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EvEn 55 yEars latEr, the words 

of Dr Rajendra Prasad, the first 

President of India, ring true: “One’s 

wonder and admiration are aroused 

when it is remembered that it is the 

collection of an individual and that 

not many a state can boast of a like 

collection.” He was talking about the 

Salar Jung Museum in Hyderabad. 

Popular, in equal measure, among 

the locals as well as tourists, the 

museum houses the largest one-man 

antique collection in the world. 

Home to over 43,000 art exhibits 

and 50,000 books, collected from all 

over the world, the treasures of the 

museum are a remarkable blend of 

antiquity and modernity. The three 

Salar Jungs travelled far and wide 

returning home with shiploads of ar-

tefacts with a stunning range of time 

and place, some dating back to the 

first century. They had managed to 

retrieve art pieces from nearly every 

nook and corner of the world and 

from nearly all epochs of history.

During the Asaf Jahi rule, the 

Salar Jung family had assumed great 

importance, with five of its family 

members serving as Prime Ministers 

to the Nizams, the erstwhile rulers 

of Hyderabad. In 1912, Nawab Mir 

Yousuf Khan Salar Jung III was ap-

pointed Prime Minister to the seventh 

Nizam of Hyderabad, Mir Osman Ali 

Khan. Two years later, he relin-

quished his position and dedicated 

his life to enriching the treasures of 

art and literature till his end. The 

priceless objects collected by him 

alone span 35 years and adorn the 

various galleries of the Museum.

When the Nawab died a bachelor 

at 60 in 1949, the antiques and 

artworks were housed in over 

78 rooms at his ancestral palace 

Diwan Deodi, and exhibited there 

as a private museum. The doors 

of this museum were open to the 

public and inaugurated by Jawaharlal 

Nehru on December 16, 1951. In 

1968, the collection was finally 

transferred to its present location. 

In 1961, the government passed 

the Salar Jung Museum Act where 

the museum was declared as an 

“institution of national Importance.” 

A haven for art  
connoisseurs 

The Salar Jung Museum in Hyderabad houses the largest  
one-man antique collection in the world. By Lakshmi Prabhala  
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Thereafter it was administered by a 

Board of Trustees with the Governor 

of Andhra Pradesh as ex-officio 

chairperson.

The Salar Jung Museum is the 

third largest museum and one of the 

three national museums in India. The 

edifice is semicircular in shape with 

38 galleries, spread on two floors, 

and divided into three blocks (Indian 

Block consisting of 27 galleries, West-

ern Block having seven galleries and 

the Eastern Block with four galleries). 

The ground floor has 20 galleries 

and the first floor 18. The exhibits 

are systematically categorised on 

different subjects and are displayed 

in separate galleries. Apart from the 

galleries, there is a reference library, 

reading room, publication and edu-

cation section, chemical conserva-

tion lab, sales counter and cafeteria, 

among others. The museum is open 

from 10 am to 5 pm on working days 

except on Friday, and photography is 

strictly prohibited. Visitor information 

systems and multimedia kiosks are 

present in the various galleries. 

The Indian Block is the largest 

spanning 27 galleries comprising 

of an immense variety of artefacts 

from different parts of the country. 

Among the various galleries dedicat-

ed to Indian art the more prominent 

contain artefacts made of stone, 

bronze, ivory and jade. Other exhibits 

include modern paintings, miniature 

paintings, textile art, carpets and 

articles of historic importance like 

arms and armoury. 

Walking over to the Western 

Block, one is transported to a world 

of pristine beauty. The unique 

European collection comprises of art 

objects ranging from excellent oil 

paintings and attractive glass objects 

to majestic furniture, splendid ex-

amples of ivory objects, enamelware 

and clocks.

The museum can also boast of 

a fairly extensive collection of Far 
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Eastern Art consisting of Sino-

Japanese art objects. The artists from 

this region revealed talent in every 

conceivable material. The collection 

includes porcelain, bronze, enamel, 

lacquer, embroidery, painting, wood 

and inlay work.

The Musical Clock, placed in an 

open auditorium, is an immensely 

popular exhibit. Inside this huge time-

piece, a blacksmith beats the seconds 

on his anvil with a rustic scene as a 

backdrop. At the end of every hour, 

a door opens, a soldier steps forward 

and pounds the hour on the bell with 

a hammer and returns and the door 

remains shut for another hour. 

Among the sculptures, the world 

famous statue of Veiled Rebecca 

stands out with her poise as well as 

anatomical perfection. Her delicate 

yet well-chiseled facial features are 

hazily visible through the wrinkled 

marble veil. Created by Italian 

sculptor G B Benzoni, in 1876, it is 

carved out of single block of marble, 

without any joint. The life size statue 

of the Biblical character Rebecca is 

placed on a round pedestal with 

huge mirrors around allowing visitors 

to appreciate the Italian marvel from 

all angles. 

Equally enchanting is a double-

figured wood sculpture as it stands 

before a mirror showing Mephistoph-

eles in front and the image of a de-

mure Margaretta in the mirror. Using 

the same log of wood, the unknown 

sculptor is said to have remarkably 

depicted diametrically opposite 

characters. Be it in posture or nature, 

the good is represented by the 

female with her head slightly bent 

down while the evil is represented by 

the male with his head held high in a 

nonchalant attitude.

Other exhibits of historic impor-

tance are Aurangzeb’s dagger, jade-

crafted daggers of Emperor Jehangir 

and Shah Jehan, fruit knives of Noor 

Jehan, a wardrobe of Tipu Sultan, 

the furniture collection belonging 

to the time of Louis 14th-17th and 

Napolean, to mention only a few.

Plans are in place for an expan-

sion of at least 50,000 sq ft. The 

Western Block will have a new gallery 

comprising of European furniture. 

An entire floor exclusively dedicated 

to Islamic Art collection will soon 

be located near the Eastern Block. 

A collection unique to the Salar 

Jung Museum, it will be the first of 

its kind in the country. Some of the 

rarest Islamic artefacts including 

manuscripts, rosary, arms, jades, and 

prayer carpets will be on display at 

this gallery.

A repository of artistic achieve-

ments of many civilisations from 

across the world, the museum is a 

haven for scholars and art connois-

seurs, and a testimony to a man’s 

single-minded quest for cultural 

beauty and elegance. n
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