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THE ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF CZECH
ETHNOLOGY

Josef Wolf

The hundred years which have elapsed since the foundation of the
ethnographic journal “Cesky lid” (,,The Czech People”) and sixty
years which have passed since the foundation of the ethnologic seminar at
the Charles University in Prague became the impulse for a reflection
on the historical evolution of a branch of science which was not, it is
true, coming into existence in our country until less than a century ago but
whose significance was in the course of the 20th century quickly growing
until it in the end became an integral part of historical and linguistis
education and at present of general and national education, too.

The acquaintance with the ways of life and with the cultures of diff-
erent peoples of the world is today not only a part of the every-day
allotment of information from the world but also a sort of an impera-
tive of mankind which has entered the period of peak decision-
making about the future picture of the world and further existence of
human society on the Earth.

The term ethnology* was used in Tylor’s founding times for the
designation of almost all anthropological studies, including; the physical
antropology and prehistory. The British anthropologists (Malinowski
and others) have, however, soon concentrated their studies non-
Europe and nature peoples and societies and their cultures. It was only
after the First World War, when new historical circurmstances of the
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cultural and social development of numerous non-European nations came
to light, that the ethnologists broadened their studies to all the regions
of the world and laid the foundations of new comparative studies of
cultures and societies - of modern ethnology.

In this sense the contemporary ethnology is a science which studies
and classifies the nations in terms of their racial, cultural and social
character and development and tries to explain their ethnogenesis and
historical evolution. It is therefore a historical science - not, however,
an auxiliary or secondary but a basic one, and that above all in ralation
to the regional and general ethnography and to the folklore studies.

The ethnology, which is in Anglo-Saxon countries also called
cultural and. social anthropology - in our country it was most frequently
called general an “exotic” ethnography (which, however, does not fully
exhaust its subject ) - has in our country also its remarkable history
which is connected with a number of prominent scholars orientalists,
anthropologists and ethnographers etc. At its foundations at the close
of the 19th century were e. g. Prof . Lubor Niederle and his school, and
furthermore Karel Chotek, Jindrich Matiegka, Otakar Pertold and others.

At the Prague university ethnology as a study specialization and a
branch of science was introduced only at the turn of the century, it
is true, but the scientific interest in the study of foreign peoples and cultu-
res as well as works from this field were coming into being on university
soil already from the middle of the 19th century.

As the first pioneer work in this field of knowledge can be
regarded the book of Jan Slavomir Tomicek ,,The Era of the First
Humankind* which was published in Prague in 1846, as well as his
,.Pictures of the World, or the Description of Various Peoples, their Way
of Life, Customs, Manners etc.“ (Prague 1847).

One of the leading representatives of the Czech revivalist science,
the scientist, physician, poet and philosopher Jan Evangelista Purkyné
(1787-1869), had a significant founding share in the inclusion of ethno-
logy into the system of sciences in our country. He worked out and in 1862
published a complete proposal of a Czech acedemy of sciences which
already presupposed and gave reasons f or the creation of an anthropo-
logical and ethnographic institute, a proposal which one century later
became an ideal model and point of departure during the organization
and foundation of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences in 1952.

Unlike most natural and social sciences, the Czech ethnology had
not in the second half of the 19th century any outstanding representative at
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the university. In the Bohemian Museum such a representative was indis-
putably Vojta Naprstek (1826-1894), the Czech awakener, Mecenas
and creator of first collections of ethnographic articles on whose basis he
began in 1862 to build the Czech Ethnologic and industrial Museum
around which grouped almost all our travellers and scholars from the field
of ethnography and a number of other natural and social sciences.

At the university the first representative of ethnology was Lubor Nie-
derle (1865-1944), who was appointed in 1898 extraordinary professor of
archeology and ethnology. This happened at the suggestion of Prof .
Jaroslav Goll and ethnology got in this way for the first time representation
at the Prague university.

Niederle‘s and Masaryk‘s founding attempts were realized above
all in the Journal ,,Atheneum®, and besides they made themselves
clearly felt at the Ethnographic Exhibition in Prague in 1895 and later also
in independent scientific and literary work of both scholars.

The first outline of the history of ethnology in Czech gave Prof. Ema-
nuel Kovar in 1891 in “Atheneum”; then followed well - informed transla-
tions of the book of E.B. Tylor “Introduction into the Study of Man and
Civilization (Anthropology)” in 1899 and the first Czech translation of the
work of F. Engels “The Origin of the Family, the Private Property and the
State” (1906) to which wrote preface Bohumir Smeral, and also the
abridged translation of Ch. Darwin “s work On the Origin of Man by the
Czech physician Vaclav Stanek etc.

In this period were also published a number of original works, one of
the most voluminous of which was the three - volume encyclopaedic work
of Prof. Jaroslav Vlach completed in 1927 which has altogether 1 500
pages - “The Ethnography of All Continents”, “The Woman in the Cus-
toms and Manners of the Peoples” and “The Child in the Customs and
Manners of the Peoples”.

At the Charles University in Prague was established in 1931 the chair
of general ethnography and this main representative became Prof. Karel
Chotek (1881 - 1967), a Czech antropologist and ethnographer who had
been working at the Prague university already from 1912 when he had
been appointed docent (senior lecturer) of general ethnography. In that
period he was still devoting himself to the study of the physical constitution
of the Czech and Slovak people and was also taking part in the delimina-
tion of ethnic borders in the region of East Slovakia. Chotek had the inten-
tion of creating the ethnologic seminar already in 1921 but in the same
year he got an attractive proposal from Bratislava which he accepted and
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became at the same time the professor of general ethnography and of
Slavonic ethnography there: during ten years of his work he built the
foundations of this branch of science pathians, the study “The Ethnic
Differences in the Anthropology of the Child” /1922/etc.).

In the development of ethnology in the interwar period had its part not
only the growing interest of the broad public in the life, literature and art of
other nations but in particular the conspicious successes of the Czechoslo-
vak orientalist school whose representatives were coming into prominen-
ce on the worldwide scale by their scholarly discoveries, works and
pedagogic activities: Bedfich Hrozny, Frantisek Lexa, Frantisek Rypka,
Vincenc Lesny, Jaroslav Prisek and others peoples and cultures of the
world in the first postwar years collided with a very strong nationalist
wave which accentuated the ethnographic and folklore interests and ten-
dencies of the traditional domestic ethnography to which was given prefe-
rence (an analogous situation repeated itself also after the Second
World War) especially at the university.

The ethnology was therofore asserting itself more markedly al-
sewhere: e.g. in Otto‘s Encyclopaedia (Ottiv slovnik nau¢ny) and in,
»Ceskoslovenskd vlastivéda“ (a series of representative books dealing with
national history and geography etc.) where in these activities took part
almost all the representatives of the Czech and Slovak anthropology
and ethnography. Otto’s Encyclopaedia acted at the same time for a long
time as a substitute for the textbook and the basic handbooks of ethnolo-
gy, and that both by its extent and by the conception of the respective
entries to which was devoted greater space and attached greater signifi-
cance than to other entries from related fields.

In the course of the first half of the 20th century were also
published in Czech translation some works of world scholars, such as
“Man as his Creator” of Gordon Child (1936), “The History of Man*
of George Elliot Smith (1938) etc.

It was only in 1935 that Prof. Karel Chotek succeeded in establis-
hing at the Faculty of Philosophy of the Charles University in Prague the
ethnologic seminar in which he directed his main attention at the general
questions of ethnology and also at the ethnography of southern Slavs.
On the basis of his studies in Holland, Germany, France and the USA
where he became a pupil of the outstanding anthropologist Ales
Hrdlicka who was a Czech by origin he got an erudition in the field of
ethnology by which he overstepped the antiquated conception of ethno-
graphy and created a modern conception of ethnologic and ethnographic
research.
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[t was in the ethnologic seminar, in which also the philosopher Josef
Kral, Prof. Otakar Pertold and others were collaborating with him, that
he demonstrated his broad international outlook. Chotek engaged also
in extensive research activities and realized several expeditions and field
trips to the Balkan and the Caucasus. From his original ethnologic and
anthropologic works are more important e.g. “The Czechs in the Cau-
casus® “Abkhasia and the Abkhasians*and a number of other studies
dealing with the way of life and the charecter of Slav and other
nations.

Although the “centre of gravity* of his work consisted more in the
Czech and Slovak ethnography, he devoted himself also to the ques-
tions of general and non-European ethnography. As an anthropologist and
ethnologist, an excellent organizer and educator he made an impact on the
whole pre-war generation of our scholars (also in his capacity of the
chairman of the Czechoslovak Anthropological and ethnographic Soci-
ety duringthe 1930s and shortly also after the Second World War ).
He created above all another centre of professional activities in the Cze-
choslovak Ethnographic Society and in the professional periodicals ”The
Czechoslovak Ethnographic Bulletin“ and “The Czech People®. By his
work ”’On the Character and Significance of the Culture of the Czecho-
slovak People™ (Ceskoslovenské vlastivéda, Vol. 2, 1933) he also laid the
foundations for later ethnographic research, for his conception of
ethnography included not only the Czech and Slovak ethnography but also
the general and non-European ethnography as an insepable, integral part
of this specialization at the Charles University in Prague.

Like Karel Chotek, also Otakar Pertold (1884 -1965) worked in the
field of ethnology for about forty years but his main place of work was
the seminar for comparative religious sciences at the Charles University
in Prague. Otakar Pertold as an expert in Indian and Ceylonnese indige-
nous societies and cultures occupied himself at the Faculty of Philosophy
with the problems of the origin and the development of oriental religious
systems and thought and their cultural and social influence. When he in
the years 1920-23 became in addition the consul of the Czechoslovak
Republic in Bombay he devoted himself also to the solution of the pro-
blems of the origin of the non-Indo-European population of India etc.
His works, published also abroad, ensured him one of the most promi-
nent places in our ethnology, too. Pertold worked after 1945 also as
the head of the department of ethnography at the Charles University.
He published in particular contributions to the study of the Ceylonnese
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and Indian folk religions and also the first Hindustani vocabulary etc.
Pertold, too, was a member of several international organizations and re-
presented in our country the type of the many-side scholar - he was an
orientalist, historian, ethnologist and traveller at the same time. He also
wrote several dozens of popularizing works: “The Pearl of the Indian
Ocean* (1936), "Remembrances from Ceylon”, ”From the Forgotten
Corners of India” etc.

Beside him worked at the Charles University in the field of ethnology
docent (senior lecturer) Josef Voracek (1910), a sociologist and ethnolo-
gist who devoted himself in particular to the questions of the origin
and development of the family, ("The Primitive Family*“, 1941) and
theoretical questions of social organization (“The Origins of Property
and Law inthe Light of Ethnology and Sociology*, 1936; ”An Introdu-
ction to the Study of Man and Civilization®, 1940) and others. Another
scholar in ethnology here was docent (senior lecturer) Vladimir Kadlec
(1905-1969), originally a lawyer and sociologist, who, however, speciali-
zed in the ethnologic problems of the languages and cultures of Polynesia
and devoted himself also to some general queations of ethnology (*The
Sociology of Culture, Cultural Anthropology, Ethnography and Ethnolo-
g 18419, CliE)

Prof. Karel Chotek tried even after 1945 to renew the work of the
ethnologic seminar but in this succeded only his successors and conti-
nuators in the freer atmosphere of the 1960s. From his ethnologic school
came on the one hand a number of erudite ethnographists who
focused on Slavonic ethnography, but also a number of scholars who as-
serted themselves in Czechoslovak oriental studies, American studies etc.

In general ethnography there continued at the department ethnogra-
phy of Charles University in the years 1954 -60 Prof. Otakar Nahodil
(1923-1996), as a pupil of the Soviet ethnographic school in Moscow and
Leningrad, devoted himself above all to the solution of generally ethno-
graphic questions (the origin and development of religion, the study of
residues, superstitions, maternity cults etc.), later also to ethnologic ques-
tions: Through the Mountains and Oases, Prague 1962; Kultur und
Humanitit, Freiburg 1970; Menschliche Kultur und Tradition, Miinchen
1983; Stimmen der Volker, Freiburg 1988 etc.

The Czechoslovak ethnology in the period between the two world
wars made on the one hand a significant progress in the sense that it con-
stituted itself also at the university as a study specialization and gained here
its representatives, Professor Karel Chotek, and besides Otakar Pertold,
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