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DEEPA. OIL LAMPS.
INDIAN METAL OBJECTS FROM THE COLLECTION OF THE
NAPRSTEK MUSEUM, PRAGUE, CZECH REPUBLIC'

Dagmar Pospisilova

Introduction

No other country has such an elaborate symbolism of light in its culture as India. The
tradition developed against a religious background originating in four vedas, classical
texts that gave a prominent position to Agni, the god of fire and Surya, the god of sun.
Later texts like puranas and upanishads, as well as epics, are mentioned by Indian authors
as a rich source of quotations that document the prominent position of light and lamps
in a religious and secular context? The enormous amount of lamps of various types and
shapes represent extraordinary skill in decorative metal art. They have survived, in spite
of electric light, as an integral part of Indian culture because they have come to be seen as
one of the most characteristic objects of Indian everyday and ritual art. This makes lamps
important in the eyes of most Indians.” Lamps have a twofold function: an utilitarian one
as the bearer of light and a votive use in temple and domestic rites and festivals.*

History

Lamps have been in use for centuries, and they have been created using the same
technology for the same purposes - utilitarian and ritual. Though they may change
according to fashion or individual taste, the general shape and type of lamps have
remained constant. The simplest type of lamp - a bowl or another vessel for oil and a
spout for the wick — is probably a prototype of the first lamps.> Later on, some kind of

' Five items, figs. Nos. 17, 29, 36, 37 and 41 are part of the historical collections at the Chateau Libochovice.

* It is not the intention of this article to cover original Sanskrit texts regarding light and lamps. For more
information see e.g. Kelkar, D. G., 1961.

' The importance given to the lamps is also documented by Otokar Feistmantel who spent eight years in
Kolkata in the 1870s and 1880s (see note 18): “Superstition of the Indians: The night before the wedding
the bride should look at a lamp in order to become more beautiful” Naprstek Museum Library, Otokar
Feistmantel's Archive, diary No.4 (11/2/1875-06/02/1876), p.220, describing, in addition to other topics,
social life in Kolkata.

' The most famous is divali, the festival of lights that is held in October.

' See Kelkar, D.G., 1961, introduction.




stand became an integral part of a lamp. Further development introduced an abundance
of forms and shapes. In this variety of forms and shapes we can differentiate between
hand lamps (usually used for the arati ritual®), standing and hanging lamps.” These basic
groups include both domestic and temple lamps. From the beginning, temples were
centres of inspiration for the production of lamps in a variety of designs. Temple lamps
played an important role in temple rituals. Rich people used to give donations of both
money and land to craftsmen, who could then devote much of their time to producing
such pieces of art.

Variety of shapes and forms

The most noteworthy motifs are those depicting animals and birds, as well as human
figures. Sometimes they form part of the spout, handle or grip. The peacock, swan, and
parrot, which are considered to be noble birds, are often seen in this type of decoration.
They are stylised, and as decorative motifs they make use of the models of nature in their
own way. However, there was always a strong preference for full and rounded shapes. In
the case of temple lamps, they indicate the deity to which the lamp was devoted. Where
the linga, trishula and snake-symbol are prominent (see e.g. Figs. Nos. 15, 16 and 17),
the objects appear to be sacred to Shaiva devotees. Various animals are found on temple
lamps, e.g. the peacock (see Figs. Nos. 34, 37 and 47), the vehicle of Subramanya (son
of Shiva) or the bull Nandin (see Fig. No. 27), the vehicle of the god Shiva. The rat is
connected with the god Ganesha (see Figs. Nos. 35 and 36.). Hamsa, the swan, means that
the lamp is devoted to Brahma (see Figs. Nos. 29, 33 and 48.). Garuda, a bird vehicle of
Vishnu, features on Vaishnavite lamps’. Elephants pour cosmic energy over the goddess
Lakshmi and two parrots sit on the rim of the oil bowl (see Figs. Nos. 13 and 14.). Horses
pull the god Surja’s chariot (see Fig. No. 20).

But there are also plain lamps that give no idea of association to any deity, especially
various arati deepas in the shape of a simple bowl. Standing and hanging or chain lamps
consisting of a drip and an oil pan with or without a column-like stand (see e.g. Figs. Nos.
19, 23, 26, 30, 38, and 41) also belong to this category. Birds are also found on the top of
the recess or as the finial of a stand lamp (see Figs. Nos. 28,29, 48 and 49) When figures on
the lamps are hollow, they are used as a reservoir for storing oil, from which the oil flows
through a tube that connects with the recess.

“Mughal” chain lamps differ in shape, decoration and technique. They are made of
brass sheet and adorned with floral motifs, arabesque and geometrical designs. The
purpose for which they were made was also different. Originally they were used in
mosques and in Muslim courts and households to illuminate the space when lit at night.
Later on they became equally at home in Hindu households, as is evident from decoration
such as Hindu deities chased in cusped arches around the lower part of the lamp (see Fig.

® Arati, ritual of deepdan, worshipping a deity by waving the light in a circular manner in front of the deity as
a part of arati, the closing evening ritual.

" Compare: Stella Kramrisch, who differentiates four groups — hanging, floor, wall and hand lamps. (Kramrisch,
S., p. 128) and Deepak Kannal, who differentiates three groups - standing, hanging and aratis. (Kannal, D. H.,
1987, p. 272).

% Krishnaian, 1987, p. 252.

’ In Nepal, Vishnu depicted on the hanging temple lamp that is part of the Naprstek Museum’s collection
would be equally at home in a Hindu or Buddhist temple or a shrine. See more in the author s article. Temple
lamps of Nepal. Annals of the Naprstek Museum, 2005, No. 26, pp. 51-57.




No. 54) This shows that decoration and design change according to the needs and tastes
of the user.

The most favoured Hindu temple lamp is the deepalakshmi, a standing lamp in the
shape of a young woman, identifiable with Lakshmi, the goddess of light and wealth. She
is usually holding an oil bowl in her hands, her arms bent at right angles at the elbow.
The style of execution differs from one region to another. South Indian deepalakshmis
usually stand on drum-like pedestals, they are adorned with heavy ornaments and have
a linga-shaped hairstyle (see Fig. No. 4). Deepikas from Gujarat wear a ghagra (see Fig.
No. 7) whereas the ones from Maharashtra and also from the South are seen with a saree
pulled between the legs'® (see Figs. Nos. 4 and 6). Deepikas from central India wear a linga-
shaped hair band, have sharp facial features, a projecting nose, arched elbows, drop-like
eyes and a small mouth. Their earrings are shaped like flowers."' Generally, these kind of
lamps were kept on either side of a deity in a temple.

Depictions of lamps on various art objects

Lamps are seen on various items of both Indian classical and decorative art. Indian
authors mention depictions carved on the walls of Indian temples'? but for later periods
we have miniature paintings, e.g. ragamalas depicting different moods including raga
deepaka. The miniature in the collections of the Naprstek Museum represents the Mevar
school of Rajasthan, late 17th or early 18th century. Against a background of typical
Rajasthani architecture the most prominent person, a nobleman, sits on the floor of a
chamber with a large cushion behind him. The other six figures are women, each of them
with a lamp in her hands. (see pl. No. 1.) More recent is a votive picture with two temple
standing lamps lighting symbols of the god Shiva (see pl. No. 2). Other items of decorative
art in metal, ceramics or textiles depicting lamps are not found in the collections of the
Naprstek Museum.

Literature regarding lamps

Lamps are usually mentioned in works on Indian everyday art. Most of them were
published by Jyotindra Jain (see bibliography). The most competent work on Indian
metals, Mark Zebrowski’s book Gold, silver and bronze from Mughal India, mentions
lamps in three of its chapters (including the introduction, p. 21). Chapter six, devoted to
the oil lamp and candlestick, puts Indian lamps in the new context of Mughal and Iranian
Art. Chapter five, on exotic animals and birds, mentions in the context of zoomorphic
vessels the decorative finials of oil lamps that are particularly characteristic of India."* He
deals also with the animal motifs popular in India, e.g. birds such as the peacock, parrot,
dove, pigeon, sparrow and hamsa. Stella Kramrisch, in her undated article on The Arts
and Crafts of Kerala, is the only author (except G. G. Krishnaian) to mention the relation

'"A large part of Gujarat was ruled by the Marathas and the way of living of the elites was not much different
from Maharashtra. This is why the fashions and norms are not much different from each other. Kannal, D. H.,
1987, p. 273.

"' T would like to express my gratitude to Anamika Pathak, Deputy Curator of Decorative Arts and Textiles,
National Museum, New Delhi for her help and ideas expressed in our everyday talks during my stay in New
Delhi, February — March, 2006 and later on in many e-mails.

* See e.g. Krishnaiah, G. G.,1987, p.250.

" Zebrowski, M., 1998, p. 95.
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between Indian and Greek lamps: “The most well known and, the simplest in pattern and
the most beautiful is the “changalavatta”, known also as the “Greek lamp”. It resembles a
peacock in shape, the head portion holding the oil and the wick, the body serving as a
reservoir for storing the oil and the tail, the handle to hold the lamp. A spoon is suspended
on a chain connected to the reservoir””"* The most useful work for the typology of lamps
is the monograph by D.G. Kelkar published in 1961 introducing one hundred and twenty
two of the most typical Indian lamps. In some cases, at least, the characteristic details of a

lamp have helped to identify some of the Naprstek Museum’s items."

The Naprstek Museum’s lamp collection

Lamps are among the numerous metal objects in the Indian collection of the Naprstek
Museum on which nothing has yet been written.'® There are not many of them, about
sixty, and they are not rare compared to the masterpieces written about by Mark
Zebrowski, for example,'’but they represent the variety of lamps that can be found in
India itself. The catalogue mentions all of them, although identical or almost identical
lamps that differ only in some details are mentioned but not documented by photographs.
The Naprstek Museum obtained the lamps in several different ways. Besides lamps the
origin of which is certain, such as the lamps given to the Museum as a part of a large
Indian Government gift in 1958, there are many lamps that were donated or sold by
various private individuals who are mostly not collectors but ordinary people. If the item
belonged to a larger collection, e.g. that of Otokar Feistmantel'®, then the name of the
collector is mentioned'. Some of the most interesting lamps are included in the Museum

“* Kramrisch, S., p. 128. There is no other explanation of the term “Greek lamp”. G.G.Krishnaiah speaks about the
influence of figural antique lamps imported into south India in ancient times on the shape of deepalakshmis.
But Indian artists paid more attention to the body of lamp made in the shape of a young woman. Krishnaiah,
G5G 19875258

* Kelkar, D.G., 1961, introduction.

* The Indian metal collection includes a vast number of items, not only rare ones but in many ways typical
objects of everyday art that were not written about much until the1960s when some Indian scholars, notably
Jyotindra Jain, produced publications on Indian utensils and various items of Indian everyday art. The
Ndprstek Museum has items representing the various crafts centres in India from the 19th century until the
present day, with the accent on 19th-century items. These items have become an integral part of art history
because they mostly represent an uninterrupted tradition that continuing for centuries. The intention of the
author is to gradually write about most of the items in the metal collection. For articles relating to other parts
of the metal collection see the previous volumes of the Annals of the Naprstek Museum, where the author
has presented the bidri ware collection (see Annals of the Naprstek Museum, 2001, No. 22, pp. 1-25), nut
crackers (see Annals of the Naprstek Museum, 2004, No. 25, pp. 1-16) and individual metal objects from the
collection of the Naprstek Museum (see Annals of the Naprstek Museum 2003, No. 24, pp. 13-18 and 2005,
No. 26, pp. 51-57). Covering metal oil lamps is only the next step in this direction. Other metal items such as
cosmetic boxes and implements, inkpots and various vessels will follow.

7 Zebrowski, M., 1997, pp. 111-119.

Otokar Feistmantel, Czech geologist and palaeontologist who worked for the Geological Survey of India

in Kolkata from 1875 to 1883. He collected almost one thousand items in India. Most of his collection,

more than seven hundred items, belong to the initial part of the Indian collection of the Naprstek Museum

Prague.
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It refers also to the collection at the Chateau Libochovice, in the Usti nad Labem region, Northen Bohemia,
previously owned by Herberstein's family. Johann Joseph Herberstein (1854-1944), the last owner of the
Chateau Libochovice, visited India (three times), Egypt, Syria and Persia in the 1880’s. He collected various
items of everyday art, arms and textiles originating in the countries he visited, and these have been preserved
at Chateau Libochovice, state property since the end of World War II. The lamps that have been included in
this catalogue are highly authentic material, very relevant to this article.
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Register (or Inventory Book), with no origin or with a little abbreviation that refers to
the lists of items transferred to the Naprstek Museum mostly in the 1950s or 1960s from
Czech regional museums with no documentation. We can only guess what the source
might have been. All these facts mean that the place of origin of items in India and their
chronology are, to a large degree, conjectural.

Technique and material

The great majority of items in the collection of the Naprstek Museum were cast by
cire perdue or lost wax process and made of brass.”” Some of the items are recorded as
being made of bronze or, more precisely, bell metal.?’ However, zinc is more common in
India than tin. Brass is evident at first sight, so that laboratory tests were not considered
necessary except for a few items where comparable pieces were declared in the literature
as bell metal (see figs. Nos. 13, 46 and 47)*

Typology of the collection

The typology of the individual items was made on the basis of comparison with, first,
other items in the Naprstek Museum collections, not only lamps, secondly with items
written about by various authors (see the bibliography below) and last on the basis of
personal consultations (see note 12). In some cases we can see the affinity of some lamps,
especially standing ones that adorned chambers, with miniature paintings, e.g. depicting
raga dipaka (see pl. No.1)

The simplest one, which might be called a prototype of oil lamps in the shape of a
bowl, or in this case of a spoon (Fig. No. 23), with no pedestal and no handle, is one of the
oldest pieces that came to the museum under its founder, Vojta Naprstek, in the 1870s. It
was sent by Otokar Feistmantel’, who was a keen observer of Indian daily life. In addition
to his notes on the lighting of Kolkata by thousands of oil lamps during the visit of Prince
of Wales in 1876*, he made a drawing of this kind of lamp in his diary (see Fig.No.23b).

* Copper alloys in India vary depending on the ingots made of recycled metal. In addition to copper they can
include a small amount of silver (e.g. from surface decoration), arsenic, lead and other metals not usually
found in brass, which is made of copper and zinc.

*! The composition of bronze or bell metal is copper and tin.

* The test was made by Petr Prtsa, Faculty of Nuclear Sciences and Physical Engineering, Czech Technical
University, Prague

* Most of the items from his collections are noted in the old register of the Naprstek Museum as Gift of Josefa
Néprstkova, arranged by MUDr. Otokar Feistmantel. Sometimes it is a problem to identify Feistmantel s
collection because the items were registered again since the 1960s and very often the old register was not
mentioned. The items were described as “origin unknown”.

* Otokar Feistmantel describes his fascination with the decoration by oil lamps not only of individual buildings
but of whole streets during the visit of Prince of Wales to Kolkata at Christmas 1875: “These streets (where
the procession of Prince of Wales will go) are ready for lighting....... There are many victorious arches in the
Oriental manner....the effect of which depends on lighting. Houses and street are adorned in various ways,
including gaslights, but the most important and the most original is an enormous quantity of little lamps.
[Author’s note: these lights were made of glass, so that they differ from the material described in the article,
but the importance given to this method of adornment was high, as seen from Feistmantel s diary]. In some
streets there are garlands of these lamps, the number of which runs into millions....Our Geological Survey
office spent more than a hundred thousand of these lamps....They will have to employ about forty thousand
people to light them.” Naprstek Museum Library, Otokar Feistmantel ‘s Archive, diary No.4 (11/2/1875-06/
02/1876), page 491, 20th December 1875.
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The prominent position occupied by ritual temple lamps in Indian tradition means these
lamps also hold an exceptional position in the collection of the Naprstek Museum. They
are both lamps and sculptures at the same time. In addition to deepalakshmis and aratis
in the shape of a young woman holding bowls for oil (usually five or seven) in her hands,
lamps called pancharati or satphulam deepa gave craftsmen the opportunity to express
their imagination regarding the depicted woman. Arati deepas worshipping the deity by
fire are executed also in other shapes, including various animals such as lions (see fig. No.
21), snakes (see figs. Nos. 15, 16, 18) and vessels (see figs. Nos. 22, 24, 25, 40 and 41).
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Pl No. 3. Votive lamps in shrine of the Buddhist monastery in the Himalayas near Darjeeling, India, West
Bengal. Photo by author. 2006.












































































































