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FRANTISEK LEXA AND THE NATIONAL MUSEUM IN PRAGUE

Lenka Sukova’

In 2005, the National Museum in Prague commenced a research project focused on the
mapping of the relations of prominent personalities of Czech sciences and culture to the
National Museum and on the assessment of their contribution to the development of the
institution. The Department of Prehistory and Antiquity of the Near East and Northern
Africa of the Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American Cultures joined the project
with the objective to deal with the geniuses of Czech Egyptology Frantisek Lexa, Zbynék Zdba
and Jaroslav Cerny.

The connection of the mentioned personalities with the National Museum in Prague may
be perceived not only in the terms of enrichment of the museum collections, within which
it would be expressed by simply stating the number and assessing the cultural, historical
or other value of the objects that came into the collections of the National Museum from
private collections of the stated personalities, but also on a more profound level, on which
a relation of a personality to a museum institution in the area of research, promotion and
organisation becomes an important testimony to the possibilities, problems and priorities of
scientific research in the field of Egyptology, and Oriental Studies in general, and to the overall
awareness of and the interest of the society as a whole in the selected region at a particular
period of time. By comparing the changing relations and connections of the selected three
personalities with the National Museum at different times and under differing conditions
for scientific research it is possible to come to the conclusion that the diversity of relations to
and forms of co-operation with a museum institution in the case of the selected personalities
shows an inverse proportionality to the conditions for scientific research in the field.

" Curator of the Department of Prehistory and Antiquity of the Near East and Northern Africa in the National
Museum - Naprstek Museum of Asian, African and American Cultures (January 2004 and March 2006). [ would
like to thank Doc. PhDr. Ivan Sedivy, Director of the Masaryk Institute — Archives of the Academy of Sciences of
the Czech Republic (hereinafter abbreviated as ”Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR”), for his consent to my
using of the archival documents from the Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa in the present study, and to PhDr.
Jan Chodéjovsky from the Masaryk Institute — Archives of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic for
his kind assistance granted to me in the course of the past three years of my research on Frantisek Lexa.




The objective of this study is to elucidate the relation of Frantisek Lexa, the founder of
Egyptology in Czechoslovakia, to the National Museum in Prague in the course of the first,
formative phase of the history of Czechoslovak research on ancient Egypt.

FrantiSek Lexa’s scientific research on ancient Egypt

The work of Frantisek Lexa (1876-1960)' (Fig. 1) in the field of Egyptology constitutes
the first, formative phase in the history of Egyptology in Czechoslovakia. Frantisek Lexa’s
Egyptological studies as well as his subsequent scholarly work in the field were far from
straightforward and easy. Throughout his whole career, Lexa had to face a major problem,
which consisted in the limited access to sources. At his time, Egyptian antiquities
formed a minor part of the
collection of the Museum
Regni Bohemiae, which later
became the National Museum
in Prague, and otherwise
were to be found in a few
regional museums and private
collections. In their majority,
those were objects brought
back from Egypt by individual
travellers or acquired by
occasional donations. They
mostly lacked in information
concerning the archaeological
context and  provenience,
and thus made up a rather
heterogenous collection with
only little potential for study
and elaboration.?

Besides the  character
of museum collections in
Czechoslovakia at that time
and the non-existence of a

museum institution specialised ~ Fig. 1 - Frantisek Lexa as a young man (Masaryk Institute
— Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 688
— Photographs).

in ancient cultures and devoted
to the extending of collections
in a methodical and systematic manner, a major problem consisted in the non-existence
of a specialised scientific institute that could get involved in archaeological excavations
in Egypt, secure new source materials, and engage in a proper serious research into
ancient Egyptian civilisation on the basis of such source materials. With no specialised

Dawson, W. D. — Uphill, E. P. 1995. Who was Who in Egyptology. Revised edition by M. L. Bierbrier, London,
p. 253; Sukova, L. 2003. “Pocatky vyzkumu starého Egypta na ceské univerzité”, in: Onderka, P. (ed.), Egypt
za vlddy faraont. Slovacké muzeum v Uherském Hradisti, pp. 134-139; Verner, M. et al. 1989. Frantisek Lexa,
zakladatel ceské egyptologie. Praha: AUC Philosophica et Historica 4 — 1984.

* Cf. Journals d’Entrées and records maintained in the archives of the Naprstek Museum’s Department of
Prehistory and Antiquity of the Near East and Northern Africa.




scientific institute and adequate conditions for scientific research, FrantiSek Lexa was
entirely dependent on the publications of his colleagues from abroad, which he could
come by, however, only with a considerable delay and often even with great difficulty.
The Egyptological Seminar established in 1925 could not fill the pressing gap, either. The
stated difficulties in the scientific research are reflected in Frantisek Lexa’s bibliography.®
Frantisek Lexa spared no effort to deal with the mentioned difficulties and obstacles
to scholarly work by gradually building and extending the library at the Egyptological
Seminar. Moreover, there is evidence, dating to the mid 1920s, of his attempts at establishing
a collection of Egyptian art attached to the same Seminar.* At the beginning of 1930s, he
enriched the resources of the Seminar with his extensive photographic documentation
from his study trip to Egypt and with copies on photographs of fundamental publications
that were meant to complement and enliven the university lectures. Lexa’s own growth and
progress in the field was facilitated by study trips to European cities, in the scope of which
he got acquainted with new museum acquisitions, studied insufficiently published written
documents, and in several cases even prepared texts from such museum collections for
publication.” Lexa’s study trips as well as his occasional publication of materials from
the European museum collections were practicable merely on the basis of special single-
purpose grants and supports granted by the Czechoslovak Ministry of School System and
National Education and by the Office of the President of the Czechoslovak Republic.®
The mentioned single-purpose grants and supports enabled Lexa to engage in
scholarly work and contributed to his professional growth, the very field of Egyptology,
however, was developing at a rather slow pace. The Czechoslovak Republic lacked in the
resources and possibilities of the great European countries, such as France, Germany
and Great Britain, which would enable it to establish and operate specialised scientific
institutes in the Orient. Nevertheless, it was necessary to represent and promote the
Czechoslovak Oriental Studies in the Orient in one way or another. And that is why in
1930 FrantiSek Lexa and Felix Tauer, both members of the Oriental Institute in Prague,
a newly established institution dedicated to the promoting of economic, cultural and
scientific relations with the countries of the Orient, presented a proposal to the Ministry
of School System and National Education for the setting up of three positions of scientific
and cultural attachés with the Czechoslovak embassies in the Orient, namely for northern
Africa, the Near East, and India and Eastern Asia, to which Czechoslovak Orientalists or,
as the case may be, other scholars or artists would be assigned or appointed on the basis of

' Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of the Office of the President of the Czech Republic, Professor Lexa’s File, Inv.

No. 984/23, and Archives of the Charles University, Personal File of Frantisek Lexa.

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 323 — Lexa’s

correspondence with the Czechoslovak Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and Archives of the Office of the President of

the Czech Republic, Professor Lexa’s File for 1924, rec. Nos. 452, 453, and 589 - note on the audience of Lexa

with the Chancellor in the Office of the President of the Czechoslovak Republic on the 11% April 1924.

* He was familiar with the collections in Vienna, Munich, Berlin, and Paris. Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of
ASCR, Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 20 — Lexa’s economic and property affairs.

> Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 20 — Lexa’s economic
and property affairs; Inv. No. 267 — Lexa’s correspondence with Pfemysl Simal; and Inv. No. 309 - Lexa’s
correspondence with the Office of the President of the Czechoslovak Republic; and Archives of the Charles
University, Personal File of Frantisek Lexa.




an employment relationship.” The objective of the proposed institution was, among other
things, ”to assist the country’s Orientalists in their scientific work...; to study certain cultural
phenomena, entrusted to the members of the institution, to explore libraries and archives; to
draw attention to random opportunities beneficial to the country’s institutions dedicated to
sciences and art (such as purchases of books, manuscripts, period objects and objects of art);
to purchase scientific objects and objects of art for institutions as well as individuals; to search
for suitable sites for excavation, and to carry out such excavation.”

The benefit supposed to be brought by the proposed institution consisted, on the one
hand, in allowing Czechoslovak Orientalists to reside in the countries of the Orient on
a long-term basis under the auspices of the Czechoslovak state and, on the other hand,
in promoting the Czechoslovak Republic in the Orient, and increasing the interest in the
Orient in our country, together with creating the foundations of scientific, historic and
art collections focused on the Orient, which were missing in our country at that time. The
proposal went beyond the narrow definition of Egyptology and was presented from the
point of view of the Oriental Studies as a whole. The significance of the proposal consisted
in the idea of securing a consistent and common direction for the development of the
Oriental Studies by incorporating some of the Orientalists within the framework of the
bodies of the state, thus providing the necessary patronage and extending the possibilities
of their scientific and other activities in the Orient. Nevertheless, the proposal failed to
go through, and the Oriental Studies in Czechoslovakia, and Egyptology in particular,
continued to develop at the previously established pace. In this context, Lexa’s study trip to
Egyptin 1930 and 1931 must be perceived as another failed attempt at extricating oneself
from isolation and at getting involved in the international research in Egyptology.

The conditions for scientific research in the field of Egyptology in Czechoslovakia
throughout Lexa’s life did not make it possible for the field to overstep the boundaries
of university environment and philological orientation, and necessarily called for
intensive work in the sphere of teaching, organising, and promotion. By means of
articles in Czechoslovak newspapers and magazines, which elucidated various aspects
of life and culture of ancient Egyptians and informed of the latest discoveries and other
achievements of Egyptology, by means of lectures and discussions organised for the
public, which presented Egyptology as a quite topical branch of sciences, and by means
of exhibitions, which made the public acquainted through the objects deposited in the
museum collections with specific forms and expressions of ancient Egyptian civilisation
and which were organised in the National Museum, Néprstek Museum and in other
institutions that were thereby fulfilling the function of a platform for the dissemination
of knowledge of ancient Egypt, it was possible to gradually build an awareness of ancient
Egypt in the Czechoslovak public and to increase the interest of the whole society in the
field. Once the interest sprung up, the field could begin growing and developing in the
desired direction.

’ Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 305 — Lexa’s
correspondence with the Office of the Dean of the Faculty of Arts, Charles University; and Inv. No. 684 —
Organisational and scientific work, Faculty of Arts, Charles University: Proposal for the setting up of the position
of scientific and cultural attachés for the region of the Orient; cf. also Archives of the Office of the President of
the Czech Republic, Slavonic and Oriental Institutes, Part 11, 1930-1931.

¢ See footnote 7 above.
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Fig. 2 - Membership card issued in 1928 and certifying Lexa’s contributor membership in the Society of the
National Museum in Prague (Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 6
— Identity and membership cards).
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Fig. 3 — Membership card issued in 1932 and certifying Lexa’s active membership in the Society of the National
Museum in Prague (Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 6 — Identity
and membership cards).
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Forms of Frantisek Lexa’s co-operation with the National Museum

The relation of FrantiSek Lexa to the National Museum seems to have been the strongest
in the 1920s and at the beginning of the 1930s. At that time, Lexa was appointed an
inspector of collections of the National Museum in Prague several times (between 1925
and 1931)° and designated a contributor (1928) and an active (1932) member in the
Society of the National Museum in Prague (Figs. 2 and 3)."” The mentioned membership
in the institution fits into his overall activity at that time, which is noticeable in other
spheres as well - in his associate membership in the Royal Society of Sciences (as from
1925)," regular membership in the Syndicate of Czech and Slovak Writers and Composers
in Prague (as from 1927)," proposal for membership in the cultural and scientific section
of the emerging Oriental Institute,”” his subsequent appointment as a regular member in
the same institution, and his long-term working within its framework (as from 1927).*

Furthermore, from the end of the 1940s and beginning of the 1950s and from the
end of the 1950s we have evidence of intensive co-operation of FrantiSek Lexa and his
Egyptological Seminar in the framework of preparations of exhibitions in the Naprstek
Museum of General Ethnography and in the National Museum in Prague. Those
included the exhibition entitled Egypt Ancient and New, which was held in the Naprstek
Museum in 1949 and the objective of which was to present the most beautiful objects
from the collections of the museum," and the exhibition entitled Deir-el-Medina, which
was organised in the National Museum in 1950 and which offered a closer view of the
everyday life of craftsmen and artists who had built and decorated the tombs of Egyptian
kings in the New Kingdom.'* In co-operation with Dr. Jiti Netstupny and his colleagues
from the Department of Prehistory of the National Museum in Prague, Lexa prepared
500 off-prints of his article entitled “The life of the working classes in ancient Egypt™” for
the purposes of the exhibition in order to offer more detailed information on the subject.
From 1959, we have evidence of Lexa’s involvement in the preparation of an exhibition
entitled Asia, which was held in the Néprstek Museum and, to a certain extent, touched
upon Egypt as well."

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 328 — Lexa’s

correspondence with the National Museum in Prague.

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 6 — Lexa’s identity and

membership cards.

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantiek Lexa, Inv. No. 1 - Lexa’s identity

papers.

* Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 1 — Lexa’s identity

papers.

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 342 — Preparatory

committee for the economic and cultural relations with the Orient, Prague.

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 335 — Lexa’
correspondence with the Oriental Institute, cf. also Archives of ASCR, Oriental Institute, box No. 4 and 11.

* Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 515 — Lexa’s opening

speech.

* Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 516 — Lexa’s opening
.\‘pL‘(‘L‘/L

" Prague 1950, 23 pp, originally in Novy Orient 5 (1950): 205-209. Cf. also the Archives of ASCR, Personal

Papers of FrantiSek Lexa, Inv. No. 516 — Lexa’s opening speech.

Cf. Masaryk Institute — Archives of ASCR, Personal Papers of Frantisek Lexa, Inv. No. 328 — Lexa’s

correspondence with the National Museum in Prague.
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