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REPUTATION AND OBLIVION: THE HISTORY
OF VACLAV STEJSKALS EASTERN ASIA COLLECTION

Helena Heroldova*

ABSTRACT: Vaclav Stejskal (1851-1934), a traveller and collector, is an important donor to
the Naprstek Museum. His collection from the Far East and the Southeast Asia contains
almost seven hundred items. Vaclav Stejskal joined the Austro-Hungarian Imperial
and Royal War Navy, and travelled to Asia in 1886-1888. After his return he belonged
to a circle around Vojta Naprstek (1826-1894), the founder of the Naprstek Museum.
During the 1920s he became a public figure, displaying his collectibles in his villa and
inviting there numerous visitors including the president of the republic. The choice of
furniture pieces, porcelain vases, Japanese swords, Chinese and Japanese textiles and
scroll paintings represented Vaclav Stejskal as a middle-class member who had achieved
wealth, public esteem, and a sophistication spiced with a flare of adventure. Before his
death he presented his collection to the newly established National Museum. However,
the collection remained poorly documented in museum depositories, and with political
changes after the World War II, his name as a collector and traveller was almost forgotten
to the wider public.

KEY worps: China - Japan — Southeast Asia — Austro-Hungarian Imperial and Royal War
Navy — Néprstek Museum, National Museum - late 19th century collectors — late 19th
century travellers

In 1957, a committee of experts from the Naprstek Museum visited a villa outside Prague,
where the widow of Vaclav Stejskal had preserved the collection thather husband assembled
during his travel to Asia. Their aim was to investigate whether the villa could serve as an
appropriate place for a separate permanent exhibition of the Naprstek Museum, the result
of which inquiry was the uncompromising verdict: the villa was a“double-edged gift” to the
museum and found unsuitable for a modern exhibition." Intriguingly, a few years earlier,
in 1950, when a large exhibition about China opened in Prague, Vaclav Stejskal s widow

* Contact: Helena Heroldova, National Museum - Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American Cultures,
e-mail: helena_heroldova@nm.cz
! Protocol No. 133/57.1957. AD.
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appealed to the Ministry of Education, Science and Arts and demanded the inclusion of
items from her husband’s collection. The correspondence between the elderly lady, the
ministry and the museum show a polite but firm reply: Stejskal’s collection was in the
museum depository waiting for proper documentation, and could not be displayed.

During his lifetime, Vaclav Stejskal (1851-1934) earned a reputation as maecenas of
the Naprstek Museum. Moreover, he was definitely a public figure in the twenties, his
photograph appeared in a representative publication featuring biographies of leading
figures of the Czechoslovak Republic’, and he exchanged several friendly letters with the
first president of the republic, Tomas Garrigue Masaryk (1850-1937).

Not much later, his collection of several hundred items remained poorly documented
in museum depositories, the villa where his collection had been kept as a private museum
was found unsuitable for modern exhibition, and even his name as a collector and traveller
was almost forgotten to the wider public.

Archival documents make it clear how much his collection was appreciated by his
contemporaries. However, what caused his achievements to vanish so soon after his
death? What was the reason that he was forgotten? Once an important collector, traveller
and donor, his name is today unknown even to the educated public.

Other important donors to the Naprstek Museum were active either during the
formative years of the museum as a private institution in the late 19" century, or in the
early decades of the 20" century when the museum became a national institution. Vaclav
Stejskal lived not only during the era of Vojta Naprstek (1826-1894), the founder of the
Ndprstek Museum, but also in the twenties and thirties of the 20" century. The fall of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire and World War I marked a drastic shift in the last years of his
life, yet during both periods he enjoyed a degree of fame and wealth. Nevertheless, despite
his reputation during his late years he was entirely a man of the 19" century, and so were
his friends and associates. His lifestyle, career, and pursuits were strongly marked by the
prevailing middle-class ideal of an honest, hardworking man, steadily and successfully
climbing the social ladder. Although he personally benefited from his professional
achievements in his late years, the material legacy - his collection - met an unfavourable
fate. The death of the Naprsteks, the transfer of the museum to state ownership in the
twenties as well as the change of political situation after the Communist coup in 1948
were the stages that brought his collection and his deeds to public oblivion.

The Sources

The sources concerning Vaclav Stejskal ‘s professional and private life are abundant yet
in some respect highly limited. While the archival material contains a large quantity of
personal notices, drafts, notes and letters, several periods of his life and important events
are documented only by a few sheets of paper. Many letters show him as a devoted and
loyal friend, yet there is only little evidence about his wife and family life. His hobbies and

* Letter from Mrs. Stejskalova to the Ministry of Education, Science and Arts, 7. 4.1950. AD.
Letter from the Ministry of Education, Science and Arts to NPM, 10. 5. 1950. AD.
Letter from NPM to NM, 16. 5. 1950. AD.
" Album representantit vsech oborii verejného Zivota ceskoslovenského (The Album of Representatives of All
Fields of Public Life in the Czechoslovakia). The book featuring 5000 pictures and 200 biographies included
important figures of politics, business and art of the time. Inv. No. V/5-1 Files V. Stejskal. ANM.




leisure activities are well documented®, whereas almost two decades of his professional
life in Vienna go almost without notice.

The Archive of the National Museum contains the majority of the written sources and
photographic material. During the research, I focused mainly on three types of materials:
his private documents, letters, personal accounts and photographs that shed light on
Stejskal ‘s personality, his friends and family. The second kind of materials, especially the
valuable diary, covered his journey to Asia. The third type treats his collection and his
donation to the Naprsteks and the National Museum, documents which were found in
both institutions: e.g. letters to the museum authorities, lists of items of his collection, his
last will, as well as articles about his collection from the journals and newspapers of the
time.

The “Files Vojta Naprstek” in the Naprstek Museum preserves several personal letters
from Vaclav Stejskal to the wife of Vojta Naprstek, the founder of the Naprstek Museum®.
Several letters and lists of items dealing with the history of the collection in the fifties are
still found among the administrative documentation of the Naprstek Museum and are not
regarded as archival material. For the history of his collection, museum inventory books
represent the fundamental source.

The Kriegsarchiv in the Austrian State Archives, Vienna, provides sources dealing
with Vaclav Stejskal ‘s personal file as a member of the Austro-Hungarian Navy, and his
journey aboard the vessel Aurora to the Far East.

Secondary sources are provided by Marcela and Filip Suchomel. An article dealing
generally with Vaclav Stejskal was published by Marcela Suchomelova in 2002, and two
other articles regarding Stejskal s journey to Asia aboard the Aurora were published by
both authors (Suchomel and Suchomelova 2002-2003, Suchomelova 2009). Their articles
provided useful insights into the evaluation of archival documents, and were the initial
point for my further research.

The Background

Véclav Stejskal was born September 28, 1851 in a village called Liberk in Czech and
Rehberk in German, approximately six kilometres from the town Rychnov near the
mountains of northeast Bohemia. The son of a miller, Vaclav had at least three siblings, a
sister and possibly two brothers. As his family relocated several times within the region,
he was probably used to changes in schools and friends, and even to endurance of some
hardships. At the age of fifteen, he supported his studies at a secondary school by offering
lessons in German.®

‘ Personal documents, Inv. No. I/a-8, Correspondence, Inv. No. II/c-5. Files V. Stejskal. ANM. Among his
personal documents there are numerous membership-cards of various institutions, ranging from regional
reading clubs to major learned societies such as botanical, zoological and mycological institutions in Vienna
and Prague.

® Mrs. Néprstkova (1838-1907) played an important role in the circle around Vojta Néprstek and his associates,
collaborators and friends. The letters exchanged between Vaclav Stejskal and Mrs. Naprstkova included social
gossip about life in Prague and Vienna (Stejskal asked Mrs. Néprstkova to find him a bride), as well as brief
but significant information about Stejskal ‘s collection.

¢ Biographical draft, Inv. No. 17-1/b-4. Files V. Stejskal. ANM.
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With his friends from the “gymnasium”™” he talked about the right choice of profession,
arriving at the conclusion that the possibilities of doctor, lawyer or teacher were not the
right choice for him.* He decided to apply to serve in the Austro-Hungarian Kaiserliche
und Konigliche Kriegsmarine (Imperial and Royal War Navy), and entered the navy in
1871.7 In summer of that year he was send as a “Marine-Komissar” to Pola (today’s Pula
in Croatia), a large Adriatic harbour and the home port of the Austro-Hungarian Navy.'’

Marine Adventure

Vaclav Stejskal was a young man when he joined the navy. Instead of choosing the
officers” ranks he became the “Marine-Komissar’, a post making him responsible for
administration, monetary transactions, supplies and cargos on the ship."

During the following years he advanced in rank and, in 1881, was chosen to serve aboard
the imperial yacht Miramare, which journeyed across the Eastern Mediterranean during
the four spring months, with the Archduke Rudolf, Crown Prince of Austria, Hungary
and Bohemia (1858-1889) aboard. Stejskal received an extraordinary recognition for his
service'”. The following years were spent in navy offices in Pola and the Marine-Section des
Reichskriegs Ministerium (Marine section of the War Office) in Vienna. In 1886 he applied
for a post aboard the corvette Aurora, a modern, light sailing vessel with auxiliary steam
engine, heading to the Far East."

Aurora was a newly build warship, modern and beautiful, elegantly painted white for
the tropics." The journey to the East Asia was her second mission.”” Austro-Hungary
was a large central and south European empire with maritime access on the Adriatic,
but it had only a few small colonial territories worldwide. In contrast to many colonial
countries in Europe, Austro-Hungarian society had almost no colonial experience: no
young men heading for adventure in foreign countries, no middle-aged retired officials,
soldiers, merchants and clerks returning home after years abroad, no women establishing
new households far away, no children born and growing up among people of different
cultures and habits. However, despite the absence of the social strata generated by
European colonialism, there were adventurous travellers, medicinal doctors, scientists,
and army officials who spent months or years abroad bringing back their memories as
well as material remains of their explorations. Vaclav Stejskal was one of them.

Although the Austro-Hungarian Empire did not possess colonial territories, it
could boast a successful, strong and modern naval forces. In the second half of the 19"

7 “Gymnasium’, a secondary school in the Austro-Hungarian empire state education system.

® Biographical draft, Inv. No. 17-1/b-4. Files V. Stejskal. ANM.

’Ibid., Entry protocol, 1871, Inv. No. 6-I/a-6. Files V. Stejskal. ANM, “Wenzel Stejskal. Qualifikations-
Grundbuchsheft®. KASA.

10 Tbid.

"' This position can be compared to that of the “purser” on modern merchant ships. See http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Purser. Cit. online 26. 8. 2009.

12 “Wenzel Stejskal. Qualifikations-Grundbuchsheft. KASA.

" Biographical draft, Inv. No. 17-1/b-4. Files V. Stejskal. ANM, “Wenzel Stejskal. Qualifikations-Grundbuchsheft*.
KASA.

' See the photograph of the Aurora, Inv. No. 250-V/a-3. Files V. Stejskal. ANM.

" The Aurora sailed for the South America twice in 18841885 and in 1891-1892, in 1889-1891 for Africa and
India, and in 1895-1896 she was back to the East Asia. For technical specification of the ship, see Jifi Novak s
Preface in Heroldova 2007: 3-22.
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century after the Battle of Lissa (1866) in the Adriatic Sea, the Austro-Hungarian Navy
was consolidated. The ships of the Kaiserliche und Konigliche Kriegsmarine (established
1867) journeyed around the world carrying out scientific research, exploring new lands
or engaging in armed conflicts of allied states. One Austrian warship, the frigate Novara
circumnavigated the globe (1857-1859) during a large-scale scientific expedition; a major
expedition to the Arctic was attempted in 1872-1874. Austro-Hungarian warships were
also sent to the north cost of China to suppress the Boxer Rebellion in China (1899-1901),
or made regular appearances in large ports of foreign countries in Asia, Africa and South
America in order to represent the strength and power of the distant continental empire.

The journey of the Aurora numbered among those travels: like other imperial warships,
she visited large ports in Asia and anchored alongside warships and merchant vessels of
important colonial powers.

The Aurora’s sea voyage to the Far East led along the established maritime routes:
from Pola through the newly opened Suez Canal to Aden, across the Indian ocean to
today’s Sri Lanka and the Nicobar Islands, around the northern coast of Sumatra to the
Malacca Strait and Singapore, to the islands of today’s Indonesia, the Philippines and
Vietnam. The ensuing ports of call included Hong Kong (the island became the British
Crown colony in 1842), and the ancient Portuguese colonial territory Macao. Then, the
Aurora made a stop in today’s Taiwan, the island that was invaded by the Japanese a
decade earlier, in 1874, before heading for Japan, where she spent several months. On her
way to Japan and back, Aurora visited Chinese ports, and although the visits here were
much shorter than in Japan, the Chinese coastal cities and ports gave Vaclav Stejskal an
opportunity to collect the local items and write several pages in his diary about China.'®

China

Vaclav Stejskal kept his diary during the entire journey aboard Aurora. His diary is a
valuable source not only for the journey of the ship but also as his personal account.
Weather reports, sea condition, and progress of the ship along the route are meticulously
described, along with much detail concerning Stejskal ‘s life aboard the ship, foreign ports,
numerous social gatherings including visits to local and international authorities, trips to
the nearby mainland, as well as comical anecdotes about his friends and sombre personal
dramas (one petty officer committed suicide, being bossed by his superior'”). Not a few
records also include very intimate moments such as depictions of drinking parties, visits
to port brothels and notes about local women.

The diary contains his thoughts and opinions, although scarce and often simplistic.
Stejskal made notes about Japan and China from various books, and he added his
own remarks. He briefly mentioned the Chinese writing system, Confucianism, Taoist
philosophy as well as Buddhist faith and local gods. As well as religious sites, he also

'“In this article I focus mainly on Stejskal s stay in China and the Chinese section of his collection. However,
Stejskal ‘s collection includes items from Southeast Asia and Japan as well. If we compare the sections, the
Chinese one, containing more than one hundred items, is less numerous than the Japanese and Southeast
Asian sections that contain approximately three hundred items each. The description of the Japanese section
written by the curator of Japanese collection will follow in the next issue of the Annals of the Naprstek
Museum.

7 The entry dated 16. 12. 1887. Diary, Inv. No. 14-1/b-1. Files V. Stejskal. ANM.

27




described — with a certain enthusiasm - execution grounds and local cemeteries. His
comments show clearly that Stejskal was neither a bookish scholar nor a romantic
dreamer: he was a realistic man, and so was his diary. His observations are down-to-earth,
unsophisticated, but often humorous, showing his interest in foreign countries. However,
he was able to capture and describe the basic elements of Chinese culture and society, and
his amused tone indicated his effort to understand.

As opposed to Japan, which Stejskal clearly found to his liking, China'® and Chinese
people were not his favourites. He often complained of dirty streets, bad smells in local
markets, and especially what he viewed as the servile and dishonest behaviour of Chinese
men.

Notes about his purchases also appeared in the diary. Although he mentioned only a
limited number of his purchases, he often noted the price or added a short description,
frequently complaining that the items were too expensive to buy. Purchases are noted
of vases, tin boxes, carved fruit pits, silks, gongs, paintings. For example, in the coastal
cities of Fujian province in the southeast of China, famous for its high-quality tea and
lacquer ware, he bought “the best kind of tea”, “silk brocade, one yard for 68 cents, several
pieces”, and was looking for “lacquer goods", but the merchandise was over-priced. In the
cosmopolitan port Shanghai he bought a chair for $10 and ordered a cupboard for $34.
In the southern city of Canton he made a large purchase of paintings, fans, panther fur
for $3.50, cushions, ivory figures, jewellery made of kingfisher feathers, and especially a
“mandarin gown’, the semi-official dress of a Chinese bureaucrat, for $12."

The Return Home

The Aurora returned to Pola at the end of April 1888. The following year, Vaclav Stejskal
was promoted in rank, but in 1891 he left the navy at his own request and entered the
imperial law court in Vienna as a director of the counting office.?®

His life in Vienna is documented only sporadically in the archive of the National
Museum. Nonetheless, it is known that he organised groups of fellow Czech speakers, and
entered into a longstanding friendship with Josef Svatopluk Machar (1864-1942), then a
clerk in Vienna but now famed for his ironic, critical poetry, and two significant explorers
and writers, Enrique Stanko Vraz (1860-1932) and Josef Korensky (1847-1938).%! In
Vienna he met the future president of the Czechoslovak Republic, Toma$ Garrigue
Masaryk, who later, as the president, visited Stejskal s home and received gifts from his
collection®.

Judging from his own notes as well as to letters from his friends, Vaclav Stejskal was a
friendly man, agreeable and trustworthy. He was a good singer, played musical instruments
well, and liked speaking in public. His naval file characterised him as a healthy man and
a good sailor who performed his duties well>. He was economical in his spending, but he

" The Aurora stopped in Macao in April 21. 1887. The route led through the ports: Swatow (Shantou) on the
river Han (May 9.), Amoy — present day Xiamen (May 12.), Taipei — present day capital of Taiwan (May
26.). After several months in Japan, Aurora returned back to China on September, and October 1* arrived at
today’s Yantai on the Shandong peninsula in the northern China. Shanghai (October 21), then upward the
river Yangzijiang, Ningpo (November 11.), Fuzhou (November 18.), Hong Kong (November 30.), Canton
(December 21.).

" Diary, Inv. No. 14-1/b-1. Files V. Stejskal. ANM. About the mandarin gown, see Heroldova 2009: 253-262.




























