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SHORT HISTORY OF THE COLLECTIONS
FROM NORTH AND MIDDLE AMERICA AND FROM
THE SIBERIA AND LAPLAND IN THE NAPRSTEK
MUSEUM, PRAGUE.

Katerina Klapstova

Thanks to the efforts of successive generations of chiefly Czech scho-
lars, explorers, clergymen and collectors, the Naprstek Museum’s Ameri-
can collections have evolved to a stage where they provide a comparatively
comprehensive view of the cultural history of the Americas’ native inha-
bitants, from prehistory, through antiquity and modern age, to the present
day. Even though, naturally, the various historical epochs and culturally-
geographic areas are not represented in the collections in equal propdrti—
on, on the whole it can be stated that the Naprstek Museum has in its
possession both collections of items and individual specimens of prime
importance even by strict international standards.

The character of the Naprstek Museum’s American collections bears
close affinity with the cultural and political history of this nation: Indeed,
the guidelines for collecting and methods of selection were invariably de-
termined by individuals who maintained intimate links with the Czech Lands.
However, the routes whereby objects that had once been used by the
Americas’ original, or native, inhabitants, reached the Naprstek Museum,
were more often than not rather crooked. From today’s perspective these
collections can be divided into two principal groups.

The first group consists of individual items and collections which
were acquired by the Néaprstek Museum through various indirect ways,
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torn out of their original context and often lacking any detailed specificati-
on. Taken in chronological order, these include so-called curiosities obtai-
ned by collectors in the earliest days of interest in the exotic lands, collections
of first missionaries, explorers and settlers, as well as objects sent by to
the old country by expatriates. Even the present time is still witnessing the
continued incoming flow of items acquired through amateur collecting ef-
forts of this country’s diplomatic, business, technical and other experts
stationed overseas, as well as of objects coming from diverse family esta-
tes, where they once landed as souvenirs from exotic voyages.

The second group is constituted by systematically structured colle-
ctions acquired chiefly through purposeful scholarly, collecting, acquisitive
and exchange activities carried out by the museum’s curators or members
of other specialized institutions. A major share in the making of these
collections belongs to collections built by explorers and other nonprofessi-
onal enthusiasts, invariably endowed with a sophisticated kind of curiosity
coupled with keen interest in native cultures.

I. Moccasins. Hard sole and tanned hide upper embroidered with porcupine quills
dyedred, blue, white. Santee Dakota. Minnesota. L,.- 26,8 cm. Collected by Vojta
Naprstek in 1856. NpM No. 22.245




8. Woolen rug with central motif depicting the masked dancer (yeibichai). This
rug with motif from sandpainting was made for the collector especially. Navaho.
New Mexico. Collected by FrantiSek PospiSil in 1930.




The first ever native American object to have found its way to the
Naprstek Museum is a woman’s robe made of buffalo hide. It is decora-
ted with a three-colour box-and-border ornament. Museum s founder, Vojta
Naprstek obtained the robe in the cours of his and superintendant Fran-
cis Huebschmann’s meeting with Santee Dakota chiefs in Minnesota in
1856." Upon his return to Prague Naprstek hung the robe on a wall in his
house, U Halankii (recent Naprstek Museum), as a priced memento of
his American stay. During its course he had accumulated, apart from the
robe, a large body of items of daily use, including clothing articles, mocca-
sins, pipes, tools and arms, predominantly of Santee Dakota origin.? Ac-
cording to record the collection was presented to Naprstek among others
by the Wahpekute chief Taogate duta /Taoyateduta/ (His Red people)
and the Wahpeton chief Zitkaja duta/Zitkayaduta/ (Red bird).3 Exactly
Taoyateduta or Little Crow was the Mdewakanton chief. The collection
was initially presented by Néprstek as a gift to the Museum of the King-
dom of Bohemia (today’s National Museum). At the same time, however,
Vojta Naprstek with his wife, Josefa Naprstkova, carried on with the
expansion of their own museum’s collections. Apart from their personal
acquisitions, they relied a good deal on their contacts with the Czech ex-
patriates in America. There, their principal benefactors included the expa-
triate association of Czechs of Omaha who supplied items from the Plains
and Prairies Peoples, such as a painted dance shield, a tomahawk, and
a pipe. An important single contributor was Pavel Cernousek of Min-
nesota, who presented to the museum a valuable Dakota collection. Other
expatriates in the USA who enriched the Néaprstek Museum’s North
American Indian collections during the 19 century included the Korbel
brothers, The Slavic Lime Association, Detroit Ladies, and others.
Besides that, Vojta and Josefa Naprstek purchased from the Moravian
Brethren of Herrnhut a large quantity of ethnographic items coming
from the Aleuts, as well as from the Inuits of Labrador. That collection
is highlighted by a unique Aleut waterproof parka made of walrus guts,
with coloured skin strips and yarn. Josefa Naprstkova has to her credit
among other assets a remarkable leather coat from north-east America,
embroidered with dyed moose hair. The Naprstek Museum’s North Ame-
rican collections were likewise enlarged by explorer Enrique Stanko
Vraz, whose 1902 expedition to the US Southwest yielded a batch of
Pueblo pottery items, rattles and kachina dolls made by Hopis and Zu-
nis.*




2. Dance shield, painted bison hide. Cheyenne, southern Great Plains, North
America. Collected by Czech expatriates from Omaha before 1880. NpM No. 44.603




9. Figures representing a priest and a noble woman. Pottery. Classic Maya cultu-
re. Jaina. Campeche. Mexico. A.D. 600 - 900. H.: Collected by Jakub Beer
before 1856. NpM No. 21504, 21505.

















































