03   IMPORTANT EVENTS AND PEOPLE IN CZECH HISTORY 

THROUGH THE 19TH CENTURY

broader view: art
The earliest settlement of the lands now known as the Czech Republic is shrouded in mystery, although we do know that various Celtic and Germanic tribes passed this way before the Slavs moved in during the 7th century. Samo was a Frankish merchant who became the first known ruler of the Slavs – this peroid is called Samo's Empire.


In the 8th century the Slavs were conquered by the Great Moravian Empire (which existed on the territory of present-day Moravia and Slovakia). The emipre flourished economically. New fortified castles were constructed throughout the country  - it is a proof of political integration and centralization.

In 862 prince Rastislav asked Byzantine emperor Michael III to send a bishop and teachers, who would interpret Christianity to Slavic people in their own language in order to weaken influence of Frankish priests preaching in his realm. Two brothers, Byzantine officials and missionaries Saints Cyril and Methodius came in 863,  developed the first Slavic alphabet and translated the Gospel into the Old Slavonic language. 

 It’s hard to separate the history of Přemyslid dynasty from the myths that surround it. According to legend, the clan was originally ruled by the prophetess Libuše. Under pressure to find a husband, however, she went into a trance and sent a white horse out to find a groom. As predicted, the horse found a ploughman, with two spotted oxen. This was Přemysl. Libuše married Přemysl and the dynasty bearing his name became the first great dynasty on the Czech lands.

Another Libuše-related legend explains the foundation of Prague. The psychic Libuše, standing on the top of Vyšehrad hill, fire in her eyes, her arms outstretched, proclaimed: "I see a grand city whose glory touches the stars!" She sent her men into the forest to find a wooden hut whose doorway was so small "that king or pauper must bow in order to enter and look at the threshold". The word "práh", an old Czech word for threshold, is thought to be the origin of the Czech name for Prague, Praha.

The most celebrated figure in Czech history was also a member of Přemyslid dynasty. This was Wenceslas, the fourth Přemysl leader. Wenceslas formed closer alliances with Saxony and the Holy Roman Empire and also dabbled with Christianity. His easygoing attitudes didn’t go down too well at home, however, and he was murdered by his brother Boleslav in 929 or 935 (there is some dispute about the actual date). Wenceslas’s legacy would live on, however. He was made a saint shortly after his death while today Prague’s main square (Václavské náměstí) bears his name and a statue that has become a focal point for gatherings and demonstrations of all kinds, including 1989 Velvet Revolution. For English-speakers, meanwhile, Wenceslas is probably best known through the Christmas carol, Good King Wenceslas (although he wasn’t, in fact, a king – merely a prince.)

The Přemyslids gave way to the Luxembourg Dynasty in the 1306 and the kingdom of Bohemia continued to grow, hitting its heights under Charles IV who divided his time between the Holy Roman Empire and Prague. he strengthened the power and prestige of the Bohemian Kingdom and in 1344 he elevated the bishopric of Prague, making it an archbishopric. 

Charles Charles also made Prague into an imperial city - building the Charles Bridge, creating the New Town and setting up Central Europe’s first university, the Charles Univeristy. Also the royal castle, Hradcany, was rebuilt.
Although a Christian, Charles IV was also a vocal critic of church corruption, a position shared by his son, Wenceslas IV. But Wenceslas was a weaker leader than his father, and in the turbulent times ahead that would be a big problem.

The trouble began in 1403 when the rector of the Prague university, Jan Hus, began to preach in Czech rather than Latin, and campaigned against corruption in the Catholic church. His religious movement was based on the ideas of John Wycliffe. Hus was declared a heretic and was burned at the stake in 1415 in Constance. He is also responsible for introducing the use of diacritics (especially the háček) into Czech spelling in order to represent each sound by a single symbol. (A statue of Jan Hus now stands in Old Town Square.)

His followers, the Hussites, began a bloody religious struggle against the establishment. The most famous of the Hussites was the one-eyed military genius, Jan Žižka, who led a band of peasant farmers to five consecutive military victories over the crusaders sent by Rome to fight him. (Today, a giant statue of Žižka, on horseback, oversees the Prague district that bears his name, Žižkov.)

Relative calm and prosperity were restored in 1458, when George of Podebrady (Jiří z Poděbrad), an elected Protestant king, took the throne – but the peace was to be short-lived.

Hungary’s Catholic King, Matthias Corvinus, objected to George’s religious leanings, and declared war. Hostilities didn’t cease until George’s death in 1471.
Following George’s death, the Bohemian crown passed to two successive members of the Polish Jagellon dynasty, Vladislav II and Ludvík.

Following Ludvík’s death, the Bohemian nobles elected the Habsburg Duke Ferdinand I king of Bohemia, unwittingly beginning several centuries of mostly repressive Austrian rule. To varying degrees over the next 400 years, the Czech population’s language, culture and brand of religion were suppressed by the Catholic Habsburgs.

The reign of the eccentric, alchemy-obsessed Rudolf II provided a little light relief from the volatile religious climate. Rudolf was responsible for building Golden Lane at Prague Castle, to house his army of alchemists, and it’s Rudolf’s wholesale sponsorship of artists, scientists and mystics that’s mainly responsible for Prague’s ongoing reputation as a magical city.

In 1618 two Catholic imperial councilors were thrown out of a window of Prague Castle (one of the so-called Defenestrations of Prague), signaling an open revolt by the Bohemian estates against the Habsburgs. And the election of Frederick of Palatinate (Fridrich Falcký) to the Bohemian throne in 1619 briefly raised hopes among Bohemian Protestants that their fortunes were about to change. Those hopes were crushed in 1620, when Habsburg Emperor Ferdinand II and the armies of the Roman Catholic League defeated Frederick’s scant forces at the Battle of White Mountain. 

Ferdinand II took control, from Vienna, and the suppression of the Czech identity became even more brutal. 27 leaders of the battle were executed on Old Town Square and some of their heads hung on Charles Bridge, making sure the catholic faith as well as the Habsburg dominance would be assured. Protestants fled or were expelled from the country (Jan Amos Komenský). Czechs sometimes call the following period from the „Dark Age“.

Protestant hopes were raised again in 1634, during the Thirty Years’ War, when General Valdštejn (or Wallenstein), leader of the Imperial Catholic armies, defected to join the Protestant cause. But that hope died when Valdštejn was murdered by Irish mercenaries in Cheb (now in western Bohemia).

By the middle of the 17th century, German had replaced Czech as the official language of government in Bohemia. For over a century, only peasants spoke Czech and the language came close to dying out.

Against this unlikely background, a Czech National Revival (národní obrození) started in 1848, beginning with a resurgence of interest in the Czech language, led by writers František Palacký and Karel Havlíček Borovský. Scientists, artists, teachers – they all wanted to revive the Czech language and motivate the Czech nation to better consciousness. Many new theatres were established and the National Theatre was built (1868-1881). Over time, however, this cultural revival became a political independence movement.

