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IV 

WHITE MOUNTAIN
After the fall of Constantinople (1453), there appeared new attempts to politically organize Central Europe: under Jagiellon dynasty a free connection of Poland, Lithuania, the Czech Lands, and Hungary, but a more permanent solution was achieved under the rule of 
the House of Habsburg in 1526.
FERDINAND I [1526-1564], his brother Charles V, King of Spain and Roman Emperor, sent Hernán Cortéz to Mexico in 1519. 
There were hopes that Ferdinand could settle long-lasting conflicts between the Czechs and Rome. The Habsburgs´ conception of sovereign power of the king × the privileges that the Bohemian Estates gained in past wars.

MAXIMILIAN II [1527-1576] – Holy Roman emperor from 1564, whose liberal religious policies permitted an interval of peace between Roman Catholics and Protestants in Germany after the first struggles of the Reformation.

A humanist and patron of the arts, he largely failed to achieve his political goals, both at home and abroad. During his reign, Hussitism changed into Lutheran Reformation.

Unitas Fratrum (Latin: “Unity of the Brethren”), Protestant religious group inspired by Hussite spiritual ideals in the mid-15th century. They led a simple, unpretentious life of non-violence, using the Bible as their sole rule of faith. 
In 1501 they printed the first Protestant hymnbook, and in 1579–93 they published a Czech translation of the Bible (the Kralice Bible), the outstanding quality of which made it a landmark in Czech literature. By 1600, the Unitas Fratrum constituted half of the Protestants in Bohemia and more than that in Moravia. 
*
*
*

The “Golden Age” of Prague Jewish Community: 

In mid-16th century, Jews were caught between the interests of the Estates and those of the king. They were accused of spying for the Turks, and being responsible for the fire of 1541 in the Lesser Town (=Malá Strana) and Hradčany (=Prague Castle). Consequently, they were ordered to leave the country. But: important or wealthy Jewish families received letters of exemption to order their business affairs, others allowed to come back at least for a short time. 

Maximilian II confirmed Jews´ ancient privileges in Bohemia, revoked all the expulsion orders, he even visited the Jewish Town. Privileges confirmed by Rudolf II in 1577 and Rudolf´s brother Matthias in 1611. 

Jewish cemetery (1425-1787), some 12,000 gravestones, in some places there are as many as 12 superimposed burial strata. Today it is the oldest undamaged Jewish cemetery to survive Nazi occupation. The oldest gravestone from April 25th, 1439. 

The richest and most eminent man of the Jewish Town was Mordecai Maisel (1528-1601), mayor of the Jewish Town, benefactor, generous sponsor, made loans interest-free to poor, supported communities elsewhere, built hospitals for the old and sick, a synagogue, ritual baths, schools, supported private scholars. 

Also built the magnificent Jewish Town Hall (end of 16th C), still standing and in use. Its present Rococo appearance is the result of a reconstruction carried out in 1763. Maisel provided much of the financing of Rudolf II´s wars against the Turks. He was a generous sponsor who made loans interest-free to poor, built a synagogue in Prague, hospitals for the old and sick, ritual baths, schools, supported private scholars, etc.
Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel (1520-1609), radical conservative; one of the most original minds of his age. His reform plans included democratic changes in education. 

Rabbis of Prague were all eminently learned men, who had been studying in Germany, Egypt, or Poland before settling in Prague. The intellectual golden age of the Jewish community: publishing activities after 1512 included Hebrew books of prayers, commentaries, etc.
*
*
*
RUDOLF II [1576-1612] – made Prague capital of the Roman Empire, interested in arts, sciences, but neglected his duties as the ruler.

1593 wars with the Turks, generals of the later Thirty Years War started their careers in the battlefields in the Balkans, Hungary; the Czech Lands paid the costs ( growing tensions between Rudolf and the estates, multiplied by his catholicizing policies which provoked opposition amongst Bohemian Protestants, who looked to his younger brother, Matthias, for support.

1608 – revolt led by Rudolf´s younger brother Matthias, Rudolf retained only the Bohemian throne. For the support of Czech estates he had to issue in 1609 Imperial Charter 
(or Letter of Majesty) – a list of religious freedoms in a way corresponding to the Czech tradition of tolerance. It was similar to the English Puritans in its spirit.

This document touched off confrontation, so the house was now really divided: the Catholic officials refused to co-sign it; growth of tension, students (always the radical element) returned from universities abroad – followers of Reformation (Wittenberg, Heidelberg or Geneva) or Catholicism (Rome, Spain). Country and society divided, two religions, two political camps.

Remaining unmarried, Rudolph became increasingly taciturn and withdrawn in his later years. In 1611 he was obliged to recognize his brother Matthias as king of Bohemia.
*
*
*
FERDINAND II [1618-1637]

Rudolf´s nephew, Ferdinand II was elected as successor to the throne in 1617. He held strong conviction of his role as a Catholic monarch; he would not compromise. He strove to extend the policy of “one church, one king” throughout the empire. This led to tensions and later hostilities between him and Protestant Estates of Bohemia.

1618 two vice-regents [governors] were thrown from the windows of Prague Castle (the so called “defenestration”) ( beginning of the Czech war, a prelude to the Thirty-Years War.

1619 Protestant rebels elected Frederick of the Palatinate (born in Germany), son-in-law of English king James I, as King of Bohemia.

November 8th, 1620 – battle at White Mountain (close to Prague), rebels were defeated, 27 leaders [both Czech and German] executed at the Old Town Square on June 21st, 1621.

The victory opened the path for King Ferdinand II to start his program of building an absolutist monarchy controlled by the monarch and his closest advisers.

1627 Renewed Establishment of the Crown – a new constitution for the country:

· nobles had to quit the land to stay non-Catholic, serfs had no choice but to remain and to convert.

· Bohemian throne proclaimed as hereditary in the Habsburg dynasty.

· Clergy back to the Diet, political representation of towns diminished.

· German language received equal rights with the Czech language.

Result: mass emigration (one third or one fourth of free population), process of conversion to Catholicism – activities of religious orders: Piarists, Franciscans, Jesuits, etc.

By the end of the war, the Czechs lost two important social classes – nobility and burghers, [i.e. intelligentsia] and were slowly losing their language, too.

FERDINAND III [1637-1657]

1648 Peace Treaty signed at the towns of Münster and Osnabrück in Westphalia, Germany. 
By the terms of the treaty, the sovereignty and independence of each state of the Holy Roman Empire was fully recognized, making the Holy Roman Emperor virtually powerless.

The prevailing religion in each part of the Roman Empire should be determined by the ruler of that part (the principle “whose reign, his religion”). Because Ferdinand was a Roman Catholic, and his religion was permitted by the terms of the peace to dominate in his hereditary dominions, the Protestants in Bohemia were not granted their religious freedom.
Religion separated from politics, the new powers France and Sweden together with the Holy Roman Empire and Spain guaranteed existence of Protestantism. 

The Thirty-Years´ War left in its wake a devastated economy, brought ruins to Central Europe and depopulated its territory.

Peasant farmers had to pay high taxes, were tied to the land; without the consent of the lord they were not permitted to move or study and were forced to fulfill their duty of corvée on the lord´s estate. 

*
*
*

Jan Amos Komenský (Comenius) (1592-1670), the most famous of all Czech exiles, bishop of the Moravian Brethren, pioneer of new teaching methods. One of the greatest Europeans of his time.
1631 “Janua Linguarum Reserata” (Gates of Languages Reopened); Comenius fostered the learning of Latin to facilitate the study of European culture. This book revolutionized Latin teaching and was translated into 16 languages.
1631 “Labyrinth of the World and Paradise of the Heart” – meditative medieval allegory, similar in spirit to Bunyan´s Pilgrim´s Progress. 

Received invitation to teach at Harvard (1642) but he politely declined as he had hoped he could through diplomatic negotiation improve the position of Bohemian Protestants. He lived some time in England at the invitation of the Westminster Parliament, planning a Baconian College of all the sciences, but the civil war drove him to Sweden. 

Comenius is best known for his contributions to teaching techniques that, along with his principles of education, are presented in “The Great Didactic” (1628-1632). He was the first to teach Classical languages by use of parallel passages of the ancient and modern languages; and his “Orbis Pictus” (“Visible World in Pictures”) (1658), a book for learning Latin, is believed to be the first illustrated textbook for children.

Finally, he settled in Amsterdam, and died at Naarden, Holland.

MAIN IDEAS AND POINTS TO THINK ABOUT:
· “A house divided against itself cannot stand”: the picture of Bohemian society in the 16th and early 17th centuries, which repeated many times after. The two competing parties must either conciliate, or the conflict is inevitable.
· The changeable, unstable status of Jewish communities in Europe (in Bohemia) at various times. Problems of inclusion of minorities who could not or would not integrate.

· The battle at White Mountain (1620) – an event that determined the character of a country for centuries. Consequently, much later, the facts became irrelevant, forgotten, or adjusted, and the whole conflict was used and abused by nationalists and radicals. Importance of interpretation of historical events.

· Bohemia suffered several mass waves of emigration: after the Thirty Years´ War (religious reasons), throughout the 19th century (mostly economic), 1930s (Jewish people trying to save their lives, fleeing from the Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia); after WWII (the main years were 1945, 1948, 1968) people were fleeing from Communism. Most of the emigrants were usually educated and enterprising people who were than badly missed in this country. And now, when the Czech Republic is a member of the EU, it is so easy and tempting for the young generation to settle abroad and build their careers there.
