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Abstract Based on past research by specialists in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean 
studies in Slovenia and Austria, this article discusses the discovery of Korea from the 
Slovenian perspective. The earliest encounter between a Slovenian and a Korean was 
probably in 1766, when a Jesuit scholar met with a Korean scholar at the Chinese court. 
Recent research on picture postcards and photographs reveals visits by members of 
the Austro-Hungarian Navy to Korean ports. In 1923, a female adventurer and writer 
from Slovenia traveled through the Korean peninsula. It is still unknown whether any 
Slovenians were among the missionaries in Tokwon.
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1 Introduction

Based on our recent extensive research on old picture postcards, pho‑
tographs, and artefacts from East Asia, which are currently held by 
museums and libraries in Slovenia,1 various contacts by persons from 

1 East Asian Collections in Slovenia: Inclusion of Slovenia in the Global Exchanges of 
Objects and Ideas with East Asia, 2018‑21, funded by the Slovenian Research Agen‑
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Slovenia in Korea and with Koreans have been identified, particular‑
ly toward the end of the nineteenth century and in the first decades 
of the twentieth century. With regard to the professions and motiva‑
tions of individuals that had direct contact with Korea, there were 
at least three different groups of people from this part of the world 
(i.e. central Europe). These are members of the Austro‑Hungarian 
Navy that traveled to East Asia between the 1890s and 1910s, Chris‑
tian missionaries of the Benedictine order that stationed in what is 
now North Korea up to the 1930s, and the female adventurer Alma 
M. Karlin from Celje, who traveled through Korea in 1923.

Aside from the research mentioned above, several earlier research 
reports are available on the life and work of the Jesuit scholar Ferdi‑
nand Hallerstein, who was born in Carniola and acted as an official 
at the Chinese court in the eighteenth century. The first direct con‑
tact between persons from what is now Slovenia and Koreans was in 
the middle of the eighteenth century.

Based on the above, this article reconstructs the exchanges by 
people with a Slovenian background with Koreans – first around 
1765, and then between the 1890s and 1930s.

The main part of this article is composed of the following sections, 
following the natural timeline of individual contacts: the scientific ex‑
changes in the middle of the eighteenth century in China; the mari‑
time activities by members of the Austro‑Hungarian Navy; the trav‑
el records by a female adventurer, and Christian missionary work. 
The conclusion discusses the nature and form of these individual con‑
tacts, as well as the perception and knowledge of the general popu‑
lation in Slovenia about East Asian culture and people.

The maritime exchanges with East Asia, particularly in the last 
years of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twenti‑
eth century, were quite intense and lively, at least based on materials 
discovered so far: picture postcards, photographs, various artefacts, 
letters, and diaries, which are now archived in several institutions in 
Slovenia. However, before looking into the maritime activities, spe‑
cial mention must be made of eighteenth-century scientific activities 
at the Chinese court.

cy. The findings are regularly updated on the following website: https://vazcollec-
tions.si/.
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2 Scientific Exchanges in the Mid-Eighteenth Century

The Jesuit scientist Ferdinand Augustin Haller von Hallerstein 
(1703‑1774) was born in Carniola, at that time part of the Habsburg 
Monarchy. He grew up in what is now Mengeš, Slovenia, some 15 km 
north of Ljubljana, the capital of Slovenia. Hallerstein studied in Lju‑
bljana and later in Vienna, and for the purpose of missionary work 
traveled via Portuguese Goa and Macao to Beijing. He then held an 
important position in the court of the Qing dynasty at the time of the 
Qianlong Emperor 乾隆 (1711‑99). Hallerstein’s Chinese name was Liu 
Songling 劉松齡, and he succeeded Ignatius Kögler (1680‑1746), also 
a Jesuit scholar from the German‑speaking region, and acted as the 
head of the Imperial Board of Astronomy from 1746 until his death 
in 1774. More about his activities are reported in studies by Šmitek 
(1995), Saje (2009; 2015), Koidl (2020), and others. In relation to Ko‑
rea, it has been confirmed that Hallerstein, in addition to his most 
important achievements in astronomy and statistics, also worked on 
drawing geographical maps in cooperation with other Jesuit scien‑
tists, particularly a map of the hunting territory of the Chinese lead‑
er in the vicinity of Korea, the Mulan 木蘭 region (Saje 2009, 93‑4). 
It is also known that, because of his good reputation as astronomer, 
mathematician, and mediator of western science to East Asia, the 
notable Korean scientist, astronomer, and neo‑Confucianist Hong 
Tae‑Yong 洪大容 (in Chinese Hong Darong) visited him in Beijing. Ac‑
cording to Hallerstein’s letters to his brother in Europe, Koreans vis‑
ited the Chinese court every year, and immediately after their ar‑
rival they usually came to the house of the Jesuits (Saje 2015, 28). 
The exchange between Hallerstein and Hong Tae‑Yong in 1766 are 
recorded in Hong’s writings in classical Chinese and in Korean (30). 
Hallerstein was sixty‑two years old and Hong was thirty‑four at that 
time. Hallerstein’s name was known to Korean intellectuals thanks 
to Hong’s writings (30).

According to Ledyard (1974; 1982),2 Hong Tae‑Yong visited Beijing 
as the secretary of his uncle Hong Ŏk 洪檍 (1722‑1809), who was a 
member of the solstitial embassy from Korea in 1765 and 1766. The 
Koreans visited the Qing court every year around the time of the 
winter solstice, arrived in Beijing a few days before the lunar New 
Year, and stayed for about two months. In this particular year, they 
left Seoul on December 13th, 1765, and reached Beijing on February 
6th, 1766 (Ledyard 1982, 63). In his Peking Memoir, which is cate‑

2 I am grateful for the help of Burglind Jungmann, Professor emerita of Korean art 
and visual culture, UCLA, who was present at the conference East and West in Korean 
Studies: Cultural Exchanges between Korea and the West: Artifacts and Intangible Her-
itage, held by Ca’ Foscari University of Venice in May 2021; she told me about Gari Led‑
yard and his articles about Hong Tae‑Yong.
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gorized among diplomatic travel diaries written by Yi dynasty Kore‑
ans in the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries (Ledyard 1974, 1), Hong 
Tae‑Yong describes in detail his observations of people he met, and 
the content of his encounters in diverse situations. Hong describes 
Hallerstein and another Jesuit scholar from Bavaria:

Hallerstein is sixty‑two years old, and Gogeisl is sixty‑four. Although 
their beards and hair have receded and turned gray, their complex‑
ions seem boyish and their deeply set eyes shine beamingly […]. 
Both follow the Manchu style in their gowns and caps, and in shav‑
ing their heads back to the crown. (quoted in Ledyard 1982, 70)

Although the Jesuit astronomers were not particularly anxious to 
spend time with the Korean visitors, Hong persisted and obtained 
appointments with them on at least four occasions. Hong’s intention 
during his visits was to refine his astronomical and mathematical 
knowledge. On the first visit, they discussed the workings of a pipe 
organ in the church, and Hong insisted on the confirmation of his cor‑
rect understanding. On the following occasions, Hong asked to see 
and have explained the clock tower and the observation station (Led‑
yard 1982, 71). Hong was interested in details of instruments, such as 
the telescope, watches, alarm clocks, compasses, and so on. On the 
other hand, Catholicism was never at focus of their conversation (72, 
97). Details of these encounters between Hallerstein, Gogeisl, and 
Hong Tae‑Yong are also described in a recent article by Koidl (2020), 
an in‑depth study of Austrian missionaries in contact with Koreans 
from the very beginning, in the middle of the seventeenth century, 
and up to the present. According to Koidl, Hong in his Yu P’o mun-
dap 劉鮑問答 (Questions and Answers with Yu and P’o),3 an account 
of these exchanges written later, mentions rather different interests 
of one side and the other:

While Koreans wanted to learn more from Westerners about ce‑
lestial globes, precise astronomic calculations, and the Gregori‑
an calendar, Westerners wanted to attract Koreans to Christi‑
anity. (28)

Ledyard (1982) further describes two other eighteenth‑century 
memoirs that may be compared with Hong’s Peking Memoir. They 
are Nogajae Yŏnhaengnok by Kim Chang-Ŏp, who visited Beijing in 
1712‑13, and Yŏrha ilgi by Pak Chi-Wŏn, who visited Beijing in 1780 
(85). Because Hallerstein was in office at the Chinese court between 

3 Koidl’s description is based on a translation of this work into modern vernacular 
Korean, published in 2008.
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1739 and 1774, it seems that Hong’s Memoir is the only written record 
in which the details of Hallerstein’s contacts with Koreans were re‑
corded. There are probably no other written accounts about Haller‑
stein from the Korean perspective.

Whether or not this encounter between Hallerstein and Hong Tae‑
Yong should be counted as one of the ‘Slovenian discoveries’ of Korea 
is perhaps difficult to determine. Hallerstein was from what is now 
Slovenia and a prominent European intellectual at the time, and he 
regularly reported his activities, facts, and situations in China with 
a broader view of the East Asian region. His reports were sent to 
the academies in London, Paris, and Saint‑Petersburg, and he often 
wrote private letters to his brother Weichard, also a Jesuit, who was 
based in Brussels (Saje 2015, 17).

Hallerstein’s great reputation in Korea already in the eighteenth 
century is confirmed, but Hallerstein himself probably did not rec‑
ognize his encounter with the Koreans particularly as his ‘discov‑
ery of Korea’.

3 Maritime Activities by Members of the Austro-
Hungarian Navy

3.1 Period and Background of Maritime Activities

More than a hundred years later, Austrian merchant and war ships 
started to sail to East Asia and around the world predominantly for 
diplomatic, trade, research, and educational purposes. When these 
maritime activities became more frequent, many men from Slovenian 
ethnic territory also sailed on board the Austro‑Hungarian warships 
as officers, petty-officers, and seamen (Marinac 2017, 189). One can 
identify individual warships, officers, and crew members, who main‑
ly sailed from the Austro‑Hungarian port in Pula (today in Croatia) 
and came into contact with Korean locals in Korean ports, and with 
Japanese officers stationed in Korea shortly after the Russo‑Japanese 
War. Some specific gifts and souvenirs from Korea from that peri‑
od are also held by museums in Slovenia. Table 1 outlines the peri‑
od from the 1860s up to the Second World War in relation to the Ko‑
rean and Slovenian nations. The Austro‑Hungarian dual monarchy, 
in the framework of which these officers and seamen had direct con‑
tacts with the East Asians, came to an end in 1918.
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Table 1 Slovenia and Korea between the 1860s and 1940s (Shigemori Bučar 
2019a, 135; modified)

Slovenia Korea Incidents
Chosŏn dynasty 1392-1897 1899-1901 Boxer Rebellion

1904-05 Russo-Japanese War
1905 Japan-Korea Treaty
1914-18 First World War
1939-45 Second World War

Austria-Hungary 1867-1918 Great Korean Empire 1897-1910
Kingdom of the Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes / Kingdom of 
Yugoslavia 1918-41

Annexed to Imperial Japan  
1910-(1945)

The existence of the dual monarchy of Austria‑Hungary (1867‑1918) 
overlaps with the last thirty years of the Chosŏn dynasty and the suc‑
ceeding Great Korean Empire (1897‑1910). From 1910 until the end of 
the Second World War, Korea was annexed to the Japanese Empire. 
Today, most of the materials related to the Austria‑Hungarian Navy 
of that period are archived in the Sergej Mašera Maritime Museum 
in Piran, a town on the Adriatic coast of Slovenia. Because the Slo‑
venian ethnic region was part of Austria‑Hungary with its ports on 
the coast, and because of the construction of the Austrian Southern 
Railway through this region (between Vienna and Trieste, completed 
in 1857), many Slovenian young men, also from the interior, sought 
jobs in the navy. Some of these navy members’ legacy can also be 
found in other institutions in today’s Slovenia; for example, at the Na‑
tional and University Library in Ljubljana, as well as in private col‑
lections. Most numerous are picture postcards and photographs, but 
there are also diaries and letters of individual members of the navy. 
Sent postcards reveal various information regarding the persons on 
both ends of the correspondence, and the dates and circumstances 
of the communication (Marinac 2017; Shigemori Bučar 2019a, 2019b). 
The postal systems of various countries and photography technology 
both developed quickly during this period, and therefore, supported 
by the commercial activities of the photography and printing indus‑
tries, sending short messages on picture postcards came into fash‑
ion around the turn of the century. Some members of the navy were 
very eager to buy and send postcards with local Asian scenes. Re‑
garding Korea‑related contacts, particularly on the basis of archived 
postcards and photographs, three main collectors have been identi‑
fied in the museum in Piran (Shigemori Bučar 2019a, 138‑9).

3.2 Anton Haus

Anton Haus joined the Austro‑Hungarian Navy in 1869 and became 
an instructor at the Imperial and Royal Naval Academy in Rijeka. 
He was on board SMS Kaiserin und Königin Maria Theresia on a mis‑
sion in the Far East in relation to the Boxer Rebellion. According to 
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Figure 1 Postcard of the Korean peninsula, used by Anton Haus



Studi e ricerche 32 154
Cultural Exchanges Between Korea and the West, 147-168

Donko (2013, 360), the ship arrived in Chemulp’o (now Inch’ŏn) on 
August 30th, 1901, and was anchored there for some days. He visit‑
ed the city of Seoul with the Austro‑Hungarian consul in Shanghai, 
Julius Pisko (Marinac 2017, 87). Haus himself had to return home on 
other commercial ships due to his son’s sudden death, but the cruis‑
er SMS Kaiserin und Königin Maria Theresia later called on Kŏmundo 
(巨文島, a.k.a. Port Hamilton), Pusan (釜山), and Masanhappo (馬山

合浦) as well (84‑90). Later, Haus served in the ministry in Vienna 
and in 1904 used copies of a postcard that was produced in Austria‑
Hungary, showing a map of the Korean peninsula with place names 
changed into peculiar Austrian names [figs 1‑2]. Because he himself 
was in the area a few years earlier and was probably very concerned 
with the political developments of the time, he found this postcard 
production very timely and amusing, and thus used it for correspond‑
ence with his relatives (Shigemori Bučar 2019a, 140-3).

Figure 2 Reverse of the postcard in figure 1
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Figure 3 Postcard sent from Korea in August 1906, Koršič collection

Figure 4 Postcard sent from Dairen on August 10th, 1906, Koršič collection
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3.3 Albums of Postcard and Photograph Collections

3.3.1 Ivan Koršič

The navy military chaplain Ivan Koršič (1870-1941) never traveled to 
East Asia but was stationed in Pula in today’s Croatia. He collected 
picture postcards sent to him by many seamen from all ends of the 
world. Among the numerous postcards in his albums, there are three 
very interesting postcards from Korea. One is dated August 1906 and 
was sent from Seoul by a Slovenian member of the navy (the signa‑
ture is unclear). The photo was made by the French photographer 
and linguist Charles Alévêque around 1900, and the postcard was 
printed in France (Shigemori Bučar 2019a). The brief handwritten 
message states that the sender was invited to the Korean ambassa‑
dor’s residence (i.e. the residence of Austria‑Hungary’s ambassador 
in Korea), probably in Seoul [fig. 3].

The second postcard [fig. 4] was sent a few days later from Port 
Authur (旅順, Lüshun Port), and the photo shows the Russian battle‑
ship Retvizan and a few more in the bay. There is a short message in 
Slovenian, the date, and the signature of Morihiro Chōichi (森弘長

一), a Japanese officer who probably sat with this Slovenian person 
somewhere in Port Arthur (i.e. in Dalny or Dairen, 大連, now Dalian) 
on August 10th, 1906.

Another postcard shows the Russian cruiser Varyag [fig. 5]. It is a 
black‑and‑white photograph of the ship with captions in Russian, Ger‑

Figure 5 Postcard of the Russian cruiser Varyag, Koršič collection
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man, and French (the name of the ship), and of interest here is the 
additional penciled explanation in Slovenian, “Rusi, ??? - Čemulpo-; 
Korejec” (Shigemori Bučar 2019a, 146‑7). It seems that these three 
postcards were sent by the same Slovenian member of the navy to 
Koršič at the same time with a few days’ difference, and that this 
person was on the cruiser SMS Kaiser Franz Joseph I. According to 
Donko (2013, 330‑1), the ship was anchored in Chemulp’o between 
July 29th and August 8th, and then went in and out of Dalny.4 This 
was only less than a year after the Russo‑Japanese War, and the Jap‑
anese navy probably had much to show off to the western visitors.

3.3.2 Viktor Kristan

There are four postcards from Korea in the collection of Viktor 
Kristan (1876‑1947). Kristan was in Korea from 1908 to 1909 on the 
cruiser SMS Leopard. In a few years, Korea went through drastic po‑
litical changes, which can also be seen on the picture postcards. All 
four postcards, although they show Korean landscapes and people, 
were produced by Japanese with Japanese captions. One shows Jap‑
anese houses and boats in Chemulp’o Bay, and another one is a pho‑
to of a Korean store in a village. The other two are portraits of Kore‑

4 “Dalny ein und aus, auf einem japanischen Torpedoboot Befestigungen von port Ar‑
thur besichtigt” (Donko 2013, 331).

Figure 6 Photograph of Chemulp’o Bay, Kristan’s album
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an women wearing the typical Korean hanbok and photographed in 
a studio and later hand‑tinted [fig. 7] (more details about these post‑
cards are available in Shigemori Bučar 2019a). There are also addi‑
tional black‑and‑white photos from Korea in Kristan’s album. Among 
them are a view of Chemulp’o Bay [fig. 6], a palace garden, and a pho‑
to of the “Russian fleet leaving Port Arthur during the battle” (Mar‑
inac 2017, 111). In the photograph of Chemulp’o Bay, an important 
landmark, James Johnstone’s summer house, is visible. This house 
was later destroyed in the Korean War.

There is also the picture “The Korean Emperor and His High‑
ness”, a photo of Emperor Kojong 高宗 and Crown Prince Sunjong 純
宗 (1874‑1976) standing next to each other, which is often found in 
other photo collections of the time. Kristan probably bought these 
photos in the same manner as the postcards, or perhaps acquired 
them as gifts.

3.3.3 Written Materials and Souvenirs

For the purpose of this article, diaries and memoirs of the seamen 
are also important. In addition to Commissary Officer Viktor Kristan, 
Second Mate Martin Toplak (1885‑1938) was also from Slovenia, and 
they were both on the torpedo cruiser SMS Leopard. Marinac com‑
pares the writings of both5 and concludes that many of their observa‑
tions are similar but, due to their difference in positions in the navy, 
they were acquainted with different kinds of people and circles: To‑
plak was lower in rank and usually stayed in the ports and observed 
buildings from the outside, whereas Kristan as a higher officer could 
visit ambassadors, influential local individuals, and government offi‑
cials (Marinac 2017, 123). They both clearly observed that Koreans are 
different from Chinese and Japanese. They noticed the white clothes 
and black hats of the Korean men, or the hairstyles of those without 
hats, always put up in a bun. Males and females were difficult to dis‑
tinguish because they wore similar clothes and the hairstyle was also 
the same. Both seamen had comments on the Russo‑Japanese War and 
the hulk of the cruiser Varyag outside Chemulp’o Bay. Kristan, who vis‑
ited the city of Seoul, also wrote about Japanese influence regarding 
the modernization of the city, wide streets, electricity and streetcars, 
and other details. He also visited Kyŏngbok Palace (景福宮) and was 
informed about the assassination of the Queen Min 閔妃 (1851‑1895) 
(more details in 131‑3).

5 Martin Toplak wrote his memoirs in Slovenian, whereas Viktor Kristan kept his di‑
ary in German and later wrote a travelogue in Slovenian, which he did not complete 
(Marinac 2017, 121).
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Figure 7 Postcard of a Korean lady, Kristan’s album
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Figure 8 Postcard sent from Seoul by Alma Karlin

Various objects brought back from East Asia by members of the Aus‑
tro‑Hungarian Navy were in private collections for some time, but 
some of them were donated to museums and similar institutions, 
mainly by their family members. The Slovenian Ethnographic Muse‑
um obtained such objects in the 1960s from a relative of Anton Do‑
lenc. Among them is also a covered mother‑of‑pearl lacquer box, obvi‑
ously of Korean origin. Dolenc was the captain of the torpedo cruiser 
SMS Panther from 1909 to 1910.

3.3.4 Similar Collections in Other Central European Countries

In relation to the postcards, photos and artefacts from Korea brought 
back in the first decades of the twentieth century mainly by members 
of the navy, the catalogue of the Ferenc Hopp Museum in Budapest 
(Fajcsák, Mecsi 2012) is a very good reference. Some of the postcards 
and photos presented in the catalogue are similar or almost identical 
to those archived in Slovenia. It is mentioned that there are photo col‑
lections of two Hungarian photographers: Ferenc Hopp, who visited 
Korea in 1903, and Dezső Bozóky, who traveled there in 1908 (Kardos 
2012, 9). Among the photographs currently archived in Slovenia, one 
can identify some of their photos. The catalogue also states that there 
were three professional Korean photographers in the 1880s, but they 
were forced to leave Korea, and Japanese photographers took over the 
role of photo studios after the 1890s (Kardos 2012, 9‑10).

Chikako Shigemori Bučar
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This research may be extended to today’s Croatian and Italian ports 
and archives because parts of these nations were formerly parts of 
Austria‑Hungary. Some episodes may be connected to one other to 
form a greater picture to grasp how central Europeans of various 
ethnic origins perceived Korea and the Koreans.

4 Travel Records by a Female Adventurer, Alma M. Karlin

Shortly after the collapse of the dual monarchy, an intrepid female 
adventurer from the small town of Celje in today’s Slovenia embarked 
on a journey around the world. This section focuses on the Korean 
part of her journey.

Alma Maximiliana Karlin (1889‑1950) was a young woman adven‑
turer from a small Slovenian town in the newly founded Kingdom of 
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes (the former Austria‑Hungarian Empire). 
Although both her parents were of Slovenian origin, she was raised 
speaking German. She was extremely interested in languages and 
learned multiple languages in England and Sweden before she decid‑
ed to make her journey around the world, which lasted eight years, 
between 1919 and 1928. As a young woman without abundant funds, 
she relied on her own ability and language knowledge to earn her liv‑
ing during her journey as a writer, correspondent, and sometimes as 
a language teacher, translator, and embassy worker (Shigemori Bučar 
2020). After staying in Japan for a little more than a year, she trave‑

Figure 9 Reverse of the postcard in figure 7
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Figure 10 Karlin’s article in the local newspaper Cillier Zeitung
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led to Korea in the early days of July 1923. This was the time when Ko‑
rea was a part of Imperial Japan, more than ten years after its formal 
annexation. It seems that Karlin was the guest of a Japanese family in 
Seoul for the entire time when she was traveling. She left Japan from 
the southern island of Kyūshū by a boat to Pusan, on the south coast 
of the Korean peninsula, and then took a train to Seoul. After a brief 
stay in Seoul, she continued her way by train to Pyongyang. She was 
in the Korean peninsula area at least several weeks altogether, and 
then she continued her journey to Shenyang and Beijing.

In Karlin’s material at the Celje Regional Museum, there are six‑
teen picture postcards and thirty‑nine photos from Korea (Shigemori 
Bučar 2020). The postcards were all made in Japan with captions in 
Japanese and English [figs 8‑9]. They show photos of temples and pal‑
aces, city views, and Korean people and customs. The black‑and‑white 
photographs in Karlin’s material show country landscapes, farmers, 
handworkers, traders, funeral scenes, and so on (on the funeral pho‑
tos, see Kang 2019). Both the picture postcards and photographs from 

Figure 11 A Korean fan in Karlin’s collection
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Figure 12 Postcard of Tokwon (Tŏkwŏn) Abbey

Korea are numbered on the back with pencil markings, and on most 
of them there are some remarks or explanation in German. Obvious‑
ly, Karlin used some of them as additional illustrations for her writ‑
ings (Shigemori Bučar 2020, 213‑15).

There are also three instalments of Karlin’s feuilleton articles 
about Korea, entitled Im Land der Morgenstille (In the Land of the 
Morning Calm), published in the local newspaper in her hometown 
Celje, Cillier Zeitung, and currently archived at the National and Uni‑
versity Library in Ljubljana. The three instalments appeared on No‑
vember 18th, 22nd, and 25th, 1923 [fig. 10].

Already on the train from Pusan to Seoul, Karlin saw clear differenc‑
es between Koreans and Japanese in how they were dressed. The land‑
scape was also noticeably different, rougher but also fresher than what 
she had seen in Japan (216). Observing the naked children and half‑na‑
ked men, she contemplated whether “civilization means progress or 
decline”. She seemed to approve of the nudity of the Korean people. In 
the second instalment, Karlin described the market in Seoul and a vis‑
it to a Korean nobleman’s residence. In the kitchen of a Korean house, 
she saw that the cooking utensils were very different from those in Ja‑
pan. The third instalment is a description of Pyongyang, called Heijō at 
the time in Japanese. She also explained that the Koreans were making 
fortunes by exporting ginseng to China (Shigemori Bučar 2020, 220‑1 
feuilleton articles in German and English translation).

The Celje Regional Museum holds many objects brought back by 
Alma Karlin: among them are also two Korean fans (taegŭksŏn 太極

扇). These fans can be associated with Karlin’s visit to the Korean no‑

Chikako Shigemori Bučar
Maritime, Christianity and Adventure: Slovenian Discovery of Korea



Chikako Shigemori Bučar
Maritime, Christianity and Adventure: Slovenian Discovery of Korea

Studi e ricerche 32 165
Cultural Exchanges Between Korea and the West, 147-168

bleman’s house, described in her writings in the second part of her 
article in Cillier Zeitung [fig. 11].

5 Christian Missionary Work in Wŏnsan

In the Cartography Department of the National and University Li‑
brary in Ljubljana, there is a single picture postcard showing a black‑
and-white photo of the Benedictine abbey in Tokwon (Tŏkwŏn) (德源), 
near Wŏnsan (元山, today’s North Korea). The postcard was printed 
in Slovenia, or by a Slovenian printing house, because the caption is 
in Slovenian: Azija, Koreja: Benediktinski samostan v zimskem miru 
(Asia, Korea: Benedictine abbey in winter peace). This picture post‑
card was not mailed, and there is no additional information regard‑
ing who possessed the card and when [fig. 12].

In relation to the missionaries posted to Korea during the early 
twentieth century, Koidl (2020) states, based on his careful research:

The Vatican had carved up Korea amongst various missionary or‑
ders, with French missionaries responsible for the southern re‑
gions of the peninsula, Americans for the northwest, and the Ger‑
man Missionary Benedictines for the northeast, in addition to 
southeastern Manchuria. […] In 1927, they [the Germans] moved 
their main abbey from Seoul to the newly built headquarters in 
Tokwon, near Wŏnsan. (14)

At the National and University Library in Ljubljana, there are many 
similar missionary postcards from other parts of Asia, particularly 
from India and Ceylon; that is, showing local scenes in relation to 
missionary works with captions in Slovenian.

Further research will be conducted to obtain more information 
about the activities of Slovenian missionaries in order to determine 
whether anybody from the Slovenian region was physically in Tok‑
won6 in the 1930s and brought back stories and memories, or per‑
haps only the printing of the postcards took place.

6 For the history of the abbey, see Mahr 2009, 11‑347, among other sources.
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6 From Individual Contacts to the Real Discovery  
of a Nation

The discovery of Korea and Koreans by people from what is now Slo‑
venia can be traced back to the middle of the eighteenth century. It 
is interesting that the Jesuit scholars at the Chinese court were fa‑
miliar with Korea and the Koreans earlier and much better than with 
Japan or the Japanese. According to Koidl (2020), Hallerstein wrote 
the following in one of his letters in 1757 to his brother, who lived 
in Brussels:

And what news do we have from Japan regarding the Christian 
faith? None at all – although the country is very close to us, silence 
about it reigns everywhere, as if Japan did not even exist in the 
world. […] There are also Koreans arriving here each year, with‑
out bringing any news from Japan. They say that on a clear day 
one can see the mountains of Japan, but about Japan they know 
nothing – or nearer to the truth would be that they do not wish to 
say anything. (27)

One can say that, at least officially, Tokugawa Japan’s national isola‑
tion was quite successful in the eighteenth century.

On the other hand, in the context of our recent research on ob‑
jects and ideas from East Asia, contacts with China and Japan are at 
the foreground in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the 
volume of Chinese objects in the museums in Slovenia exceeds that 
of Japanese or Korean ones. The common trend in Europe was col‑
lecting so‑called chinoiserie furniture, ceramics, and other objects. 
Then came the period of Japonisme, which was followed by the time 
of Austro‑Hungarian maritime activities. Throughout, Korean land‑
scapes, objects, people, and their customs have been identified as 
observed by specific individuals from central Europe and from the 
Slovenian milieu. The photographs and picture postcards are a pow‑
erful means of visual communication. Thanks to the technological 
development of photography, printing, and postal systems, interest‑
ing facts were conveyed from East Asia to people in central Europe. 
Picture postcards, particularly ones that were mailed, convey much 
about the time of their production and their use, and even the exact 
dates of correspondence between individuals.

However, the most detailed part of such discovery is usually con‑
firmed in recorded materials by individuals in writing: letters, re‑
ports, and memoirs. The messages on the picture postcards are usu‑
ally short and limited to greetings, often set phrases, and do not 
disclose much in terms of personal impressions or concrete experi‑
ence. In the case of Alma Karlin, because she was a writer herself, al‑
though perhaps not always very objective, her personal feelings and 
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reflections in the foreign environment are felt in her writings: she 
was discovering. Moreover, because her writing was also partly pub‑
lished, the wider public in her home country could take part in the 
discovery of distant places – in this case, the ‘land of morning calm’.

Though chronologically later than Karlin’s adventure, the Chris‑
tian missionary work is still to be worked on. It is hoped that this will 
reveal some written materials by Slovenian individuals that were in‑
volved in this activity.

Further research in cooperation with neighboring countries and 
institutions, with scholars with various languages, and examining 
historical data will contribute to further findings. The search will 
also continue for more materials in Slovenia as well.
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