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THE COLLECTION OF BIDRI WARE IN THE NAPRSTEK
MUSEUM AND THE NATIONAL GALLERY, PRAGUE,
CZECHRERUBIIE

Dagmar Pospisilova’

The Origin of Bidri

Metal casting has embodied the finest tradition of Indian applied art
and crafts. The term, bidri, designates black-mordanted cast metalwork
made of an alloy of zinc, copper, lead and tin, with the predominance of
zinc.” The surface of hidri ware is decorated with silver, brass, and occa-
sionally gold. The art of bidri blends the domestic tradition of metal ca-
sting, with the tradition of inlaying base metal grounds with decorative
clements in precious metals or brass, an art that was brought to perfection
in the Islamic world. The craft has served to satisfy the perennial human
desire for luxury items, objects which delight the eye, without at the same
time transgressing the Islamic religious taboo imposed on the use of pre-
cious metals in the making of utility vessels.’

The exact origin of this craft has not been traced down, and it is more
than likely it never will. Utility vessels made of metal were always short-
lived. This was essentially for two reasons: namely, wear and tear, and
changes of fashion. For what they were worth, they were scrapped and
the material thus obtained was recycled for the production of new ves-
sels. On the other hand, metal vessels inlaid with either silver, or gold and/
or brass, ranked among luxury items and were never mass produced. On
the contrary, their output was invariably dependent on commissions by a
patron or a wealthy customer. The craftsman, whether Muslim or Hindu,
also styled the decoration of his products in compliance with such com-

" The article was completed during the author’s Gonda Fellow affiliation to the International
Institute for Asian Studics (IIAS), Leyden, the Netherlands, March-July, 2001.

? Sec Appendix 2, Table.

' For morc on the art of inlaying, scc: Ward, R., 1993.




missions. Surviving bidri artifacts, the carliest of which date from the 1 7%
century, demonstrate the high level of craftsmanship characteristic for the
heyday of this particular craft. Even truly competent sources fail to fur-
nish sufficient information about the origin of hidri; for their part, Indian
Hindu authors, who would obviously prefer to locate its beginnings to
pre-Islamic India, recall the legend of the Hindu ruler of Bidar who had
initiated the production of hidri, as he employed artifacts made by this
method in his private acts of worship.* The earliest written mention of
bidri is relatively recent: it is contained in the Persian history of India,
Chahar gulshan, dating from 1759.°> Bidri is an adjective derived from
the name of the residential city of the Bahman sultans, Bidar, where the
craft flourished. Whether it was also known under some other name than
bidri 1s not now clear. In its time, Bidar was a melting-pot of domestic
pre-Islamic and Islamic traditions, and exoticism which came to develop
under the ifluence of a powerful influx of aliens, coming not only from
the Islamic countries of the Arabian Peninsula, the Middle East and Cen-
tral Asia, but also from Africa.® Apparently it was this particular context
which became the fertile soil nurturing the development of a craft whose
existence has not been documented anywhere clse outside Indian territo-
ry. From the 17" century depictions of bidri artifacts began to feature in
Deccan miniatures; their decorative patterns combine traits of both Dec-
can and Mughal architectures.” Regardless of the exact nature of the
craft’s previous history, both the miniatures and surviving items make it
clear that what we have to do with here are masterpieces of a craft which
rcached its peak in the 17" century. In the subsequent period the craft
spread from Deccan, which had fallen under the Mughal rule by the late
[ 7" century, onwards, to northern India, where new production centres
cropped up in Lucknow, Purnea and, in the 19" century, Murshidabad.
Thanks to colonial exhibitions, bidri was in the 19" century brought to the
attention of the general public in Europe, whereupon it became a sought-
after business article.® Indian craftsmen worked with metallic zinc from
as carly as the fifth century, as evidenced by archacological finds from
Taxile.” The use of this material brings up the question of where the zinc
was then mined for. In 4 ‘in-i Akbari, of 1596, a reference can be found

' Sce c.g. Mukharji, T.N., JIAIL vol. 1, p. 41, Art-Manufacturcs of India, p. 183.
BN QORSTTONTCMSENIIORSEDI]S
M ey INketbiiay L @I G g 1SR jor. 2715),

See: Stronge, S., 1985, pi 17
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to the , territory of Jalor, which is a dependency of the Suba of Ajmer,*
a site where jast (pewter) was extracted, which was believed to be a
ruh-i tutiya resembling lead.'” The site in question was identified as Za-
war, Rajasthan, and field research carried out there in the early 1980s
revealed the method used in the production of metallic zinc, a process
which was patented in Europe only as recently as 1738."" Itis evident that
since the beginning of the 19th century the production of zinc in this loca-
lity 1s over.">O. Feistmantel fails to mention zinc in his work on rocks and
minerals in India. In the section dealing with elements, he mentions depo-
sits of platinum, gold, silver, copper, and lead, but not zinc."

The question of correlation between production centres and zinc ore
deposits 1s yet to be adequately researched.

The Origin of the Bidri Collection

The origin of the bidri collection in the Czech Republic is not exactly
known even in the cases of those items which come from identified speci-
fic sources'* since it is not clear how they were brought into this country.
Two bidri artifacts, surahi, a bottle with a stopper, and a mirror (Figs 13,
14), were part of an extensive gift received from the Republic of India in
1957, whose purpose was to familiarize the public in this country, through
the good services of the All India Handicraft Board, with a representative
collection of Indian applied art and crafts objects. As regards items brou-
ght into the country by the Czech geologist and paleontologist Ottokar
Feistmantel, who stayed in India between 1875 and 1883, these are duly
mentioned in his book, Eight Years in East India; in its chapter entitled
Damascene Work, paragraph b) he refers to a class of objects known as
bidri, and goes on to give a list of such items he brought in. The entries
include a surahi from Purnea, northern Bengal (Fig. 10), a sini from Luck-
now (Fig. 12), and another two salvers, also from Lucknow, of which only
one eventually reached the Naprstek Museum (Fig. 11), ,,in which, howe-
ver, the decorations are not inlaid but rather fastened onto the surface.
They are very similar to the style of Tanjore, but the base metal here is
different.*"

WA in-i Akbari \Vol. I, pp. 41 - 42. (The Hindi word, jast, translates as zinc; ruh-i tutiya is the
Persian cquivalent for oxide of zinc. Note of the author).

'"Sce: Stronge, S., 1985, pp. 12 — 13; L.K. Craddock’s writings from 1983 — 1985 and 1995.

12 Sce: Craddock, P. T. and Hughes, M. J., 1985, p. 240; Tod, J., 1829, p. 399.

¥ Sce: Feistmantel, O., 1889, p. 82.

"4 Sce c.g. the objects deposited at the National Gallery in Prague, Figs Nos 2, 4 and 6.

'3 Feistmantel, O., op. cit,, p. 100.




With the rest of the items, the ways whereby they got into the muse-
um are purely a matter of guesswork, as in more than a few cases the
only thing known is that the objects in question were found in a depository,
without acquisition numbers, some labelled only with numbers indicating
they had been relocated from another museum which in its turn had disco-
vered them in its own collections, only to find they had no meaningful
relation to its mission. Neither has it been possible to trace individual ob-
jects down to their original owners, as in the majority of cases the museum
had no documentation pertinent to the items.

The bidri collection 1s kept in two locations in the Czech Republic:
namely, the Naprstek Museum (11 objects), and the National Gallery in
Prague (three objects). The individual items represent the output of the
traditional workshops in Deccan (Figs 1 - 7, 13, 14), Purnea (Figs 8§ - 10),
and Lucknow (Figs 11 - 12). The standard range of hidri artifacts compri-
ses hugqa bases (water pipes), pandan (boxes for betel), surahi (bot-
tles), aftaba (ewers), sailabchi (basins) and miscellaneous types of vessels,
such as wugaldan (spitoons), sini (salvers) and katora (wine cups). The
Czech collections” most numerous objects are hugqga bases (Six pieces),
followed by salvers (three), bottles (three), a cosmetic box (one speci-
men), and a mirror (one).

The long-necked surahi bottles are closely linked with the Islamic
culture of the Middle East and India, and they figure frequently in Mughal
and Deccani miniature paintings, where they are usually depicted in wall
niches.'* Three such bottles are kept in the Czech collections. One of
these, of recent making, acquired in 1957, is an imitation of 18"-century
European models (Fig. 13): this means the decorative pattern does not
cover the entire surface as was the standard practice in Islamic art, but
only its part. The second bottle (Fig. 7) is damaged at the foot and lacks
the neck. Its body is covered with well preserved zig-zag pattern symbo-
lizing water. The all-surface silver decoration does not reveal too much of
the black ground, therefore failing to generate the effect of anything like a
distinct contrast. That notwithstanding, the vessel makes an overall im-
pression of refinement and sophistication. The third bottle (Fig. 10), along
with a vase-shaped hugqga base (Fig. 9) exemplifying the production of
Purnea workshops, and a pair of salvers from Lucknow (Figs 11, 12)
were made for exhibition purposes, not as actual utility objects. That 1s
also why they have been preserved in perfect condition to this day.

1 Sce: Zcebrowski, M., 1997, pp. 185 - 197.




Sini, salvers, like hugga and surahi, were traditionally regarded as
important features of courtly interiors, a fact that is obvious from their
depictions in period miniatures. The salver from the collection presented
here dates probably from the turn of the 18" and 19" centuries (Fig. 2); it
exemplifies the popular single flower design, in this case within the split
leaves of palmettes forming an endless pattern covering the entire surface
of the salver. The silver inlay, which was originally gilded, 1s comparatively
well preserved. The gilding is almost completely worn off.

In what is the collection’s most substantial section, its assortment of
hugqa bases contains items exemplifying diverse decorative designs and
shapes. From the 17" century, when tobacco first reached India, the ap-
pearance of the sugga base underwent a series of transformations, evol-
ving from egg-shaped variants, through spherical ones derived from the
shape of the most common type of vessel, the /ota (including the presence
of a matching ring to secure the vessel’s stability), whose rounded form
resembled the shape of ripe fruit, to bell-shaped, flat-based varieties known
as farshi, whose production started between 1730 and 1740, to less stan-
dard types in the shapes of mango fruits or vases."’

The pear-shaped hugqa base (Fig. 3 a, b) resembles a bottle, a semi-
nal decorative motif of Islamic art and architecture." Its graceful form
helped to boost the impact of a courtly interior. The spherical hugga base
from the turn of the 17" and 18" centuries (Fig. 4) displays a distinctive
feature of Mughal decorative art: a single flower within a trellis pattern or
in arched and cusped medallion or arcade, designs associated with the
heyday of Mughal art which introduced new norms of taste influenced by
the Italian Renaissance.” Single flowers in mid-seventeenth century
Mughal style also decorate a threfoil-shaped cosmetic box of handy size,
in which were detected traces of arsenic. (Fig. 1 a, b)

The collection contains three bell-shaped hugqga bases decorated with
patterns featuring peacock feathers (see Fig. 5), or diagonal trellis with
crosses (see Fig. 6), and the most common Deccan pattern of poppy
flowers whose already highly stylized variant came to be used in the deco-
ration of vessels in Purnea in the 19" century (see Fig. 8). The hugqa
base decorated with the peacock-feather pattern was reconstructed in
the museum’s workshop in the 1970s. However, the silver ring between
the vessel s neck and body strikes the eye as an alien element. The design

17 Sce: Zcbrowski, M., 1997, pp. 225 - 245.
¥ See: Zcebrowski, M., 1997, p. 135, plates 269, 273, 274.
1% Sce: The Indian Heritage, 1982, p. 25.




i1s relatively well preserved, even though the vessel is damaged in several
parts.

The composition of the alloys employed in the individual production
centres is dealt with in writings on bidri published in the 19" century.”
Anyhow, in all those cases zinc is cited as the dominant component,*' the
ratios of the alloy’s other components varied from case to case. However,
the hypothesis on the individual centres using their own formulas was not
corroborated by our testing.

It &

Cosmetic box.
Deccan, 1n: unknown?
NpM: 53870

! Sce: Mukharji, T.N., 1886, p. 42; Mchta, R., 1960, p. 29; Watt, G., 1903, p. 47.
In contrast to that, O. Feistmantel belicved that hidri had been cast from copper, lcad and

tin (Feistmantel, O., 1884, p. 100). For the similar opinion scc: Birdwood, Sir G., 1880,
p. 164

* The composition of the alloys used in the individual items was analysed by combincd
chemical and physical methods, at the Nuclear Physics Institute, Academy of Scicnces of
the Czech Republic. For more on the method of analysing the clement composition of bidri
warce sce Appendix |, Technical Analyses.

** Sce above on the origin of the Naprstck Muscum’s collection
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