. Biallas enjoyed a special relationship with Schmidt, who had been his spir-
itual mentor ever since his studies at the missionary seminary of St. Gabriel, thirty years 
before. In a personal dedication in his book Konfuzius und sein Kult, Biallas called him 
the “inspirer and promoter of my Sinological studies.”41 Little wonder, then, that an article 

38	 See especially letters 57, 57a, 58, 61, 61a, 62, 63, 64a, 65, 65a and 67a in Kollár 2011. 
39	 Bulletin of the Catholic University of Peking 9 (1934), p. ii. The preface is not marked with a name, but Kollár notes 

that Biallas had served as the bulletin’s editor since autumn 1933 (Kollár 2011, p. 12) and can thus be presumed to 
be the author.

40	 On this, see Rivinius 2016, ch. 5 and 6. 
41	 Biallas 1928a, p. 5 (unpaged), translated. German original: “Anreger und Förderer meiner sinologischen Studien”.

Members of the administration of Fu Jen University, Peking 1934. 2nd from the right Franz Xaver Biallas, 3rd from the 
right President Chen Yuan. Photograph: Bulletin of the Catholic University of Peking, no. 9 (Nov. 1934), p. 196.
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penned by Fr. Schmidt on “The Oldest Culture-Circles in Asia” introduced the very first 
edition of Monumenta Serica.42

The first issue of Monumenta Serica appeared in late 1935 in Peking.43 The Latin title can be 
translated as “Chinese monuments.” The adjective “serica” is derived from “Seres,” which 
in Roman antiquity was the name of a people settled in East Asia known for their silk pro-
duction. This Latin name is also meant as a reminder of early exchanges between China 
and the Occident along the Silk Road. China’s relations to the outside world are also high-
lighted by the Chinese name Huayi xuezhi 華裔學志, which means “academic journal on 
China and its neighbouring peoples.” Finally, the new journal received an English subtitle 
– Journal of Oriental Studies. “Oriental Studies” was then the customary term for Asian 
studies. The style of the Chinese characters as well as the two seated lions on the cover 
page seem a bit archaic, as does the classical Antiqua font of the Western text sections.44 
This graphic design was apparently intended to allude to the cultural “monuments” with 
which the journal wanted to concern itself. 

42	 Monumenta Serica I (1935) 1, pp. 1–16. As the first footnote in the article Biallas wrote as editor-in-chief reveals, 
Schmidt was presented as the leading representative of the cultural historical method, which was seen as pioneer-
ing. The footnote concludes with the words “We therefore publish this article believing that it will contribute in 
no small measure to the study of the origin of Chinese culture (Ed.).”

43	 The exact publication date can no longer be determined. On December 2, 1935, the rector of Fu Jen University, Fr. 
Joseph Henkels S.V.D., wrote to General Superior Grendel to say “Father Biallas’s Monumenta Serica are not out 
yet” (Kollár 2011, letter no. 198, p. 563). On January 15, 1936, Fr. Biallas also wrote to Joseph Grendel: “Nun noch 
ein paar Worte zu unsern [sic] Monumenta Serica. Sie haben unterdessen die erste Nummer erhalten […]” [Now 
a few words about our Monumenta Serica. You have received the first issue by now] (Kollár 2011, letter no. 63, p. 
347). Going by this, the first issue must have appeared in December or early January. Taking into consideration 
the postal journey from China to Italy, a publication in late December can be presumed. 

44	 For more details on the design, see Gumbrecht 1994, p. 41.

Cover of the first issue of Monumenta Serica, 
Peking 1935.
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The title page of the first volume names not just the editor Franz Xaver Biallas but also 
his associate editors. These were evenly composed of four Europeans and four Chinese. 
Through his good contacts at Fu Jen University and amongst Peking academic circles, Fr. 
Biallas, by now a respected Sinologist, had succeeded in winning renowned academics 
for collaboration on Monumenta Serica: the Europeans included the Belgian China mis-
sionary and distinguished Mongolist Antoine Mostaert C.I.C.M. (1881–1971), the Baltic 
Indologist and Sinologist Alexander von Staël-Holstein (1876–1937) along with two Ger-
mans, the Bonn-born art historian Gustav Ecke (1896–1971) and the Munich Indologist 
and academic librarian Ernst Schierlitz (1902–1940). On the Chinese side were found the 
already mentioned Chen Yuan, historian and president of Fu Jen University, the linguist 
Shen Jianshi 沈兼士 (1887–1947), the historian Zhang Xinglang 張星烺 (1888–1951) and 
the Anglist and secretary of the university Ying Qianli 英千里 (1900–1969). With this bal-
anced composition of the editorial board, Fr. Biallas had made good his announcement of 
wanting to strengthen cooperation between Chinese and Europeans in Sinology. 

What, then, did Monumenta Serica concretely feature? In his “Editorial Note,” editor 
Fr. Biallas writes that the journal aims to present material for research into the peoples, 
languages and cultures of China and its neighbouring peoples. He thus underlines the 
diversity and richness of Chinese culture as well as the significance of cultural exchange. 
Moreover, he adds, the journal should acknowledge ethnology and prehistory – two sci-
ences still young at the time.45 Biallas in no way emphasises that the journal is the project 
of Catholic missionaries. Examining the contents of all articles in the first 13 volumes pub-
lished in Peking reveals an emphasis on history, philology and linguistics – that is, subjects 
also traditionally researched in China. Christianity and the Christian mission play only 
a small role.46 It was a non-missionary, the French Sinologist Paul Pelliot, one of Biallas’s 
earlier academic teachers in Paris, who wrote a letter to the editors, published in the first 
volume, on the importance of missionaries as researchers of Chinese culture: when they 
lived in isolation in the country’s interior, he judged, they were especially predestined to 
research the dialects and customs, because they had close contacts with the local popu-
lation.47 An author of this sort, who did indeed provide Monumenta Serica with many 
important articles in its first years, was the Scheutveld missionary Antoine Mostaert: he 
was a member of the editorial board who had lived in the Ordos region of Mongolia for 
twenty years and contributed standard reference works on the local language as well as 
Mongolian history and folklore.48

Monumenta Serica’s first issue – whose 243 pages comprised articles in English, Ger-
man and French – received a warm reception in both academic circles and those of the 
S.V.D. mission itself. Even Bishop Henninghaus (who, as mentioned, thought little of Fr. 

45	 Biallas, “Editorial Note,” in: Monumenta Serica I (1935–1936), p. x.
46	 See the content-related evaluation in Gumbrecht 1994, pp. 53–71.
47	 Pelliot, “Letter to the Editor” (dated June 3, 1935), in: Monumenta Serica I (1935–1936), p. 192.
48	 See the short biography and the index of his texts published in honour of his 60th birthday in Monumenta Serica 

X (1945), pp. i–iv.
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Biallas) praised the journal as a “very successful publication,” one “worthy of our univer
sity” that allowed the editors and all contributors “to hold their heads up high.”49

Even Biallas, meticulous editor that he was, seemed satisfied with his publication, for in 
April 1936 he wrote General Superior Grendel as follows:

As for our new journal, I have heard good opinions from the most varied sides. 
This particularly pleases me on behalf of our university, which will of course profit 
the most from this success. We aim to do our best to enrich its contents as well as 
ensure its punctual publication. […] The second issue is set to see the light of day 
in May.50

Unfortunately, Fr. Biallas would not live to witness this issue’s publication. He died on May 
28, 1936 in Peking’s French Hospital of epidemic typhus. He had visited Fu Jen Univer-
sity’s Microbiological Laboratory, which was producing a serum against this disease, and 
apparently became infected by a pathogen.51 At the time of his death, he was only 57 years 
old. He died at the height of his academic output, leaving behind many works in manu-
script form, still awaiting publication. On his sick bed, he entrusted his academic estate 
to the young Fr. Hermann Köster, a confrère at the university, and asked him to complete 
Monumenta Serica’s second issue, which he himself had almost finished editing, and send 
it to publication. 

Two days after his death, Fr. Biallas was buried in Peking’s Zhalan 柵欄 Cemetery, the 
oldest Jesuit burial ground, not far from the graves of the famous China missionaries 
Matteo Ricci S.J. and Johann Adam Schall von Bell S.J. His gravestone did not survive 
the destructions inflicted on the cemetery in the 1950s and during the so-called Cultural 
Revolution. A photograph of the gravestone, however, still exists, showing it designed fully 
in keeping with Zhalan’s characteristic style, a mix of Western and Chinese elements, as 
does a stone rubbing of the grave’s inscription.52

A Chinese specialist for tombstone inscriptions, Chen Xinyu 陈欣雨, discovered this 
stone rubbing a few years ago in a special collection of the Chinese National Library of 
China in Peking. Like with most of the cemetery’s other gravestones, the inscription con-
sists of one Chinese and one Latin text, each with a short biographical note on the de-
ceased (see the following page). Biallas’s Chinese name was Bao Runsheng 鮑潤生. The 
Chinese inscription provides more in-depth information on his career and academic work 
than the Latin one. Translated, it runs:

49	 Augustin Henninghaus S.V.D. to Joseph Henkels S.V.D., letter no. 201, Kollár 2011, p. 565, translated. German 
original: “sehr gut gelungene Veröffentlichung,” [die] “unserer Universität würdig ist” [und mit der sich die Her-
ausgeber und alle Mitarbeiter] “sehr gut sehen lassen können”.

50	 Biallas to Grendel, letter no. 66, Kollár 2011, p. 363, translated. German original: “Über unsere neue Zeitschrift 
habe ich von verschiedenster Seite gute Urteile gehört. Das freut mich besonders wegen unserer Universität, die 
ja von dem Erfolg am meisten profitiert. Wir wollen unser Bestes tun, daß sie noch gehaltvoller wird und auch 
pünktlich erscheint [...]. Das zweite Heft wird im Mai das Licht erblicken.”

51	 Descriptions of his death can be found in several letters written by his confrères, especially letters 205 (Henkels to 
Grendel), 206 (Köster to Grendel), 208 (Henkels to Grendel) and 210 (Köster to Henninghaus) in Kollár 2011.

52	 An introduction to the history of this cemetery, which Western literature also calls “Chala” or “Shala” Cemetery, 
numerous images as well as selected translations of several epitaphs are given by Malatesta – Gao 1995.
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Epitaph for Priest Bao, Society of the Divine Word:

Priest of the Society of the Divine Word, Mr. Bao, taboo name Runsheng, bap-
tismal name Franz Xaver. Born 1878 in the Polish province of Silesia. Entered a 
seminary as a youth for his studies, became a member of the Society of the Divine 
Word in 1901. Ordained as a priest in 1905, he taught at seminaries of the Ger-
man S.V.D. and subsequently studied Sinology in Berlin, Paris and other places, 
and was granted the doctoral title. He came to China in 1920 [sic!] and worked as 
missionary in Shandong Province, in Yanzhou and Qingdao. He also wrote works 
in Chinese and Western languages. His German translation of Songs of Chu was 
highly praised in expert circles. In the summer of 1933, he was charged with im-
plementing the [S.V.D.] takeover of Fu Jen University in Beiping and taking on the 
position of Head of the university’s sociology department, along with other duties. 
In 1935, he founded the journal Monumenta Serica and made many valuable 
contributions to Sinology. His character was open and honest. He was very well 
read, and respectful and pleasant company. Chinese scholars enjoyed maintaining 
contact with him. On 28 May 1936, he died in the French Hospital of Peking of an 
epidemic typhoid infection.53

Although the Latin inscription notes his Sinological studies in Germany and France (“stu-
diis sinologicis in Germania et Gallia peractis”) it makes no mention of his Sinological 
contributions, his personality or his contacts with Chinese colleagues. It only honours 
his untiring work and his vigorous passion (“indefesso labore et strenuo ardore”) for his 
duties at the Catholic university.54

Although the personal letters of Fr. Biallas’s confrères reveal shock and sorrow at his 
sudden death, the official reaction of the Divine Word mission in China was rather muted: 
the journal Monumenta Serica published no detailed obituary with an overview of his ca-
reer and publications – as would have been usual in an academic context – but only a brief 
“Editorial Note” by his interim successor Fr. Hermann Köster, accompanied by the por-
trait photograph printed at the beginning of this essay.55 In his note, Köster claimed that 
no more worthy “monument” could be erected for the deceased than continuing the jour-
nal he had founded in line with his editorial spirit. Apart from this short note, Monumenta 
Serica’s second issue also published a Chinese poem about Biallas by university president 
Chen Yuan and an annotated and rhyming English translation by Ying Qianli, Fu Jen 

53	 “聖言會士鮑司鐸之墓: 聖言會司鐸鮑公, 諱潤生, 聖名方濟各 · 沙勿略。一八七八年生於波蘭西來西亞
省。幼入修院讀書, 一九零一年進聖言會, 一九零五年陞鐸品, 即執教於德國聖言會修院繼攻讀學, 於柏
林、巴黎等處旋榮膺漢學博士學位。一九二零年來華, 先後在山東兗州、青島及上海等地傳教, 並從事東
西文字之著述, 譯楚辭為德文裴聲士林, 一九三三年夏奉上命接辦北平輔仁大學任該校社經系主任兼史學
系教授等職。一九三五年創刊華裔學志, 對漢學多所貢獻。公性坦直, 好讀書, 待人接物誠敬和藹, 國内學
者均樂與之遊。一九三六年五月廿八日染瘢疹傷寒症逝於北平法國醫院, 享年五十八。” See the following 
figure. A historical photograph of the stele, the stone rubbing of the inscription as well as a transcription of the 
Chinese and Latin texts are found in Chen Xinyu 2020, pp. 492–494. The text of the Chinese epitaph has no punc-
tuation, but was added in Chen’s transcription. 

54	 The brevity of the Latin inscription compared with the Chinese one is also evident in other tombstone inscrip-
tions in Zhalan Cemetery (see the translated examples in chap. 4, Malatesta – Gao 1995) and is presumably 
rooted in the varying conventions for these inscriptions.

55	 Monumenta Serica I (1935–1936), unpaginated, before p. 245.
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Latin-Chinese epitaph of Franz Xaver Biallas.
Source: National Library of China, inventory number 京 2170. Printed with kind permission.
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University’s secretary.56 The poem, studded with numerous allusions and written in the 
manner of a classical seven-word verse (qiyan jueju 七言絕句), honours Biallas as trans-
lator of “Songs of Chu” and labels him the “Western Bao Shu” (xilai Bao Shu 西來鮑叔), a 
historical figure from Chinese antiquity who embodied the ideal friend. This comparison 
is particularly effective because Biallas and Bao Shu bore the same Chinese family name. 
The poem and its artful translation reveal a certain discrepancy between the respectful 
Chinese tribute to the deceased and the succinct Western response. It suggests that Biallas 
enjoyed a closer relationship with his Chinese colleagues than with his confrères. 

The S.V.D. missionaries did indeed keep Fr. Köster’s promise to carry on Monumenta 
Serica – despite many difficulties, the journal continued to be published and has already 
survived its founder by almost a century. In 2025, it celebrated its 90th anniversary. An-
other promise that Fr. Köster made in his short note, however, was not fulfilled: that of 
publishing the Sinological works Fr. Biallas had left behind, including a critical edition 
of Chuci and a Chinese grammar.57 We do not know how developed these works already 
were, for Fr. Biallas’s estate has been lost. It apparently first passed into the hands of Fr. 
Köster, as he writes in his “Note.” Perhaps it then went missing in the turmoil of the S.V.D. 
missionaries’ forced departure from China.

Under more auspicious circumstances, perhaps Franz Xaver Biallas would have joined 
the ranks of famous “missionary Sinologists”58 – had he been able to publish more of 
his ambitious scholarly projects during his lifetime, or had his confrères published these 
works posthumously. 

Although Franz Xaver Biallas cannot, today, be named in the same breath as famous 
Sinologists and missionaries like James Legge or Richard Wilhelm, whose translations of 
Chinese classics set new standards and continue to be read, he did make his Sinological 
mark in a few different ways. In the field of Chinese literature, especially research on “Songs 
of Chu,” his name is still occasionally mentioned in modern secondary literature, Western 
and Chinese alike. The American Sinologist Paul Kroll credits Biallas with composing “the 
first serious study of the poem [“Yuan you”] in a Western language.”59 He praises Biallas’s 
solid and reliable prose translation, and especially his helpful annotations.60

A Chinese monograph from 2020 on Chuci research in Europe and America even dedi
cates an entire chapter to Fr. Biallas. The author Chen Liang 陳亮 honours Fr. Biallas as a 
pioneering researcher of the poems “Wandering Afar” and “Nine Songs” (Jiu ge 九歌).61 
He stresses that Biallas, while researching the poem “Wandering Afar,” closely examined a 
topical debate of the 1920s: the question of Qu Yuan’s authorship, argued by the two Chi-

56	 The Chinese calligraphy of Chen Yuan’s poem is on the page across from Biallas’s portrait photograph; the English 
translation is on the next page, across from Köster’s “Editorial Note.” Monumenta Serica I (1935–1936) 2, after p. 
243 (unpag.).

57	 Köster 1936, unpag. (before p. 245).
58	 A term originating with Lauren Pfister; see Pfister 2010. The late American Sinologist David E. Mungello, too, 

calls Biallas a “missionary scholar,” in his review of Kollár’s book in Sino-Western Cultural Relations Journal 25 
(2013), p. 84.

59	 Kroll 2024, p. 437. An earlier version of this book chapter by Paul Kroll had already appeared in 1996, as an article 
in Journal of the American Oriental Society.

60	 Kroll 2024, p. 438.
61	 Chen Liang 2020, p. 276.
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nese literary scholars Hu Shi 胡適 and Lu Kanru 陸侃如.62 This debate took place in the 
context of the intellectual movement of “doubting antiquity,”  which called into question 
the authenticity of many classical Chinese works. Chen Liang emphasises appreciatively 
that Biallas convincingly rebuffed the arguments of the two “doubters” Hu and Lu and 
sided with the traditional view that Qu Yuan is to be viewed as Chuci’s author in gen
eral and the poem “Wandering Afar” in particular.63 Chen Liang concludes by honouring 
Biallas as someone who nurtured close contacts with Chinese scholars and regretting that 
no one in China has as yet devoted a detailed article to him.64 

Alongside his Chuci research, Biallas’s book on Confucius also occasionally appears in 
more recent research on the topic: in their study of Confucianism’s renaissance in China 
today, for example, two French researchers praise Biallas’s work as an interesting contem-
porary description of Confucian rites. They even use two photographs that Biallas had 
taken in the Temple of Confucius for their own book, though without citing the source.65

The traces Fr. Biallas left behind in Sinological research would certainly have been 
deeper had he been able to publish or complete his planned and initiated academic works. 
His planned full, critical translation of Chuci would especially have been a milestone in re-
search on Chinese literature. The first English translation of this poetry collection was not 
published until the late 1950s;66 had Biallas, as planned, published his complete German 
edition in the 1930s, he would have been a true pioneer in the Western translation of this 
important work of Chinese literature. 

With Monumenta Serica’s foundation in 1935, Fr. Biallas realised an important aim: 
promoting Sinological research both at (the then-Catholic) Fu Jen University and within 
the S.V.D.67 The journal was continued by the Monumenta Serica Institute, which follow-
ing intervals in Japan and the USA has been headquartered in Germany since 1972. Yet 
despite this longstanding tradition of academic China research in the S.V.D., which only 
began with Fr. Biallas, the Society of the Divine Word spent decades failing to adequately 
honour its first academically trained Sinologist. In the years following Monumenta Serica’s 
brief announcement of Biallas’s death in 1936, his name appeared only on the journal’s 
title page, as its founder. It wasn’t until twenty years later, during the editorship of his 
successor’s successor, Fr. Heinrich Busch S.V.D. (1912–2002), that the journal once more 
made substantial reference to Fr. Biallas. By that time, political upheavals had long since 
pushed the journal’s editorial board out of Fu Jen Catholic University; after an interim of 
several years, the journal was brought back to life in Tokyo. In 1955, Fr. Busch wrote an 
“Editorial Note” for the resurrected journal: Monumenta Serica, he promised, was “now 

62	 On this, see Biallas 1927, pp. 71–100.
63	 Chen Liang 2020, p. 280.
64	 Chen Liang 2020, p. 284.
65	 Billioud – Thoraval 2015, pp. 184–185, fn. 33 und fig. 7.1 and 7.2 (fig. 59 und 60 in Biallas 1928a).
66	 David Hawkes, Ch’u Tz’ŭ: The Songs of the South: An Ancient Chinese Anthology, Oxford: Clarendon Press 1959.
67	 Another vision – that of improving the training of new missionaries by founding an “Institute of Oriental Studies” 

in Peking – was not implemented. Biallas had composed a lengthy memorandum on this subject in April 1936, 
shortly before his death; see Kollár 2011, pp. 364–376. This is apparently the last piece of writing Fr. Biallas ever 
penned. 
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finally ready to reappear […] and serve once more the task set to it in 1935 by its founder, 
Fr. X. Biallas, S.V.D.”68

At last, the Ph.D. thesis of Miroslav Kollár S.V.D. offered a thorough appreciation of 
Franz Xaver Biallas as a Sinologist and missionary. The thesis was submitted in 2006, at the 
S.V.D. missionaries’ former Philosophical Theological Faculty in Sankt Augustin (which 
existed until 2021), and was published in 2011, in the Monumenta Serica Institute’s book 
series Collectanea Serica. Alongside a biographical overview, this comprehensive work 
mostly presents important source material, especially around 300 transcribed and anno-
tated letters to and by Fr. Biallas, the originals of which are stored in the S.V.D.’s general 
archive in Rome. The thesis subject was suggested by Fr. Kollár’s doctoral supervisor, Fr. 
Roman Malek S.V.D. (1951–2019), who in 1992 succeeded Heinrich Busch as Monumenta 
Serica’s editor.

Despite the S.V.D.’s many years of failing to give Fr. Biallas his dues, this Sinologist 
fulfilled an important function for the S.V.D. missionaries: by founding the journal Monu
menta Serica, from which the eponymous institute later sprang, he set the cornerstone 
for S.V.D.’s continuous academic China research. The society has consistently trained the 
next generation of academia for both the journal and the institute. Fr. Busch, Fr. Malek 
and many other S.V.D. members were marked out for Sinological studies, some at re-
nowned universities like Columbia University in New York, and could thus carry on Fr. 
Biallas’s academic legacy. The conflict between the roles of missionary and academic that 
had shaped Fr. Biallas’s life in China was one his successors no longer personally faced, for 
their duties lay first and foremost in Sinological endeavours. They either worked within 
the Monumenta Serica Institute, editing Sinological publications, or taught at various uni-
versities and published their own works. They all played their part in making the Society 
of the Divine Word one of the few Catholic religious and missionary societies to foster a 
tradition of autonomous China research and publishing and thereby live up to high aca-
demic standards. 
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