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Опыт атрибуции коллекции этнографических  
и художественных японских предметов MAЭ № 2645

АННОТАЦИЯ. Статья посвящена опыту изучения предметов коллекции офицера российской армии Сер-
гея Андреевича Алексеева. Коллекция была получена в дар по завещанию. Собрана преимущественно во 
время пребывания дарителя в плену в годы Русско-японской войны с 1905 по 1906 г. Автор рассматривает 
возможные места и время приобретения артефактов, задействует архивные источники с целью уточнения 
атрибуции и приводит результаты анализа с применением современных неинвазивных методов исследова-
ния, таких как микроскопия, РФА и диагностика в УФ-лучах для отдельных предметов. Инвазивные методы 
анализа, как правило, не могут быть применены к музейным предметам, а неразрушающие методы не всегда 
могут предоставить исчерпывающий и однозначный ответ, как это показано на примере одного из предметов 
коллекции — изделия мелкой пластики в виде плода баклажана MAЭ № 2645-285.
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INTRODUCTION

The collection MAE No. 2645 has more than 1,500 items. It is truly the largest collection of Japanese 
artifacts in the museum, including samples of decorative and applied art made of ceramics, metal, wood, 
and stone; paintings, engravings, postcards, landscapes, portraits and genre photographs. It was presented 
to the museum in June 1917 as a gift from colonel S. A. Alekseev under his will. 

In terms of structure, artistic value, known provenance and the circumstances of its acquisition, it 
is similar to the famous MAE No. 312, a collection of Japanese artifacts from the Eastern journey of 
Nicholas II. Colonel Alekseev was undoubtedly familiar with the collection, and it is extremely likely 
that he was guided by it when compiling his own collection. Of the significant acquisitions of the same 
period, bought by the MAE from private individuals, we can mention the collection of Mrs. Tarenetskaya 
(MAE No. 1194, year 1907), which was smaller in volume and variety of artifacts. Also, in 1912, 
Dr. Alexei Ivanov on behalf of the museum bought ethnographic items and religious objects in Tokyo 
and Kyoto (amulets, images of deities, samples of weaving, utensils, clothes). A large collection of Far 
Eastern ethnographic items was transferred from the Museum of the Specific Department in 1911, but 
there are fewer than fifty Japanese items in it. Thus, among pre-revolutionary acquisitions of the late 
19th — 20th centuries, Colonel Alekseev’s gift rightfully occupies a leading position and has an important 
scientific, historical and artistic value for studying the culture and life of Japan.

The study of the collection raised a number of questions regarding the place, time of creation and 
provenance of objects, the accuracy and completeness of their attribution. In view of the large volume 
and diversity of artifacts, this article identifies the main problems and summarizes the preliminary results 
of the study. To clarify the objects’ authentication archival data, visual materials (photo prints and 
postcards) in the collection have also been extensively used. Modern non-invasive methods of examination, 
such as X-ray fluorescence analysis, UV irradiation and microscopy have been applied in controversial 
cases. 

COLLECTION INVENTORY AND ARCHIVAL DATA

Collection inventory has always been an important source of the authentication of objects, it usually 
contains valuable data on artifacts origin, material, time of creation and circumstances of the acquisition. 
However, in this case, the set of accompanying documents for the items turned out to be extremely scarce. 
The inventory is a brief handwritten list of items (Collection Inventory of MAE No. 2645, fig. 1). It was 
compiled in 1917, presumably from June to December. The registrar probably either did not know all 
the necessary realities of Japanese culture, or did not have enough time for a thorough study of the 
artifacts, because inventory is very short. Only the number and the name of the artifact, material, one or 
two dimensions, and some of the design and decorative features are indicated. Some items were clearly 
misnamed. On the basis of such inventory data, it is not always possible to unambiguously identify an 
object. 

There is also a gap in the inventory from No. 312 to No. 314. The item number is changed from 
“312” straight to “315” by the registrar himself. However, at least MAE No. 2645-312, an album in 
Japanese with reproductions of paintings, is present in the storage. 

Under MAE No. 2645-345 there are two sets of napkins, although only round bamboo ones are 
indicated in the inventory. Inclusion of eleven square napkins made of woven wide strips of vegetable 
fiber remains controversial, despite the fact that the collection numbers on all items are written in one 
hand. 

An appeal to the materials on the history of the MAE in the St. Petersburg Archive of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences proved that the items were donated after the death of the colonel, according to his 
last orders. In the outgoing documents of the museum there is a letter of gratitude to the executor of the 
will and elder brother of the deceased, V. A. Alekseev, for the donation of the collection. According 
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to the letter, the items were collected personally by the colonel and handed over together “with a storage 
cabinet”. Some of the items were returned to the owner after inspection by the museum curator 
(SPbFARAN, fund 142, inventory 1, cases 74: 29, 29a, 35). The fate of the will, the cabinet, and the 
returned items remains unknown. Therefore, it is not possible to compare the collection inventory with 
the collector’s list. 

The study of the donor’s biography made it possible to narrow the time and space framework for 
the collection acquisition. Sergei Alexeev was born on March 20, 1872 into an Orthodox middle-class 
family in the St. Petersburg province, made a career in the 145th Infantry Novocherkassk Emperor 
Alexander III Regiment, rising to the rank of colonel in the First World War, and died on December 24, 
1916 in the health resort where he was recovering from the blast injury (Maykova 2021). 

His only documented stay in Japan was during the captivity in 1905–1906. MAE researcher 
Dr. R. A. Ksenofontova directly indicates that it was period of the collection acquisition (Ksenofontova 
1973: 97). The dates on the title page of the album MAE No. 2645-81/434 and the captions under the 
photographs indicate that the colonel was in the country from October 08, 1904 to December 28, 1905 
in a number of cities such as Matsuyama, Shizuoka and their surrounding areas. He visited Tokyo’s Ueno 
Park, Yokohama, Lake Hakone, Maruyama Park and Lake Biwa near Kyoto, Osaka and Nara. Whether 
these were separate trips or places he went to on the way to his homeland remains to be clarified (fig. 2). 
Based on the movement patterns of his regiment and the address calendars of St. Petersburg from 1898 
to 1914, it is unlikely that Sergei Alekseev was able to visit Japan again before the start of the First 
World War.

However, the fan MAE No. 2645-352 is listed as a “souvenir from an exhibition in 1913 in Osaka” 
(Collection Inventory of MAE No. 2645: p. 8ver). An explanation for its presence in the collection 
assembled by Alekseev personally has not yet been found. The author believes that a large number of 
items could indeed have been purchased in Japan at the indicated time. However, one cannot exclude 
the possibility of supplementing the collection with trophies from China and Manchuria, where the war 
with the Japanese was fought, as well as purchases in St. Petersburg before and after the Russo-Japanese 
War. Japan’s participation in international exhibitions since 1873 has attracted the attention of the Western 
world. The export of handicrafts and arts was a significant source of income for the Land of the Rising 
Sun (Ksenofontova 1966: 156).

Fig. 1. Fragment of the collection inventory of the MAE No. 2645 
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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE ITEMS IN THE COLLECTION

The variety of the Alekseev’s collection allows us to consider the objects themselves as additional 
sources of information. Photo album with handwritten route marks correlates with captions under photos 
in album MAE No. 2645-81/434, which also confirms the long stay of the colonel in this city. 

Comparison of the interiors of various shops of antique and modern Japanese products depicted in 
the album revealed an undoubted similarity between the figurine of an elephant with a palanquin MAE 
No. 2645-222 (fig. 3a, see insert) and the same elephant in the lower corner of the photograph of the 
antique shop MAE No. 2645-81/296 (fig. 3b, see insert). It can be argued with a reasonable degree of 
probability that this is one and the same item or item from the same series. Unfortunately, the structure 
of the photo album and the absence of a city in the caption do not allow us to unambiguously determine 
the place of purchase. This shop could be located in any settlement visited by the colonel. In order to 
determine the exact location an archival research in Japan is necessary. Nevertheless, we have visual 
evidence that S. A. Alekseev visited shops where works of art and crafts were sold. 

We can also see that in the photo of the shop the figure of the elephant has two decorative elements 
in the form of flaming pearl balls on the back in front and behind the palanquin. In figurine MAE 
No.  2645-222, these elements are absent, only the pins for their fixation remain. The sculpture is 
composite, the palanquin and its base are removable. It can be assumed that the decorative tops were 
also easily separated from the main figure. An idea of the original decor of the object will be extremely 
useful in case of a possible reconstruction of the figurine. The presence of a photograph will also make 
it possible to identify the lost parts, if they were originally part of the collection.

ATTRIBUTION OF INDIVIDUAL ITEMS IN THE COLLECTION

The aforementioned Regina Ksenofontova studied in detail some of the items in the collection. 
In 1973, her major article was published in the Collection of the MAE RAS, covering objects made of 
ceramics and porcelain. In it, among items from other collections, Ksenofontova provides valuable 
information on the attribution of porcelain and faience from the MAE collection No. 2645 (Ksenofontova 
1973). We will not dwell on this type of objects in detail, but will note that, according to R. A. Kseno
fontova, some of the artifacts acquired by Alekseev were made for the domestic market of the country, 

Fig. 2. Map of places visited by Sergei Alekseev in Japan
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However, the luminescence of the material in the area of cracking in UV rays demonstrates some 
resemblance of the object to horn items. 

The horn of a water buffalo was originally used as a working version of the material, since it had 
the size needed to create an item. For comparison, under the microscope, the same sample of horn from 
the Zhmur’s collection and a Korean hairpin MAE No. 6072-182/1.2 made of Bubalus bubalis’ horn 
were used. 

The samples were taken from different places on the surface and from the crack. The result showed 
a significant difference between the MAE No. 2645-285 material and other keratin samples (fig. 9). 
In the first case, we see a clearly defined granular structure; the material is translucent, with a yellowish 
tint inside. On the lower surface, the cut angle of the material changes and forms a new pattern — 
concentric circles with radial strokes.

The reference sample of the horn is also translucent to the light, but shows a characteristic layered 
structure, as if molded from many hairs. MAE № 6072-182/1, 2 (fig. 10a, b) is visually closer to the 
reference sample than to MAE № 2645-285. In the area devoid of polishing, the structure is fibrous, not 
granular. 

The next stage of the study was the X-ray fluorescence analysis. Since keratin formations are 
organomineral, they contain the sulfur-containing fibril protein, its mineral part is recognized by the 
device. The expediency of using this method for determining bone material has already been established 
by O. V. Zhmur and the head of the Technological research department of the Russian Museum A. V. Sirro 
(Zhmur, Sirro 2022: 1:50:40).

Fig. 8. Image of an eggplant. MAE No. 2645-285
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A sample of black coral was also tested for spectrum matching as a supplementary material. 
S. V. Sirro conducted research using an XRF spectrometer3. 

Data was taken from different points of the object, including its cracks, a correction was made for 
polishing and tinting.

3	S pectrometer Delta Innov-X (“Olympus”). Silicon drift SDD detector, X-ray tube anode material was rhodium. Voltage was 40 kW  
(13 kW — for light elements), current was 200 μA. Exposure time was 20 s. The study was carried out by the head of the Technological 
research department of the Russian Museum A. V. Sirro. 

Fig. 9. Crack and bottom surface of the item. MAE No. 2645-285

Fig. 10a, b. Samples from buffalo horn and hairpin. MAE № 6072-182/1, 2
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The hypothesis of a black coral was rejected due to the absence of calcium as a necessary element 
of the coral in the revealed spectrum. At the same time, the analysis showed serious discrepancies with 
the reference sample of water buffalo horn, the most likely candidate. In the figure, one can see the 
superposition of the spectrum curves. It is obvious that the peak values for the basic elements are seriously 
different, showing in MAE No. 2645-285 a low amount of sulfur for the horn and high values of the 
elements of the halogen group: iodine, chlorine and bromine (table 1, see insert). 

In the Laboratory of museum technologies of the MAE RAS, a junior researcher G. K. Danilov 
additionally conducted analysis using the laboratory spectrometer4. For comparison, a reference sample 
of the horn and a horn hairpin MAE No. 6072-182/1, 2 (absent in the previous comparison) were used. 
The GeohimExtra mode did not detect halogens, but also clearly showed the discrepancy in elemental 
composition between MAE No. 2645-285 and reference materials (table 2). 

Participants of the study offered various assumptions about the reasons for the sharp discrepancy. It is 
impossible to exclude the possibility that the crack is contaminated, and that the surface of the object was 
treated with compositions that distorted the real composition of the material. But no analogues have yet been 
found in our databases, and the following working hypothesis has not yet been put forward. Of the non-
invasive analysis options, tomography remains, but so far this study is not technically feasible. Perhaps the 
publication of this article will serve as an impetus for the emergence of new hypotheses and new data.

The beads MAE No. 2645-242 — MAE No. 2645-250, referred to as “round buttons” in the inventory, 
in fact are well known ojime beads — small cord fasteners for Japanese inrō (an accessory, storage box 
for small items) that come in all types of materials, such as wood, bone, or glass, including precious metals. 
These beads showed unambiguous results on the XRF spectrometer5: the first seven beads were indeed 
made of bone. A significant part of the spectrum is calcium phosphate (table 3, see insert). 

4	O lympus Vanta spectrometer with pXRF in GeohimExtra mode with three measurements for each area of the object. Element content 
readings are calculated based on the method of fundamental parameters used in the processing of information by the device. Further 
processing of the results was carried out mathematically, bringing the concentration indicators to 100%. The analytical part of the 
research on the study of organic materials and objects made of them was carried out in the Laboratory of museum technologies of 
the MAE RAS, junior researcher G. K. Danilov.

5	S pectrometer Delta Innov-X (“Olympus”). Silicon drift SDD detector, X-ray tube anode material was rhodium. Voltage was 40 kW  
(13 kW — for light elements), current was 200 μA. Exposure time was 20 s. The study was carried out by the head of the Technological 
research department of the Russian Museum A. V. Sirro. 

Table 1. Comparison of the composition of the eggplant base and buffalo horn. Light elements 
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Metal beads MAE No. 2645-249 (table 4, see insert) and MAE No. 2645-250 are made of high-
grade silver. According to XRF data, MAE No. 2645-249 consists of silver — 95.5%, copper — 3.5%, 
lead — 0.5%. 

Table 3. Ojime bead analysis. MAE No. 2645-242

Table 4. Ojime bead analysis. MAE No. 2645-249
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CONCLUSION

On the example of studying a relatively small part of the MAE RAS collection, we see that the 
identification of artifacts from museum collections is a complex and exciting process, but without a guaranteed 
result. In the course of the study, it is important to take into account all possible sources of information, 
including other items in the collection, related to each other by the place and time of manufacture, and the 
identity of the collector. Invasive methods of analysis, with some exceptions, cannot be used in relation to 
museum objects, and non-destructive methods cannot always provide an exhaustive and unambiguous answer. 
For MAE item No. 2645-285 further consultations and additional research are needed, and, perhaps, as the 
museum database expands, the answer will be found in the collection of the MAE RAS. The author expresses 
her sincere and deep gratitude to her colleagues who took part in the study.
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