The Friends of Czech Heritage

Uherčice, the Restoration of
Collalto Empire Furniture
by Barbara Peacock

One of the fascinating aspects of visiting the Czech
Republic in recent years is to see how dramatically
attitudes have changed in the presentation of
country house interiors. As a result of confiscation
of German property in 1945 following the Beneš
Decrees and the appropriation of all private
property in 1948 after the Communists seized
power, the state became the owner of literally
hundreds of great palaces, country houses and
smaller manor houses, many of the first importance
in terms of architectural quality and contents.
About 100 were retained as country house
museums open to the public whilst the rest became
institutions such as offices, hospitals, care homes,
agricultural institutions, farms, and prisons. They
were stripped of their furnishings which were often
sold or stolen in the chaos of those early
Communist
years.
However,
fortunately
subsequently in many cases careful inventories of a
château’s contents were made by the authorities
before individual pieces were either redistributed
amongst the state owned châteaux open to the
public, or put in store. These inventories are a
valuable tool in tracing the origins of individual
pieces today when there is much greater concern
amongst curators and conservationists to return
pieces where possible to their original location.
Château interiors all over Europe generally have
many layers of history, their decoration and
contents reflecting the taste of successive
generations of owners. However, in the
Communist years, it was important to disassociate a
house from the family who once lived there - a
policy which resulted in the creation of a museum
rather than a home. For example, if the house in
question was Empire period, it would be filled with
Empire furniture from a number of different
châteaux, if a Gothic Revival house, it would be
given appropriate Gothic Revival furniture and so
on. Thus until relatively recently a guided tour
round a historic house in the Czech Republic could
be a disappointing experience as one was led
through ‘dead’ interiors and shown a miscellaneous
collection of objects that bore no relation to the
house or to the family who once lived there.
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show the rooms in their pre-war appearance and
with the aid of the inventory numbers they can
often track down furniture in store or on display in
another house, and reinstate individual pieces
where they once belonged. This new approach has
been carried out successfully at an increasing
number of houses; photos display the original
appearance of rooms, and the history of the
individual family is now given great prominence, an
approach which has proved very successful with
the visiting public. The houses gain in atmosphere
and in historic authenticity. Moreover research is
being carried out to assess how the sequence of
rooms was originally used, which is of great
importance in the understanding of the house and
the way it is interpreted to visitors. Unfortunately
lack of family archives, many of which were lost or
destroyed after 1945, makes this a very difficult and
sometimes impossible task.
For many years, The Friends charity has been
concerned with the long-term restoration of
Uherčice, a magical sleeping-beauty house that is
gradually being awakened. Situated in Moravia,
close to the Austrian border, Uherčice has had a
long and chequered history, having been owned by
successive families, each of whom has contributed
to its architecture and interior decoration. A vast
Renaissance courtyard house, set in a landscaped
park, it also has important Baroque and Neoclassical interiors. Used as a barracks for border
guards, and as a women’s reformatory, it was in a
devastated state and nearly demolished before it
was taken under the wing of the NPÚ in Brno in
1995. Until recently lack of finance has meant
restoration has been a slow process. The Friends
charity has helped fund a number of projects, the
most significant of which has been the partial
restoration of the fine early 19th -century painted
Neo-classical ballroom, where we contributed to
the repair of the ceiling, whilst charity concerts,
such as the ones generously given by the Czech
opera singer, Pavlína Senić, have enabled the
renewal of the windows.
Aerial view of the Château of Uherčice

All this is changing now. Curators are going to
great lengths to present houses more accurately.
Where possible they locate photographs which
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However, in 2018 the château received a massive
injection of funds from the EU for a 5-year
restoration project. This will dramatically accelerate
the long-term restoration programme. Funding will
focus on the most endangered areas and will
concentrate particularly on the ballroom and the
adjacent areas on the north side of the house. The
ballroom will be used as a concert hall, and for
social and cultural events. The current restoration
plan is concentrating on the conservation of the
illusionistic trompe l’oeil paintings which decorate the
walls, and on relaying the fine wooden floor. The
adjacent rooms will be restored as service rooms –
cloakrooms, changing rooms, bar facilities etc. for
the public and performers. The view to the wider
landscape beyond is also included in the scheme.
From the restored sala terrena visitors will be able to
look across the park to the Gothic tower, a folly
which will also be restored. The restoration of the
east suite of rooms with their fine Neo-classical
painted decoration and Baroque ceilings, partially
already successfully restored by the NPÚ, will
continue in another phase of the on-going
programme.
An important part of the character of a building
which was once a family home is, of course, the
furnishing. And at Uherčice very little original
furniture survives due to the unfortunate history of
the château since its confiscation in 1945.
However, the NPÚ has successfully identified a
few important surviving pieces in store. They are in
poor condition and need careful restoration. The
Friends charity has undertaken £800 to pay a
contribution of towards the repair of two Empire
pieces - a matching console table and mirror, see
page 9.
These pieces belong to the important early 19th
century phase in the history of Uherčice. In 1768
Uherčice passed into the possession of Tomáš
Vinciguerra, the Earl of Collalto and San Salvatore,
Lord of Brtnice (1747-1833). The Collaltos are one
of the oldest aristocratic families, named after their
ancient seats, the castles of Collalto and San
Salvatore which they have held in Lombardy since
1191.1 In 1621, Count Rambaldo XIII of Collalto,
a commander in the Imperial army was awarded
land in Moravia by Emperor Ferdinand II in
recognition of his services in the imperial army and
he acquired the confiscated estate of Brtnice. In
1768 the Collaltos added the Uherčice estate to
their Moravian possessions.
1

The family still own the vast mediaeval castle of San Salvatore, near Treviso
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Renaissance arcades, fast decaying: seen here in 1973
when the château complex was in use as accommodation
for border guards. The Iron Curtain was nearby
The most important member of the family in this
period was Oduardo III (1747-1833), a bibliophile
and lover of art and music. In 1822 he achieved the
title of prince (the most prestigious title of the
Austrian nobility). In the late 18th century he
renovated the family palace in Vienna, where he
housed much of his collection of paintings,
cameos, china, ivories and manuscripts; others were
displayed at Brtnice and Uherčice. Around 1800 he
began the redecoration of the rooms in the east
wing of Uherčice in the style of Romantic
Classicism, with romantic landscapes and
decoration influenced by the recent excavations at
Pompeii. In 1802-4 the Banqueting Hall was
created with its illusionistic trompe l’oeil classical
figures. Oduardo was also responsible for laying
out the landscape park with its various follies.
During his period he must have commissioned the
Empire-style furniture now under restoration with
the help of The Friends. A handsome Empire-style
console table and matching mirror show the vogue
for the Egyptian style which became fashionable in
the early 19th century after Napoleon’s campaigns
in the Nile and the publication of Vivant Denon’s
book Voyage dans la basse et la haute Egypte (1802).
Monopodia in the form of mythical birds form the
supports to the table as on much ancient Egyptian
furniture, whilst goddesses with Egyptian
headdresses flank the mirror. The classical relief on
the upper part of the mirror is probably inspired by
Greek vase painting. Both pieces would have been
the height of fashionable taste in the early 1800s.
It is fortunate that these and few other original
pieces of Collalto furniture survive, and will be
displayed in rooms that Oduardo decorated, thus
giving further authenticity to the remarkable
interiors that he created.
Barbara Peacock is an architectural historian
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Some passages are strictly products of the
imagination. In Janáček's opera The Excursions of Mr
Brouček, based on a story by Svatopluk Čech, the
second act takes place mostly in the 15th century.
The drunken Brouček travels from the basement of
his local pub, the Vikárka, by way of a dark passage
that skirts the Bohemian Royal Vault in the nearby
crypt of the St. Vitus' Cathedral. He then emerges
on Old Town Square in 1420, complaining of the
mess in the street and the lack of streetlamps.

Hidden Secrets Underground:
Gems, Wonders and Local Legends
by Dagmar Morávková

Since time immemorial people have been using and
constructing spaces underground. From caves to
cellars beneath religious buildings and monasteries
they served as refuges for people and animals, as
stores for food, or they developed in the course of
mineral extraction, when leading water in or out, or
for other reasons. In such underground places
there was always the last chance to hide from an
Uherčice, the Restoration
enemy, from a fire or other danger. They
represented both hope and fear and inevitably
commanded respect. Darkness and a feeling of the
unknown gave rise to many legends and stories.
Numerous ancient castles and monasteries are said
to have had secret escape routes but there is little
evidence of them. However there are extensive
remains of underground spaces, passages and
tunnels throughout the Czech lands, some partly
buried or collapsed, that are accessible to the
public. Under many towns there are labyrinths of
centuries-old cellars and passageways to explore.
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Outside Prague, in almost every Czech medieval
town underground
spaces can be found.
Collalto
Empire Furniture
Český Krumlov, founded around the middle of
the 13th century, has cellars and passages not just
under the present castle but also extensively in the
town. The castle cellars are among the largest
spaces in the complex, just as those beneath Prague
Castle are among the largest in Europe. In the
former's mighty three-storey cellar it is alleged that
even King Wenceslas IV was held prisoner. Today
a part of it is used as the castle's lapidarium and is
included on a visitor route. Secret passages
detected throughout the historic core of Český
Krumlov led into the wide surrounding area.
Certain anomalies on the ground witness to routes
leading to as far away as Kájov, Rožmberk and
Vyšší Brod. Under the town there are several
passage junctions but it is difficult to work out
what function all of them performed. A large
number served as excavation tunnels for mining
silver and graphite which was used by the Celts in
the area as a constituent in ceramic work. There is
evidence of its extraction in 1767, with the last
graphite mine closing in 2003. Certain tunnels are
accessible during a visitor tour, partly on foot and
partly by miners' train.
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Prague, in particular the historic core, is permeated
by a series of medieval underground spaces. From
Prague Castle and from Old Town there are many
constructed passages which terminate in the centre,
on the edge of the city or even in nearby
settlements. They were built chiefly as escape
routes or hiding places during an attack. Many of
them, especially in the city, are used for the sewer
system and are mapped. Beneath ancient
monasteries we find other passages. For example,
in the Benedictine Monastery of Břevnov, founded
992, there is a water source (St. Adalbert's Well)
whose passages were used to regulate water under
the monastic buildings. Also in Břevnov, under the
Church of St. Margaret, there is an accessible crypt
with Romanesque masonry.
Rudolf's Tunnel is a unique work from the end of
16th century. Emperor Rudolf II, with his imperial
seat in Prague, wanted to build a recreational
ground, Imperial Mill (Císařský mlýn), with a lake,
islands, boats and pavilions in the royal demesne
that is today the Stromovka Park. The tunnel was
to bring water into the parkland from the left bank
of the River Vltava below the Letná Plateau. The
tunnel is around 1,100 metres long and is still
passable. In the 1990s it was repaired and made
accessible. Its mouth is close to the Šlechtovka
Restaurant. Rudolf's Tunnel is a national technical
monument.

Slavonice, a small historic town on the border with
Austria, is famous for its preserved Renaissance
appearance and especially for the unique groined,
diamond-vaulted ceilings and the sgrafito-decorated
façades of many houses, see front cover. Underneath
the town there extends a whole network of cellars
and underground passages which make up a
drainage system. Originally the hollowed-out cellars
were used for preserving food, however the ingress
of underground water caused the inhabitants to
change the use to drainage, using a connecting
canal to take the water out into the castle moat,
now filled in. Around 130 metres of the passages
are accessible.
Historic Tábor was in its time a Hussite city but
prior to this there was a castle site, with a medieval
town and probably underground passages. Did the
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Uherčice,
the Restoration of
Collalto Empire
Furniture
Article by Barbara Peacock on page 6

Clockwise from above, the cantilevered table, overall frontal view; a detail of the mirror,
pilaster crown; the mirror, overall frontal view of upper decorative frame, partly with gilded
relief made from pressed glue-chalk mass
Image supplied by courtesy of Jirka Jiroušek
www.nebeske.cz
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