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THE JAPANESE COLLECTION OF VACLAV STEJSKAL

Alice Kraemerova*

ABsTRACT: The paper deals with the Japanese collection of Vaclav Stejskal, who travelled
round the world on the Aurora warship in 1886-1888, in 1887 spending three months
in Japan. He donated his Far Eastern acquisitions to the National Museum and they are
now part of the Asian collection of the Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American
Cultures. His collection numbers more than 300 items, the majority being typical export
objects produced in late 19" century Japan. However, it also contains several masterpieces
and items of great ethnological interest.

KEey Worps: Véclav Stejskal — National Museum - Japanese collection — Yokohama - diary.

Introduction

Many outstanding figures in Czech science and culture are currently being researched as
part of a Czech Ministry of Culture research programme. Véclav Stejskal, who donated his
collection to the Naprstek Museum, is one of them. This paper deals with one part of his
donation - items acquired in Japan. A full description of individual objects and photos of all
his Japanese acquisitions can be found in the following electronic catalogue (Kraemerova,
2010).

Vaclav Stejskal, one of the museum’s major donors, acquired Chinese, Indonesian and
Japanese items during his journey round the world on the Austria-Hungarian corvette
Aurora in 1886-1888. He donated his Oriental collection to the National Museum (then the
Land Museum), but the Asian items were later transferred to the Naprstek Museum. A short
biography of Vaclav Stejskal (28. 9. 1851 Liberk — 12. 7. 1934 Hostomice) has already been
produced in both Czech and in English,' and therefore this paper is devoted purely to his
Japanese collection and his stay in Japan.

* Contact: PhDr. Alice Kraemerova, National Museum-Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American
Cultures, curator of the Japanese and Korean collection, e-mail: alice_kraemerova@nm.cz

' Suchomelovd, Marcela; Suchomel, Filip: Aurora, Ostasiatiasche expedition 1886-1888, k odkazu Vaclava
Stejskala, in: Stredocesky sbornik historicky 28-29, 2002-2008, pp. 101-123. Heroldova Helena: Reputation
and Oblivion: The History of Véclav Stejskal’s Eastern Asia Collection, in:Annals of the Naprstek Museum, 31,
2010, pp. 23-36.




Stejskal cannot be said to have been a professional traveller or globe-trotter, since
travelling was not his profession. Neither can he be classed as an adventurer or hunter,
or even as a Japanese-oriented scientist. He just wanted to see distant countries, and his
profession of ship’s purser enabled him to do so.

Stejskal’s Stay in Japan

Stejskal reached the Japanese port of Yokohama on 11" June 1886 and the corvette Aurora
left Nagasaki on 19" September after a three-month stay. During these three months Stejskal
visited not only Yokohama and Nagasaki but also Hakodate and Kobe.

Sailors naturally enjoyed their stay in far Eastern ports and made various trips, mainly to
pleasure quarters and then to local sights. In his diary, Stejskal made careful notes of naval
coordinates® and gave short descriptions of what he and his shipmates did and what the
weather was like. Only once, shortly before he left Japan, did he try to give a short assessment
of Japan in his description. This was on 8" September, when the corvette was anchored in
Nagasaki. His description shows his poor general knowledge of Japan, even if several pieces
of information are accurate and faithful. The inaccurate ones include the following: “The
Japanese cannot be considered artists, they have no art of poetry, music, painting, sculptures
or architecture, they have only single items of art. A nation whose most frequent punishment
is slashing the belly cannot be poetic.™

Likewise his summary of the character of Japanese women: “The social role of Japanese
women is quite simple: they are neither slaves nor containers for giving birth to children as
is common with other Asian nations. But neither are they spoilt things wrapped in cotton
wool, or worshipped and adored goddesses as in the ancient European civilizations. They
are friends and advisers of their men, their behaviour is polite and benevolent ... and they
are protected from foreign attacks. Therefore they are neither shrews or goddesses, romantic
ladies or Amazons, but joyful girls and reasonable women.™*

On the other hand his diary entries also include a few accurate observations concerning,
for example, the Japanese lifestyle: “..real cleanliness, tenderness, a sense of decency and
proportion, seriousness and self-respect...“. Although the diary entries are quite short, it is
clear that Japan made a very strong impact on Stejskal, since he returned to his impressions
when the corvette was already on its way to China. He remembered how he was carried in
a kago carrier, what basic principles of Shinto belief was about, what geishas looked like and
how the Japanese behaved in their Buddhist temples.

A researcher trying to gain valuable pieces of information from the diary, such as where
Mr. Stejskal bought the collected items, how much they cost, why he liked the things he
gathered and how he evaluated them might give up in despair. The diary does not contain
any such detailed descriptions. If there are any, they have no evidence value:

* Heroldovd, Helena: Jitfrenka pluje na vychod, Mare-Czech, 2007
* Ibid. pp.132
* Ibid. pp. 133
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14. 7.: ... We bought five pictures on gold (kakimonos) to be used for lampshades.

2.8.:... A walkin Yokosuka and in Miyako, where we bought Indian inks.

29. 8.: ... A walk, shopping, everything very expensive.

1. 9.: ... Shopping. Bought bamboo ware and daibutsu (Kobe).

2.9.: ... Bought three fans and three temple lamps.

15.9.: ... Shopping, in the evening Russian dinner in Eureka hotel...

17.9.: ... Preparations for our departure — shopping in the afternoon - visited the best tea
house, Hanasan, in the evening...’

The above remarks contain all the information we have concerning Stejskal’s shopping

trips. When and where he bought his souvenirs and for how much is not known. On the
other hand, he did buy all his Japanese items during the three months he spent in Japan.
After his return, he did not buy any oriental objects from antiques shops. That means we
know the latest date that he bought the items in his collection, the date when they were
imported and the fact that they were imported directly from Japan.
Vaclav Stejskal arrived in Japan at a time when Japan called itself Big Japan (Dainihon),
Yokohama was a small village, not a town®, newspapers were published but they were more
first attempts to issue newspapers of a western kind. Stejskal was a sailor, more precisely a
purser on a warship, he did not speak Japanese and when he arrived in a port he looked
for amusement like his fellow sailors. Unlike them, however, he was interested in oriental
souvenirs so he could exhibit them in his parlour when he returned home, something that
was highly fashionable at that time. He had no ambitions to educate the Czech public, as his
contemporary travellers Korensky and Svojsik did. He was not a man of letters, he did not
strive to write travelogues, his diary was merely his private notes.

Stejskal arrived in Japan just as revolutionary changes were starting to be implemented.
The Japanese longed to introduce new technologies, and at the same time adapt their culture
to that of the Westerners. There were small changes such as the use of toothbrushes, as well
as more important changes such as the adoption of a seven-day week, a labour-free Sunday
and the introduction of the Gregorian calendar in the 5" year of the Meiji Era (1873). In
the same year a postal service was introduced into Japan. Some new phenomena, such as
western dresses and hair styles, were only external factors. However, uncritical adoption of
all western novelties peaked in the 1880s. The conservative classes hated these changes, and
after the fancy-dress ball in Tokyo Rokumeikan (something of a centre of Western culture)
a major movement against the imitation of Western culture started. Once again, traditional
Japanese culture and customs began to be held in high esteem.

From 1881, the Japanese constitution started to be discussed and prepared. It was finally
declared on 11" February 1889. According to the constitution only men and only those
whose year taxes reached at least 15 yen had voting rights. Only 450,000 men met this
condition. Stejskal did not mention in his diary how much money he spent in Japan, but
from the above-mentioned condition it can be seen that one yen was a substantial sum.’

> Ibid. 2/8=pp. 122, 29/8= pp. 131, 1/9= pp. 132, 2/9=pp. 132, 15/9= pp. 136, 17/9= pp. 136.

¢ Yokohama was not promoted to the status of a town until 1889, when a new constitution was issued. Before then,
Yokohama was a small village, the only advantage of which lay in having a harbour deep enough for big ships.
As a port Yokohama was opened for foreigners in 1853 but real trade began later, in 1859.

7 Reischauer, Edwin O.; Craig, Albert M.: D¢jiny Japonska, Nakladatelstvi Lidové noviny, Praha 2000.




The Auroras arrival and stay in Yokohama harbour was mentioned in newspapers,
but only in the English ones: the Japan Weekly Mail® and the Japan Gazette.” The Japanese
newspapers did not record any such announcements. They dealt mainly with domestic
political issues, and were full of advertisements and so on. Stejskal mentioned in his diary
the large-scale celebrations of the emperor’s birthday on 21* June 1887, when ships in the
harbour fired 400 gun shots at noon. Similarly, on 7" August 1887 he wrote about a typhoon
coming very near to Japan or even striking some parts of Japan, but the Japanese newspapers'’
did not pay any attention to these quite important pieces of news. The explanation might be
that Japanese newspapers were published, but these early attempts to issue newspapers of a
Western kind were not really recognisable as such, and did not yet have any news priorities
or clearly-established columns.

The corvette Aurora reached Japan at a time when only five ports were open to foreign
ships, and the Aurora visited four of them. Sailors could disembark but were only able
to visit the vicinity of the harbour, which was defined as the area within a radius of ten
Japanese miles (39.3 km). If they wanted to travel further inland, they were obliged to ask for
special permission, or “passports”. Without a passport they could travel from Yokohama to
Kamakura or to Zushi, for example, but not to Hakone, Odawara or Atami. Passports were
issued from 1875 until 1894, when they stopped being issued and foreigners were allowed
to travel freely throughout Japan. Stejskal had a passport issued'' and travelled a little bit
further.

What did Yokohama look like when Stejskal arrived? Unfortunately almost nothing from
that time is left. The oldest buildings to survive the devastating earthquake in 1923 date from
the beginning of the 20" century.'? Today the existence of old Yokohama is documented in
black and white, hand painted photographs which were produced as souvenirs for foreigners.
Stejskal mentioned several buildings that he visited. First there was the Germania Club,
which existed from 1863-1938." The original interior can be also seen on photographs.'*
Further on he mentions his walks through “Bluffe”, which is the misspelled English name of
the foreigners’ quarter, Yamate Bluff,”” situated on the slopes rising up from the harbour.'®

* E.g. The Japan Weekly Mail (Yokohama kaiko shiryokan, library), June 18,1887 pp. 598, Arrivals: Aurora(4),
Austrian corvette, captain Miiller, 11th June, Amoy 21st May. Or the same newspaper dated July 23, 1887, a
column: Departures: Aurora (4), Austrian corvette, captain Miiller, 19th July - Hakodate.

’The Japan Gazette (Yokohama kaiko shiryokan, library) regularly reported on ships arriving or staying in

Yokohama harbour. The Japan Gazette had three regular columns: Vessels berthed, Vessels in the harbour and

Men-of-War. The corvette Aurora was included among the warships. For example, the record of 18/8/1887

was as follows: Aurora, Austro-Hungarian Corvette, Captain Franz Muller, 1430 tons, from Hakodate, Aug.8th.

Further on, e.g. On 22/8/1887, the newspaper mentions the Aurora leaving for Kobe. The Japan Daily Herald

was another English newspaper of Stejskal’s time, but no notice regarding the Aurora was found.

Of the contemporary newspapers Yabin Hochi Shinbun, Asa no Shinbun a Jiji Shinp6 which are availale in the

library of Museum of the Opening of Yokohama Port (Yokohama kaiko shiryokan).

"' Documents in the library of the Néprstek Museum (archive of the Néprstek Museum, Ar.K1.196-LXXXV.1.-I)

" E.g. The building of the Cash Bank (Shokin Ginko) built in 1904 or the building of the Yokohama liaison office
of Mitsui bussan.

" Club Germania was founded in 1863. Those who gathered there were mainly German, but other foreigners were
also able to participate in its activities.

' Architects and Architecture in Yokohama 1850s-1950s, Kaiko 150 shiinen kinen, Museum of Yokohama Urban
History, 2009.

" The foreigners™ quarter can be seen on photographs from the 19th century, e.g. Japanese collection of the
Naprstek Museum, inv.no. 33714.

' The harbour as it was when Stejskal visited it is also pictured on photograph inv.no. 33724 (Japanese collection
of the Néprstek Musem).
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Although Stejskal did not record it in his diary, he must have visited the Club Hotel, built in
1884, which together with the Grand Hotel Yokohama'” was one of the two most important
hotels in Yokohama.

In 1866 a large fire devastated Yokohama, after which brick buildings started to be built.
Suitable quality stone was not available in the vicinity, and architects took inspiration from
England and revelled in the fireproof quality of bricks. Unfortunately brick buildings were
not suitable for seismically unstable zones, and so the brick buildings were reinforced with
steel bars and beams. In 1899 Yokohama had 120,000 inhabitants and an area of 56.4 km?*. At
the same time Tokyo had about one million inhabitants, and from the 1880s started to take
over the importance of Yokohama harbour.

Stejskal arrived in the old Yokohama harbour. The new one was designed by Henry
Spencer Palmer' in 1886, but its first part was built in 1889 and the complete harbour
was finished in 1896. The above-mentioned foreigners’ quarter, known as Yamate Bluff,
had about 5400 inhabitants between 1874 and 1899, but of that number two thirds were
of Chinese origin. It is very interesting that Stejskal does not mention in his diary the great
proportion of Chinese among the foreigners dwelling in Japan. It is possible that he was
unable to distinguish the Chinese and the Japanese. He did not speak Japanese or Chinese,
and so it is very probable he did not speak to local people. He also did not know about the
existence of the foreigners’ cemetery that existed in Japan from 1853."

In 1887 the main commodities traded in Yokohama harbour were® porcelain,”
lacquerware, tea, copper, rice, iron, weapons, machines and some other minor items. Goods
were exported mainly to Europe and America and imported goods were transported via
Tokyo to other parts of the country.

Stejskal also mentioned the people he met in Yokohama, the most important of them
being Mr. Langfeldt from the company Langfeldt & Myers.”> Together with Mr. Langfeldt
and the captain of the corvette Aurora, Mr. Miiller, Stejskal went on a trip to Hakone, where
they stayed in the Fujiya Hotel, then a very luxurious hotel popular among foreigners.*

Other places Mr. Stejskal visited include Enoshima (a small island near Kamakura with
a temple to the goddess Benten), Ikegami (where the temple still exists today but as a part of
greater Tokyo), the Yunogawa Spa near Hakodate, the Ainu village Horobitan, Yumoto Spa
and Fujisawa in Hakone. Naturally he also went to Tokyo and Kobe. The corvette stopped
in Hakodate, a place which was at that time a remote part of the country. On the way back

7' The Grand Hotel Yokohama (photograph inv.no. 33240, Japanese collection of the Naprstek Museum), existed
until 1887 and it is doubtful if Stejskal entered it or not.

'30. 4. 1838-10. 2. 1893, British military engineer and topographer, lived in Japan from 1887, the Japanese
government hired him to design water works and harbours. He has a tomb in Tokyo Aoyama cemetery.

** The foreigners’ cemetery still exists today in spite of many fires and earthquakes. Until 1960 foreigners were
buried there, and now 3123 foreigners who died in Japan are buried there.

* Total yearly trade amounted to 100 000 tons. See Yokohama-Tokyo, Meiji no yushutsu tojiki, Kanagawa kenritsu
rekishi hakubutsukan, tokubetsuten, 26. 4. 2008, catalogue of the exhibition.

*! Total Japanese porcelain export amounted to 1 311 901 yen in the year mentioned. Of this amount 52%
was exported from Yokohama. See Yokohama-Tokyo, Meiji no yushutsu tojiki, Kanagawa kenricu rekishi
hakubutsukan, tokubetsuten, 26. 4. 2008, catalogue of the exhibition.

* Shipping and shipbuilding company, Mr.Langfeldt worked in Japan, Mr. Myers in San Francisco, their main
commodities were ships, but the company also traded in foodstuff, liquor etc. The company had its residence
on plot no. 52 from 1871, and on plot no. 73. in 1881-1916. See Yokohama gaikokujin kyoryuchi (Foreigners’
Quarter in Yokohama), Yokohama kaiko shiryokan, Yarindo, Yokohama Archives of History, 1998.

** A record in the hotel register and a photograph of the hotel (inv.no. 33231).











































