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THE SOUTH AND SOUTHEAST ASIA COLLECTIONS OF
THE NAPRSTEK MUSEUM

Dagmar Pospisilova

The Naprstek Museum’s Indian collection comprises items from In-
dia, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim and Sri Lanka. The first objects
reached the museum thanks to Otokar Feistmantel (1848 - 1891),
geologist and paleonthologist who was a friend of Vojtéch and Josefa
Naprsteks. At their request he kept sending to the museum objects he
accumulated during his stay in India, between 1875 and 1883. His collect-
ing activity was by no means haphazard; on the contrary, he engaged in
systematic gathering of objects documenting Indian applied and folk art
from different parts of the Subcontinent. Thus the museum acquired arti-
facts made from various materials and decorated by diverse techniques,
such as enamelling of metal articles - both vessels and jewellery - inlaying
of precious species of wood with bone and mother-of-pearl, and of mar-
ble with semiprecious stones, as well as wood-, stone-, bone- and ivory-
cutting and carving. The collection also contains pottery, clothes and textiles
decorated with embroidery; and utility articles including vessels, working
tools, baskets, etc. Worth noting are assorted period souvenirs and me-
mentos, including e.g. pictures painted on paper and mica in the so-called
East India Company style (Company Drawings), depicting the reality of
everyday life: various trades, clothes, etc. The value of the collection,
which consists of around 500 items, is enhanced by its collateral docu-
mentation provided by Feistmantel himself, who thereby prepared the ground
for its subsequent scholarly study.
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Bullock — cart. Company Drawing, Gouache on mica. India, Bihar, Patna, 2" half of
the 19" c. 13 x 16. 5 cm (NpM 43 616).

In the course of years that followed the donation, the collection was
built up largely through occasional gifts and purchases. The next substan-
tial body of approximately two hundred items was added to it only in the
1950s, when the museum received a gift from the All India Handicraft
Board, which comprised examples of contemporary applied art produc-
tion featuring all the traditional materials, as well as toys, masks, puppets
and other ethnographic items. A significant part of that collection was
formed by textiles and clothes. Since the 1960s the Naprstek Museum’s
collection has likewise continued to receive gifts from Indologists bringing
from India objects of ethnographic interest and works of applied art. Fig-
uring prominently among them was Otakar Pertold (1884 — 1965), who
enriched the collection chiefly by items from southern India and Sri Lanka.

Sculpture is represented in the museum’s Indian collection by frag-
ments of Gandhara reliefs which evolved under Hellenistic influence in
the first half of the first millenium after Christ in north-western India, on
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the territory of today’s
Pakistan. The grey and
grey-green slate frag-
ments depict scenes from
Buddha’s life, accompa-
nied by vegetative and
geometric motives, gar-
lands of flowers and palm
leaves, kneeling atlantes,
winged lions, men clad in
tunics, and women hold-
ing the tree. The collec-
tion also contains stucco
heads of Buddha which
recall, by the refinement
of execution and sophis-
tication of carving, the
beauty of classical Greek
sculpture. Mathura sculp-
ture, which drew inspira-
tion from Indian sources,
has only a minimum rep-
resentation in the collec-
tion, being exemplified by

several ornamental .archl- Tile with a couple of lovers, facing of a terracotta
tectural elements in the temple. India, Bengal, late 17" - early 18" c.

characteristic red sand- 15 8x9 8x2.5cm (NpM A 25618).
stone. Similarly, further

stages of the historical evolution of Indian sculpture are represented only
by isolated specimens dating from the 11" - 13" centuries, coming from
Madhya Pradesh and eastern India. Samples of relief decoration from
Bengal’s terracotta temples date from the 17" - 18" centuries. Fragments
of wooden ornaments of temple architecture; they depict predominantly
deities of the Hindu pantheon, and scenes from the Hindu mythology.
Painting is an art form plentifully represented in the collection which
features a wide scale of types, styles and media. A highly prominent type
is that of the art of the miniature, where Indian artists introduced fresh
elements based upon their domestic traditions, and thereby established
original local schools sponsored by local rulers. Thus was formed the Raj-
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put style which linked up with pre-Islamic traditions, and whose products
include for example miniatures in the Mewar style, as well as those in the
Pahari style in the Himalayan region, e.g. in Kangra. The art of the mini-
ature was brought to perfection by the Mughal school which is represent-
ed in the museum’s collection by two rare sheets from the Jahangir album.
The art of portraiture, depicting India’s rulers and Indian architecture, is
exemplified in the collection by painting on bone. Developing independent-
ly from the official painters” workshops was a folk art production, includ-
ing notably pilgrimage pictures from various parts of India, portraying local
deities and recreating mythological stories. The collection contains speci-
mens of the famed Kalighat pictures, sold at the Kalighat, near the temple
of the goddess Kali in Calcutta, painted on paper with gouache paints and
depicting both religious and profane themes. Orissa pictures, shining with
brilliant colours, are painted on canvas hardened with white chalk and
coated with transparent varnish. Mithila pictures, originally painted during

Palanquin with an Indian lady. Company Drawing, Gouache on mica. India, Bihar,
Patna, 2"* half of the 19" ¢. 13 cm x 16.5c¢cm (NpM 43 617).
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religious rituals and family celebrations, notably weddings, on the walls of
village houses, frequently depict legends of Krishna, portraying the god in
the company of shepherdesses or of his beloved, Radha. Pictures in the
so-called East India Company style, from Patna, Bihar, dating from the
second half of the 19" century, are painted on paper or mica with gouache
paints. They depict crafts of the period, jugglers, musicians and acrobats,
or means of transport. Originally serving as souvenirs, they have eventu-
ally become sought after as collectors items documenting the time of their
origin. Another type of pilgrimage pictures is represented by underpaint-
ings on glass depicting Indian deities in rich gouache paints and amalgam,
sometimes lined with metallic foil. Massive demand for pictures on myth-
ological themes could be fully satisfied only after the introduction of colour
prints on coated paper, and black-and-white hand-coloured woodcuts and
wood engravings.

Handicrafts take up a substantial part of the museum’s Indian collec-
tion, being represented by a comprehensive array of materials and deco-
rative techniques. Early Mughal handicraft production is exemplified by
only a few items. The core of the collection consists of objects dating
from the 19" and early 20" centuries, when enlightened officials of the
British administration encouraged the resuscitation of traditional handi-
crafts, through exhibitions staged both in India and abroad. These shows
provided strong impetus for the revival of declining crafts, notably decora-
tive ones. These included carving in precious wood species, particularly
sandalwood, as well as in bone and stone (especially marble), and their
inlaying with metal, bone, mother-of-pearl and semiprecious stones, plus
other decorative methods, such as enamelling and application of colour
lacquers. Carving was used in the decoration of a wide variety of wooden
cases and boxes, holders, screens and furniture. The last-mentioned cate-
gory is represented in the collection only by individual specimens. The
collection’s body of highly decorative items includes ivory carvings, such
as a jewel-box decorated with miniatures set in medallions, depicting Is-
lamic architecture; paper-knives; a case for visiting cards; scale models
of boats and a four-wheeled bullock-cart; and delicate toothpicks tipped
with heads featuring zoomorphic motives. The collection also contains
carvings in white, black and pink marble, both undecorated and decorated
with polychromy and gold pigment, exemplified by portrayals of Hindu
deities produced by workshops in Jaipur. The softness of grey talc pro-
vides an ideal vehicle for detailed rendition of floral compositions on vari-
ous boxes, plates and paperweights. The tradition of Mughal applied art
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has continued to nourish the technique of inlaying marble with precious or
semiprecious stones, known as manibhatkari (pietra dura). The Naprstek
collection contains specimens dating mostly from the first decades of the
present century, with only several items dating from the second half of the
19 century.

Other impressive examples of handicraft production include artifacts
decorated with colour lacquers and painting: a wide variety of boxes, vis-
iting card holders, and writing implements, paper-knives, bowls, trays and
spoons. Typically, these objects have a core that is made of wood or pa-
per, or woven from reed. Layered onto this core are several coatings of
lacquer, whereupon the design is scratched into the smooth surface or
painted on it, finally to be covered with transparent lacquer. The wide
popularity of the card game ganjeefa is documented by sets of round play-
ing cards kept in an oblong case with a sliding lid, covered with a rich
display of floral motives in the Persian style.

Pottery is represented in the collection by a comprehensive body of
items, embracing wares from the principal kilns which were active in
the Punjabi cities of Multan and Peshawar, as well as in Bombay and
Delhi. The glazed Multan faience is decorated by hand-painting in blue
and turquoise colours on white glaze; and the glazed pottery from the

Jewel box decorated with oval miniatures in metal frames depicting Islamic archi-
tecture. Ivory. Northern India, 19" ¢. 7. 5x33.5x 11. 5 cm (NpM A 18 270).
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