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MEDIEVAL LEARNING
The medieval system of education formally 
professed continuity with the traditions of 
Late Antiquity, but it was based on differ-
ent methods of teaching and on a different 
content of the main subjects. a change in 
writing material was also of great importance. 
Papyrus scrolls were replaced by costly yet 
practically indestructible parchment codices, 
which allowed texts to be handled and com-
mented on over longer periods of time.

It must also be noted that the school curricu-
lum became dominated by memorisation of 
quotations. Vocabulary and style were valued 
more highly than the substance of the mes-
sage. Education followed the encyclopaedia 
of Martianus Capella, which from the 5th 
century onwards defined the seven liberal 
arts (septem artes liberales). At its foundation 
was grammar, in which pupils were taught 
how to speak and write correctly. Together 
with rhetoric, where the composition of doc-
uments and letters was studied, and dialec-
tic, the teaching of the formal procedures of 
thought and argumentation, this formed the 
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trivium. The remaining disciplines – arithmetic, 
geometry, astronomy (much favoured among 
scholars), and music – were taught in the 
quadrivium.

Knowledge was passed on from the simple to 
the more complex. In grammar the teaching 
began with the alphabet, then continued with 
exercises in pronunciation, and commentary 
on proverbs, quotations from Scripture, ex-
tracts from the lives of the Church Fathers, 
psalms, and the works of the ancient classics. 
All this was bound together by the emphasis 
placed on eloquence. Schools therefore 
began to compile aids (florilegia). One of 
them, a handbook entitled Fecunda ratis 
(“The Richly Laden Ship”), could also have 
been encountered by Cosmas in Liège. It is 
not impossible that it was precisely from here 
that he drew the quotations with which he 
enlivened and embellished his chronicle.

Cathedral schools soon began to specialise: 
while teaching in Paris concentrated on phil-
osophical and theological thought, the school 
of St Lambert in Liège, which maintained 
friendly ties with the chapter of St Vitus at 
Prague Castle, developed literary education 
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instead. To study in Liège, however, was not 
easy. Pupils had to be recommended and 
provided with money.

An excerpt from the most 
famous work of the early Middle 
Ages, allegorically presenting the 
encyclopaedic compendium of 
knowledge of the time.

Martianus Capella, The Marriage 
of Philology and Mercury, Italy (?), 
10th century. BnF, Manuscripts, 
Latin 7900 A, fol. 127v. Source: 
Wikipedia.org.

Cosmas’ greatest model when 
writing the Chronicle of the 
Czechs was Regino of Prüm, an 
East Frankish chronicler of the 
second half of the ninth and early 
tenth century. He most probably 
first encountered his text during 
his studies in Liège.

Regino of Prüm, Annales…, Mainz: 
Ioannis Schoeffer, 1521. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark 14 a 62/adl.1.
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HISTORICAL WRITING
Historical works in the Middle Ages were 
created in the effort to understand chains of 
causes and effects and to approach the es-
sence of God’s plan. At the same time, how-
ever, they also served the pragmatic need 
to determine the date of Easter and to keep 
record of the pious donations of benefactors 
and patrons. History was not considered an 
independent discipline and was taught in 
the framework of other subjects. Particularly 
widespread were simple annalistic records 
arranged year by year, intended to recall the 
deeds of the mighty. Greatest popularity, 
however, was enjoyed by chronicles, by 
which were understood treatises divided 
into chapters and books. Their thematic 
range extended from the universal history of 
Christendom, through the stories of nations, 
to the fortunes of ecclesiastical institutions, 
monasteries, and bishoprics.

The historiography of the medieval West 
followed the customs of Late Antiquity, from 
which it adopted the chronological scheme 
and the division of history into six ages of 
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the world, or according to four successive 
empires. The teaching of six epochs ending 
with the Apocalypse and of four empires had 
its model in Scripture. Only the definition 
of the individual ages and the sequence of 
the empires changed. The biblical four – the 
Assyrian, Median, Persian, and Macedonian 
empires – were gradually replaced by powers 
of contemporary relevance. Otto of Freising 
(†1158), a younger contemporary of Cosmas, 
dean of St Vitus (†1125), began his reckoning 
with the Persian Empire, after which came the 
fall of the Greeks and Romans; by the begin-
ning of the twelfth century, in Otto’s view, the 
time of the Franks had begun to be fulfilled.

The boundaries between genres were reg-
ularly blurred. Cosmas could copy from the 
world chronicle of Regino of Prüm (†915), even 
though he himself narrated the story of the 
nation, the political community of the Czechs 
(gens Bohemanorum), in which, in the spirit of 
contemporary rules, he placed the beauty of 
words above the accuracy of the account.
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Cosmas’ Chronicle describes 
the Czech land as “a country 
encircled by mountains, which 
in a marvellous way extend 
around the whole land, so that 
at first sight it appears as though 
a single continuous mountain 
range surrounded and protected 
the whole country.” The land is 
shown in this way also in early 
modern maps.

Claudius Ptolemy, Geographia 
Universalis, Basel 1542. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark 5 H 31, pp. 288–289.
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Chronicles remained an 
immensely popular genre 
throughout the Middle Ages. The 
so-called Little Chronicle of the 
Erfurt Minorite is an anonymous 
world chronicle of the second 
half of the thirteenth century. It 
is not a very original compilation, 
taking the story from the Creation 
of the World to the year 1265.

Chronica minor minoritae 
Erfordensis, Silesia + Bohemia, 15th 
century. National Library of the 
Czech Republic, shelfmark XI C 1, 
fol. 363r.

The chronicle of Martin of Opava 
(†1279), Dominican friar and 
papal confessor, is probably the 
most widely disseminated his-
toriographical text of the Middle 
Ages. It presents parallel histories 
of ecclesiastical and secular 
power from Jesus Christ and the 
Emperor Augustus onwards.

Martin of Opava, Chronicon pon-
tificum et imperatorum, Bohemia?, 
mid-14th century. National Library 
of the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
VIII E 18, fol. 3r.
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THE CHAPTER 
OF PRAGUE
Let us begin with Cosmas himself. He was 
born in 1045 and most likely grew up in the 
community of canons of the chapter of 
St Vitus at Prague Castle. This community 
consisted of priests gathered around the 
church, under the leadership of a dean or 
provost. It was a closely knit and friendly 
circle, perhaps bound also by family 
ties. Cosmas himself had a companion, 
Božetěcha, and at least one child, a son 
named Henry.

Under Bishop Jaromír/Gebhard of Prague 
(1068–1090) the chapter underwent a signif-
icant transformation. Through the efforts of 
Provost Mark, who had come to Prague from 
the Empire and was reputed for his learning, 
the canons gained permanent income and 
dignified vestments. At the beginning of the 
11th century the chapter had twenty-five 
canons and ranked among the foremost cen-
tres of education in the land. The knowledge 
gained there moreover enabled Cosmas 
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to travel to Liège, where he was to practise 
grammar and dialectic.

Cosmas’ fellow canons did not find a place 
in the story of the Czechs, and so we know 
little about them. The chronicler considered 
it appropriate to mention only Gervasius, his 
predecessor as dean, Provost Mark, and the 
ill-famed canon Osel, called Asinus (Ozzel 
qie et Asinus), who stood surety for the false 
bishop Robert. There is no indication, how-
ever, that Cosmas looked down on his breth-
ren or that he lacked good standing among 
the canons. In the spring of 1110 Cosmas suc-
ceeded in persuading Otto II, the Olomouc 
appanage prince, to grant the chapter the 
right to a tithe from the market in the village of 
Sekyřkostel, and towards the close of his life 
he was elected head of the chapter.
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A depiction of Liège, where 
Cosmas studied, from the work 
of Georg Braun. The engraving is 
by Joris Hoefnagel.

Georg Braun, Civitates orbis ter-
rarum. Liber primus. Cologne: 
Gottfried Kempen, 1593. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark 19 a 13/T1.
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THE LIBRARY OF THE 
CHRONICLER
Cosmas prided himself on refinement of 
style, and in a moving recollection at the end 
of the third book he hinted to his readers that 
he owed much to Liège, where the famous 
master Frank was active and where Cosmas 
perfected his grammar and dialectic. The 
scope of his knowledge, however, has not 
yet been satisfactorily defined. It is assumed 
that Cosmas helped himself with skilful bor-
rowings from simplified handbooks, perhaps 
the florilegium Fecunda ratis (“The Richly 
Laden Ship”), compiled for the teaching of the 
trivium by the Liège master Egbert. This pos-
sibility remains conjecture, unlike the world 
chronicle of Regino of Prüm (†915), which 
Cosmas consulted with such regularity that 
19th-century historians declared him a pla-
giarist. It should be said at once that this was 
unfounded: Cosmas treated his sources fully 
in accordance with the rules of his time.

Cosmas described St Adalbert as his co-author, 
and into his chronicle he also incorporated 
Adalbertine legends. He was likewise well 
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acquainted with the Life of St Lambert and 
probably with a number of other works, but 
of his textual sources he explicitly mentioned 
only the privilege of the Moravian Church, the 
“epilogue of that same land and of Bohemia”, 
and the Life and Passion of St Wenceslas.

By the “privilege of the Moravian Church” 
(privilegium Moraviensis ecclesie) Cosmas 
may have meant one of the papal letters reg-
ulating the relationship between the Latin and 
Slavonic liturgies. The “epilogue of Moravia 
and Bohemia” (epilogus eiusdem terre atque 
Boemie) may have been an excerpt from the 
Life of St Wenceslas, perhaps the opening 
chapters of Legenda Christiani. The subse-
quent work mentioned by Cosmas (vita vel 
passione sanctissimi nostri patroni et mar-
tyris Wencezlai) must then have referred to 
another legend, possibly the Crescente fide 
or the work of Gumpold, bishop of Mantua, 
given the stylistic and factual parallels.
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Stories reworked by Cosmas, 
which many later medieval 
authors adopted without further 
context, include above all the 
legend of the Holy Five Brothers 
and Cosmas’ account of the 
translation of the body of St 
Adalbert. On the folios shown 
here we see the close of the 
first and the beginning of the 
second legend.

Vitae sanctorum, Bohemia, late 
14th century. National Library of 
the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
XIII D 20, fols. 196v–197r.
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An example of the use of 
Cosmas’ version of the story of 
the translation of the body of St 
Adalbert. To Cosmas’ text is here 
added an inaccurate dating of 
Adalbert’s martyrdom.

[Collection of legends – Sermones, 
opera polemica, legendae], Silesia + 
Bohemia, mid-15th century. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, shelf-
mark XIX C 49, fol. 259v.
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THE GENESIS OF 
THE CHRONICLE
Cosmas does not state directly when he 
began to write, but the origin of his chronicle 
can be dated by a letter he addressed to 
his friend, Master Gervasius. In it he noted, 
among other things, that he worked on the 
first book during the reign of Emperor Henry 
IV and the pontificate of Pope Calixtus II, 
at the time of Duke Vladislav I and Bishop 
Hermann of Prague. Since Calixtus was 
elected pope in 1119 and Bishop Hermann 
died in 1122, Cosmas must have taken up the 
pen between 1119 and 1122.

More complex than dating the text is the ques-
tion of whether Cosmas’ Chronicle should be 
approached as an ideologically unified whole. 
This is connected with the question of its 
structure, for the original manuscript has not 
survived. The extant manuscripts are only later 
copies, and their content differs in places. 
Most copies contain three books, which 
would suggest that the author’s design was 
defined in this way. Yet Cosmas closed the 
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second book with a prayer and a distich bid-
ding farewell to the reader (lector amice, valeto 
– “Farewell, dear reader!”). In the preface 
to the third book he confessed that he had 
considered his work completed. Both of 
these facts admit the possibility that the 
chronicle was originally to consist of two 
books, and that the third was an enforced 
addition, perhaps at the urging of his friends. 
Today Cosmas’ Chronicle is regarded as 
a unified work consisting of three books.

The first book recounts the story of the 
Czechs from the Flood and the Confusion of 
Tongues, through the emergence of a polit-
ically active community (gens), down to the 
election of Duke Břetislav I in 1038 – correctly, 
1035. The second was devoted to the rule of 
Duke Břetislav and his sons, and closed with 
the elevation of Břetislav II in 1092. Finally, in 
the third book Cosmas followed the deeds 
of the duke’s sons, from Vratislav’s acces-
sion as king in 1085/1086 through the years 
1092–1125.
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In a vast hagiographical compi-
lation, based among other things 
on Jacobus de Voragine’s Golden 
Legend, we also find Cosmas’ 
version of the Legend of the Holy 
Five Brothers – Polish hermits 
who were martyred.

Vitae sanctorum, Bohemia, late 
14th century. National Library of 
the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
XIV a 7, fol. 349r.

One of the oldest manuscripts 
of the Czech translation of the 
Golden Legend (Legenda aurea), 
a landmark of medieval Czech 
literature. It is a Bohemian col-
lection of saints’ lives translated 
in the late 1350s–1360s into Old 
Czech. On the folio shown here, 
fourth from the bottom in the 
first column, Cosmas’ Legend 
of the Holy Five Brothers is 
recorded.

Klementinum Passionary (older), 
Bohemia, 1395. National Library 
of the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
XVII C 52, fol. 267v.
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THE MEANING OF CZECH 
HISTORY
Although the Chronicle of the Czechs consists 
of three books, attention should be drawn to 
the fact that at the close of the second book 
Cosmas referred back to an exposition placed 
at the beginning of the first. There he traced 
the story of the Czechs from the Flood and 
their arrival in an uninhabited land, through 
a golden age without property or judges, down 
to the election of the first duke, the legendary 
ploughman Přemysl.

According to Cosmas, the first Czechs lived 
in poverty, but in time they began to desire 
property, whereupon the age of blessedness 
came to an end and the time of judges began. 
After the death of the judge Krok, the people 
entrusted themselves to the protection of his 
daughter Libuše, gifted with prophetic powers. 
When a dispute broke out between two 
wealthy and influential men, the loser 
objected that all other nations had a lord, 
while the Czechs alone listened to a woman. 
The princess warned against the rule of men, 
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but the people stubbornly insisted, and their 
envoys, guided by Libuše’s white horse, found 
Přemysl at Stadice and there proclaimed him 
their lord, duke, judge, administrator, and pro-
tector. The sacred oaths sworn in the field at 
Stadice were renewed at the enthronement of 
each new duke – descendant of the mythical 
Přemysl the Ploughman – in a ritual that in-
cluded the very act of election.

Libuše’s speech was borrowed by Cosmas 
from the Old Testament, more precisely 
from the First Book of Kings, which rejected 
the institution of monarchy. Yet Cosmas’ 
concern was not kingship in general, but the 
reign of Vratislav II. By accepting the crown in 
1085/1086, Vratislav gained a sacral legitimacy 
that was at odds with the traditions of ducal 
Bohemia, thereby calling into question the 
significance of election and with it the social 
contract from the mythical beginnings of 
Czech history. In Cosmas’ account, the crown 
was rejected not only by the land’s elders and 
representatives of the people, but also by the 
patrons of the land, Saints Wenceslas and 
Adalbert; and after the rebellion of the first-born 
son of Břetislav, even King Vratislav himself 
renounced the hereditary crown.
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A collection of German doc-
umentary texts of an official 
nature. At the end of the man-
uscript are several Latin texts, 
among them an excerpt from 
Cosmas’ Chronicle. The passage 
describes the double coronation 
of Vratislav II as the first Czech 
king, followed by an extract from 
the second continuation of 
Cosmas (on the folios shown).

Sammlung verschiedener 
Urkunden (Osek excerpt), Lower 
Austria + Bohemia?, second half of 
the 16th century. National Library 
of the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
Osek 73, fols. 216v–217r.
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A woodcut depicting the ar-
rival in Prague of Přemysl the 
Ploughman, founder of the ruling 
Přemyslid dynasty. a group of 
women goes out to meet the 
duke’s retinue before the gates of 
the city.

Václav Hájek of Libočany, Kronyka 
Czeská, Prague: Jan Severýn, 
Ondřej Kubeš of Žípy, 1541. 
National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 54 C 1.
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THE OLDEST BOOKS 
IN BOHEMIA
An important question concerns the sources 
of information from which Cosmas drew. Let 
us begin with the texts. Did Cosmas in his 
native Bohemia have access to other works 
than those he himself cites in his chronicle?

The spread of writing and written culture was 
linked to the development of Christianity. The 
earliest and most important libraries arose in 
the first Benedictine monasteries. These con-
tained biblical and liturgical manuscripts (that 
is, texts relating to the conduct of worship). 
Other genres gradually established themselves: 
hagiography (accounts of the lives and deeds 
of saints, or legends) and annalistic writing 
(succinct lists of dated events). These newer 
kinds of text already took account of Czech 
realities. The same applies to the content and 
structure of homiletics (the art of preaching). 
Calendars were compiled (with references to 
local figures), as well as the first lyric composi-
tions (sometimes even in the vernacular). 
Some of the oldest charters, i.e., legal 
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documents, were also used by Cosmas in his 
chronicle.

Newly available, too, were general reference 
works (such as the great medieval encyclo-
paedia Etymologiae by Isidore of Seville), 
school texts (for example in rhetoric or arith-
metic), and specialised treatises (on medicine, 
law, agriculture, warfare, or construction). 
Cosmas could draw above all on the (by 
Czech standards) relatively large library of 
the Benedictine monastery of Břevnov, which 
at that time is thought to have held more 
than one hundred volumes. Indeed, Cosmas 
dedicated the second book of his chronicle 
to Clement, abbot of this, the oldest Czech 
monastery. a library almost certainly also 
existed at the chapter of St Vitus at Prague 
Castle, where Cosmas served.

Book culture thus gradually made its way into 
Czech society. Nevertheless, it remained true 
that outside the narrow circle of the learned, 
texts were received mainly in mediated form 
– through sermons, or visually through illumi-
nations. Even at the end of Cosmas’ life, the 
number of books and readers in the Czech 
lands numbered at most in the hundreds.
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An example of a manuscript 
available in Bohemia in Cosmas’ 
time. Produced around the mid-
11th century in the scriptorium 
of the monastery of Břevnov in 
Prague. On the folio shown is 
Lectio s. Evangelii secundum 
Mattheum, X, 5–10. Homiliae 
quadraginta.

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark IV D 7, fol. 10v.

An example of the reworking of 
early medieval Czech hagiog-
raphy – the opening of the St 
Wenceslas legend Oriente iam 
sole, probably composed at the 
end of the 13th century as a re-
working of the so-called Legenda 
Christiani. This is a Bohemian 
copy from the second half of the 
14th century.

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark I C 25, fol. 1r.
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OLD CZECH LEGENDS
Cosmas’ world was not yet a world of texts, 
but of the spoken word. He surely witnessed 
theatrical and musical performances at 
Prague Castle inspired by mythical tales, and 
he also listened to storytellers recounting 
ancient traditions.

In the preface to his chronicle, addressed to 
Gervasius, dean of the chapter of St Vitus, 
Cosmas admitted that he “... began [his] nar-
ration from the first inhabitants of the land of 
Bohemia, and set down only a little of what 
He has learnt from the fabulous tales of the 
elders.” Cosmas always took the content of 
oral tradition and skilfully inserted it into the 
main thread of his exposition, so that the 
result corresponded to the concept and 
purpose of the chronicle.

Particularly fascinating are the stories of the 
Lučané and their struggle against the Czechs. 
Cosmas did not hesitate to make use of the 
many pagan and magical elements of the 
old tales. In the story appear soothsayers, 
witches, and monsters; magic and magical 
rituals play a role, including the cutting of the 
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sign of the cross into the earth with a sword. 
“You must first carry out the commands 
of the gods… Sacrifice, then, to your gods 
a donkey,” says the soothsayer, in Cosmas’ 
account, to the Lučan army, “so that their 
protection may rest upon you. This sacrifice 
is commanded by the supreme god Jupiter, 
by Mars himself and his sister Bellona, and by 
Ceres’ son-in-law.”

The sign of the cross and the names of 
Roman gods symbolising paganism are per-
haps the only changes the chronicler made to 
the core of the pagan tale. Cosmas observes 
that it is “as though invented;” yet he none-
theless included the legends of the Lučané 
in his work. More than that: he supplemented 
them with a series of references to known 
localities, thereby strengthening their plau-
sibility. At the beginning he describes the 
situation of the five regions of the Lučan terri-
tory; he attributes to the Lučané the fortress 
of Vlastislav between the hills Medvězí and 
Připek, and Drahúš on the bank of the Ohře 
near Postoloprty; he refers to Tyro’s barrow, 
“called to this day the grave of the valiant 
Tyro”, and even to Durynk’s alder tree, which 
“until it was cut down stood beside the road.”
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The contents of the Legenda 
aurea by Jacobus de Voragine, 
the most famous medieval 
collection of saints’ legends, are 
here supplemented by marginal 
notes, partly replacing missing 
stories and at the same time 
bearing witness to the intense 
use of this extremely popular 
work. The codex originates from 
Bohemia and is dated to the turn 
of the 14th and 15th centuries.

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark VIII a 28, fol. 1r.

The fifteenth (here seventeenth) 
and beginning of the sixteenth 
(here eighteenth) chapters of 
the Chronicle of Dalimil, listing 
the names of mythical princes – 
Přemysl, Nezamysl, Mnata, Vojen, 
Křesomysl, and Neklan. These 
mythical stories were still alive in 
the early 14th century, when the 
so-called Dalimil wrote.

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark XXIII G 87, fol. 14v.
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A depiction of Neklan in the 
Chronicle of the Founding of 
the Land of Bohemia and of its 
First Inhabitants (1539), by the 
Utraquist burgher Martin Kuthen 
(†1564), who is often regarded as 
the forerunner of Václav Hájek of 
Libočany.

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark I 068833, fol. 29.
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THE SPREAD OF 
INFORMATION
In the absence of printed books, radio, 
television, and the internet, people of the 
“world of the spoken word” demanded en-
gaging stories told aloud. These were passed 
on above all in traditional places of gathering 
– at markets, in taverns, by river crossings, 
at crossroads, and in inns. Opportunities for 
conversation also arose from the fact that life 
was lived more often outdoors than indoors, 
and travel required long hours and frequent 
pauses.

The influence of oral tradition in Cosmas’ 
Chronicle by no means ends with the earliest 
period: “Now we wish to sharpen our pen, 
blunt though it be, yet pious, in order to set 
down those memorable events vouched for 
by the truthful report of trustworthy men,” he 
writes. By this he meant both eyewitnesses 
of the events described and people “of 
commendable life”, whom he could trust “as 
himself”. Reliable witnesses thus replace the 
anonymous elders’ tales, or the theatrical and 
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musical performances inspired by mythical 
stories, which he had employed for the earli-
est ages.

What modern historiography calls critical 
analysis of sources appears in Cosmas as an 
evaluation of the trustworthiness of those 
whose testimony he used as a source of in-
formation. The chronicler was well aware of 
the many motives that might lead witnesses 
of events to conceal or distort the truth. We 
can only guess to what extent he may have 
been able to choose among several versions 
of a tale in order to select the one that best 
fitted the concept of his Chronicle.

The Latin text was comprehensible only to 
a narrow circle of rulers, clergy, and the edu-
cated elite. Learned men, however, mediated 
the further dissemination of the content of 
the Chronicle and its individual stories – in 
the form of retellings, conversations, or ser-
mons. The Chronicle can thus be seen as 
a tool for preserving memory and for placing 
individual themes and stories within the 
“correct” interpretative framework.
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A depiction of haymaking from 
a popular work accompanied 
by illustrations showing people 
in the countryside during agri-
cultural labour – occasions that 
provided space for storytelling 
and conversation. a manuscript 
of Czech provenance.

lia Commoda, before 1418. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark VII C 8, fol. 106v.

An illumination showing the 
tavern at Ovenec (today in the 
Prague district of Bubeneč) and 
an important long-distance 
road leading there from the 
Vltava ford. The unique scene 
depicts contemporary street life, 
with outdoor seating and even 
a skittle alley placed directly at 
the busy crossroads – a typ-
ical setting for meetings and 
conversation.

Gradual of Malá Strana, 1569–1572. 
National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark XVII a 3, fol. 397r.
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The so-called Little Chronicle of 
Riechental depicts in numerous 
illustrations not only the events 
of the Council of Constance 
(1414–1418) but also scenes of 
everyday life in the city on Lake 
Constance. The image shows 
a market (here selling game), 
a busy environment full of people 
selecting goods, bargaining over 
prices, and discussing various 
matters.

Chronicon Concilii Constantiensis, 
c. 1470. National Library of the 
Czech Republic, shelfmark VII a 18, 
fol. 28r.
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ATTRACTIVE THEMES
For Cosmas, oral tradition relating to Czech 
history was to some extent an obstacle, since 
he had to weave it into his narrative. Yet, 
as Vladislav Vančura aptly wrote, “nothing 
human was alien to him.” He did not hesitate, 
therefore, to seize every opportunity to share 
his colourful stories.

If we set aside the overall framework of the 
work and its, to us, unusually dense form, we 
find themes corresponding to the genres 
of modern literature: detective story, horror, 
adventure tale, humorous sketch, and even 
erotic narrative. Considering that the first text 
we might call a detective story appeared in 
our lands only in the early 17th century (the 
German-language book by Mikuláš Ulenhart, 
1617), that horror elements are found in leg-
ends but not usually developed in detail, and 
that romances of chivalry filled with adven-
turous tales did not fully flourish until the 15th 
century, it is clear that the Chronicle offered 
its readers and listeners something later 
taken up by those literary genres sometimes 
labelled “popular” or “lowbrow”.
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In his text Cosmas grappled with the balance 
between telling engaging stories and pro-
viding a “serious” conceptual explanation of 
history. He understood that stories are the 
examples that capture the imagination, as 
the Latin proverb tells us. Through stories 
people perceive history and are inspired to 
pious deeds. In detective tales, horror, and 
adventure narratives we encounter carica-
ture and analogy. For such devices to have 
their intended effect, at least some aspects 
of the stories must correspond to the reality 
described. In literary fiction these are above 
all the setting, the modes of behaviour, and 
recognisable human types, even if depicted 
with exaggeration. For Cosmas the require-
ment was the same, but he at the same time 
aimed to recount real events and to explain 
their meaning.
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One of the most popular works, 
the Gesta Romanorum (“Deeds 
of the Romans”), which contains 
a wealth of exempla. On the 
folio is the beginning of chapter 
50 (145), “On the Praise of Just 
Judges” (De laude recte judican-
tium). The story tells of the consul 
Zelon, who issued an edict that 
anyone guilty of rape should be 
punished by blinding – yet the 
first to commit the crime was 
none other than his only son.

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark I a 41, fol. 12v.
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The Praise of St Catherine. 
a work from the end of the first 
third of the 16th century repre-
senting a new reworking of the 
theme. The description of the 
saint’s suffering and martyrdom 
in the original legend is striking 
for its detail and naturalism – 
qualities which today might place 
the text among sensational or 
“popular” genres attracting wide 
readership. In the passage be-
ginning with the initial K we find 
a description of the beauty of the 
Alexandrian saint.

Works of Jan Vodňanský, barefoot 
friar, 16th century. National Library 
of the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
XVII E 19, fols. 44v–45r.
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A manuscript that at the turn 
of the 17th and 18th centuries 
belonged to the Benedictine 
monastery of Svatý Jan pod 
Skalou. It contains three texts 
belonging to the realm of enter-
tainment literature, among them 
the popular Old Czech Chronicle 
of Bruncvík, the tale of how 
a valiant knight brought a lion to 
Bohemia, which later entered the 
national coat of arms. (“When 
Štilfríd died, his son Bruncvík 
inherited all the property and 
began to administer it with great 
diligence…”)

National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark XI B 4, fol. 203r.
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EDITORS AND 
TRANSLATORS
The so-called “Second Life” of Cosmas’ 
Chronicle followed two distinct paths from 
the very beginning. On the one hand, the 
Chronicle and its parts were published and 
copied; on the other, they became an inspira-
tion for new historical writing.

The Chronicle of the Czechs, long available 
only in manuscript copies, was first printed 
— twice in quick succession (1602 and 1607) 
— by Marquard Freher (1565–1614), a court 
official and diplomat in the service of Elector 
Palatine Frederick IV. Greater significance is 
now attached to the earlier 1602 edition, 
prepared from an incomplete Strasbourg 
manuscript which was later destroyed during 
the Franco-Prussian War of 1870.

The first domestic and, at the same time, 
first critical edition of Cosmas’ Chronicle was 
produced in 1783 by František Martin Pelcl 
(1734–1801) and Josef Dobrovský (1753–1829). 
Exemplary for its time, this edition 
served historians until 1851, when it was 
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replaced by Rudolf Köpke (1813–1870). His 
edition was incorporated into the prestigious 
series Monumenta Germaniae Historica, 
devoted to the medieval history of the Holy 
Roman Empire in its broadest sense. Köpke’s 
work in turn became the basis for the 1874 
edition in the Czech series Fontes rerum 
Bohemicarum, dedicated to narrative texts 
of medieval Bohemian history. This was 
edited by Josef Emler (1836–1899) and Václav 
Vladivoj Tomek (1818–1905).

Newly discovered copies of the Chronicle 
of the Czechs and advances in editorial 
methodology soon made clear, however, that 
access to Cosmas’ work no longer met the 
needs of modern scholarship. Once again, 
the demand for a more rigorous edition was 
answered by the Monumenta Germaniae 
Historica. After more than twenty years of 
preparation, Bertold Bretholz (1862–1937) and 
Wilhelm Weinberger (1866–1932) published 
their edition in 1923.
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Marquard Freher (1565–1614). 
Author of the first printed edition of 
Cosmas’ text in 1602. His transcrip-
tion was based on a single medieval 
manuscript (Strasbourg), which has 
not survived.

Marquard Freher, Origines Palatinae..., 
Heidelberg: Johann Michael Rudiger, 
1686. Moravian Library, Brno, shelf-
mark ST2-0168.535.

Johann Burkhard Mencke 
(1674–1732). Rector of Leipzig 
University, who in 1728 initiated 
a new edition of Freher’s first print-
ing, thus contributing to its wider 
dissemination in the Czech lands.

Johann Burkhard Mencke, Scriptores 
Rerum Germanicarum praecipve 
Saxonicarum…, Leipzig: Johann 
Christian Martini, 1728. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark 65 B 319/T.1.

František Martin Pelcl (1734–1801). 
a key figure of the Czech National 
Revival, Pelcl worked as a librarian for 
the Nostitz family and is best known 
for his diplomatarium, a collection 
of medieval charters. Together with 
Josef Dobrovský, he was responsible 
for the first domestic critical edition 
of Cosmas’ Chronicle.

František Martin Pelcl, Geschichte der 
Böhmen von den ältesten bis auf die 
neuesten Zeiten..., Erste Abtheilung, 
Prague; Vienna: Johann Ferdinand von 
Schönfeld, 1782. National Library of the 
Czech Republic, shelfmark 50 D 3/1.
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THE FIRST 
CONTINUATORS
After Cosmas’ death, his Chronicle was not 
only read and copied, in whole or in part, but 
soon also inspired the first attempts at 
continuation. The Chronicle of the Czechs 
had found its audience already during 
Cosmas’ lifetime. After his death in October 
1125, members of the chapter of St Vitus 
attempted to carry on his narrative. None of 
them, however, succeeded in sustaining the 
intellectual vision of the Chronicle’s first two 
books. The First Continuator limited himself 
to a brief annalistic record of events appended 
to Book Three. His approach became a model 
both for the scriptorium of St Vitus and for 
Benedictine centres at Sázava and Třebíč. For 
generations, the Chronicle of the Czechs was 
regarded as exemplary.

For entire generations, the Chronicle of the 
Czechs was regarded as a model. The con-
tinuators and opponents alike were certainly 
not lacking in ideas, yet the attempt of the 
canons of Vyšehrad sank into helplessness; 
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Vincencius allowed himself to be carried 
away by memories of Bishop Henry Zdík 
of Olomouc and of Frederick Barbarossa’s 
campaign into Lombardy; and the historical 
horizon of the Benedictines of Hradisko near 
Olomouc was constrained by anxieties about 
the monastery’s future. 

Thus, Cosmas’ narrative could shape the 
interpretation of Czech history well into the 
thirteenth century. At the very least, it was still 
respected under the reign of King Wenceslas 
II (1283–1305). After the year 1300, however, 
society demanded other stories; and although 
Cosmas’ Chronicle did not fall into oblivion, it 
was reduced by the court historiography of 
Charles IV to a reservoir of engaging and 
edifying tales from times long past.
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A vivid episode from Vincentius’ 
continuation of Cosmas’ Chronicle 
describes the siege of Milan in 
1158, where Czech warriors dis-
tinguished themselves by boldly 
plunging into the raging River Adda.

Germanus Adlerhold, Das 
Neu-geharnischte Meyland..., 
Nuremberg: Johann Leonhard 
Buggel, 1702. National Library of 
the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
19 J 159.
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One of the most important 
continuations of Cosmas’ 
Chronicle is the so-called Annals 
of Hradisko–Opatovice. This 
work, produced by an anony-
mous Benedictine of Opatovice 
Monastery on the Elbe, drew 
upon a now-lost twelfth-century 
text from Hradisko Monastery 
(today part of Olomouc), from 
which the monks of Opatovice 
had originally come.

Evermond Tadeáš Růžička – 
Pius Manzador – Maximus a s. 
Procopio – František Svoboda 
– Antonius Ferchl – Franz Walter, 
Prototypon Apparatus Jubilaei, 
Olomouc: František Antonín Hirnle, 
[1751]. National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 65 C 764.
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DALIMIL AND THE 
NEED FOR NEW 
INTERPRETATIONS
Later historians no longer merely reproduced 
extracts from Cosmas’ Chronicle but worked 
with it as a source of information to be set 
within new conceptual frameworks.

Cosmas’ Chronicle was such a foundational 
work that, for almost two hundred years, no 
one—so far as we know—attempted a new 
interpretation of the early history of the 
Czechs. The first author to try was Dalimil, at 
the beginning of the second decade of the 
fourteenth century. The identity of the chron-
icler of this Old Czech verse chronicle—the 
earliest chronicle written in Czech—cannot 
be established with certainty on the basis of 
present knowledge. What we do know is that 
he was a man of extraordinary learning, well 
acquainted with the political situation as 
well as with the milieu and mindset of the 
Czech nobility, whose role in Czech 
history he strongly emphasised. His attacks 
on the Germans and his nationally Czech 
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perspective are also well known.

The need to revise older historical interpre-
tations became particularly pressing in the 
second half of the fourteenth century, in 
connection with the growing importance of 
the Czech state under Charles IV. Charles 
was fully aware of the significance of histori-
ography, and even attempted to set out his 
own concept of rule and the formative events 
of his youth as a future monarch in the cele-
brated work Vita Caroli.

Above all, however, the emperor sought 
someone who could reshape the material in 
line with his intentions and great ambitions. 
It was for this reason that he welcomed at 
his court the Florentine nobleman, papal 
legate and traveller to Asia John of Marignola 
(† 1359). In his work, Marignola sought to 
define the place and significance of the 
Czechs within world history, beginning with 
Old Testament times and the creation of the 
world. For the Czech material he drew on 
Cosmas’ Chronicle, which he did not simply 
copy. Yet, owing to his inadequate knowledge 
of local circumstances, he did not venture 
any substantial changes to its content, 
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confining himself to minor stylistic adjust-
ments. The result, overall, was rather peculiar.

The Lobkowicz manuscript of the 
Chronicle of Dalimil is an excep-
tionally important textual witness 
forming a transitional stage 
between its first and second 
redactions. The figure depicted 
in the margin of the folio is St 
Adalbert.

The Lobkowicz manuscript of 
the Chronicle of Dalimil, Bohemia, 
second quarter of the fifteenth 
century. National Library of the 
Czech Republic, shelfmark XXIII 
G 87, fol. 28r.
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The manuscript on fols. 
216r–238v contains, after the 
chronicles of Marignola and 
Pulkava, the famous autobiogra-
phy of their patron, Charles IV.

Charles IV, Vita Caroli, Bohemia, 
second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury. National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark I D 10, fol. 216r.§

The only surviving manuscript 
of another, not very success-
ful attempt to integrate Czech 
history into the world context: 
the Chronicle by Neplach († 
1371), abbot of the monastery at 
Opatovice. Although Neplach 
intended his account to continue 
down to the late 1350s, when 
he was writing the text, in the 
preserved form the chronicle 
ends with the death of John of 
Luxembourg (misdated to 1347).

Neplach, Summula chronicae 
tam Romanae quam Bohemicae, 
Bohemia, turn of the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark XXIII F 195, fol. 25r.
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HISTORIOGRAPHY 
UNDER THE 
LUXEMBOURGS AND 
THE HUSSITES
The Chronicle of Přibík Pulkava of Radenín 
(† 1380) was the only historiographical text of 
the second half of the fourteenth century to 
gain wider popularity and even a certain res-
onance with Emperor Charles IV. Its frequent 
use, but at the same time his evident dissat-
isfaction with its tenor and his efforts at cor-
rection, are well attested by the six preserved 
versions–revisions.

In the chronicle, in accordance with the 
orientation of Charles’s policy, the important 
concept is the antiquity of the ruling 
Přemyslid dynasty and their significance for 
history. For this reason, unlike his contempo-
raries Francis of Prague and Beneš Krabice 
of Weitmile, Přibík Pulkava attempted to 
provide systematic information even about 
the earliest period of Czech history. Given 
the purpose of the chronicle, it is logical that 
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the negative portrayal of one of the two rival 
lineages–the Vršovci–is emphasised: they are 
described as “treacherous and wicked trai-
tors” who “tried deceitfully to seize power in 
the Czech principality against the agreement 
and knowledge of the magnates, lords, and 
faithful people.”

Another chronicle of the time of Charles 
IV was written by Neplach, abbot of the 
Benedictine monastery at Opatovice. His 
account, beginning already with the birth of 
Christ, is only a compilation containing brief 
annalistic notes, that is, short entries for 
individual dates. The sole exception is the de-
scription of Charles’s journey to Arles in 1365. 
Neplach also offers remarkable information 
about superstitions, especially about reve-
nants—that is, reanimated corpses. The text 
survives in a single manuscript, and contem-
porary notes point to it having been read.

The most important historiographical work 
of the Hussite period is the Chronicle of 
Laurence of Březová († c. 1437), an invaluable 
source for understanding the first turbulent 
years of the Hussite epoch. Laurence, how-
ever, after a brief introduction, begins his 
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unfinished work straight away with an 
account of the beginnings of communion 
sub utraque specie and the events of 1414, 
when the Council of Constance opened. 
The Hussite Chronicle is thus an example of 
chronicle writing focused solely on contem-
porary events.

The manuscript on fols. 216r–
238v contains, after Marignola’s 
and Pulkava’s chronicles, the 
famous autobiography of their 
patron Charles IV.

Charles IV, Vita Caroli, Bohemia, 
second half of the fifteenth cen-
tury. National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark I D 10, fol. 216r.
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A rare testimony to the manu-
script transmission of medieval 
historiography in the Baroque 
period, in the form of an 
extensive collection of Czech-
language works compiled, and 
for the most part copied in 1619, 
by the citizen of Kutná Hora 
Jakub Brázda. On fols. 1r–134v 
there is the Old Czech trans-
lation of the final redaction of 
the Chronicle of Přibík Pulkava 
of Radenín († 1380), the only 
successful work among the his-
toriographical texts produced at 
the initiative of Charles IV.

Přibík Pulkava of Radenín, 
Chronicle, Bohemia, early 17th 
century. National Library of the 
Czech Republic, shelfmark XIX 
a 50, fol. 2r.

The manuscript uniquely pre-
serves on fols. 201r–277v the 
Old Czech translation of the 
Chronicle of Laurence of Březová 
(† c. 1437), with an account of the 
beginnings of communion under 
both kinds, as the first rubric 
testifies: “The Announcement of 
Communion under Both Kinds 
of the Body and Blood of the 
Lord Christ in the City of Prague 
through the Enlightened Masters 
of the University of Prague and 
Good and Devout Priests.”

Laurence of Březová, Chronicle, 
Bohemia, early seventeenth 
century. National Library of the 
Czech Republic, shelfmark XIX 
a 50, fol. 201r.
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HISTORIOGRAPHY IN 
THE AGE OF PRINT
Although the immediate influence of Cosmas’ 
Chronicle ended in the fourteenth century, it 
continued to represent the most important 
source for knowledge of the Czech early 
Middle Ages. Chroniclers of the fifteenth 
to the eighteenth centuries repeatedly 
returned to it—referring to it, quoting it, and 
taking information from it, either directly or 
through later chronicles that drew on its tradi-
tion, above all the work of Přibík Pulkava 
of Radenín.

During the fifteenth century, society under- 
went a major transformation and many 
changes that were also reflected in literary 
and historical writing. After the Middle Ages, 
when historiography had been closely tied 
to the ecclesiastical milieu and the princely 
court, early modern historiography began 
to flourish. Authors of historical and literary 
works were now also laymen, who wrote not 
only on commission but also out of their own 
interest in history and contemporary events.
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The invention of printing played a key role in 
the development of historiography, making 
information accessible to broader social 
groups. Books ceased to be a rarity and 
became a normal part of life, which deepened 
knowledge and increased readership among 
both nobles and townspeople. Historical lit-
erature became a popular genre and enjoyed 
great success, as attested by the numerous 
works published on Czech and European 
history, cosmography, travel writing and 
historical calendars.

Alongside the variety of genres and the 
integration of history into everyday life, the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries also 
brought a change of approach to historical 
sources: their quantity increased and they 
became more accessible. Modern chron-
iclers thus had the opportunity to draw on 
various sources, to evaluate them critically, 
and to compare them.

One of the first works to describe Czech his-
tory systematically in the context of European 
history was the Historia Bohemica. Its author 
was the Italian humanist, politician and later 
pope Enea Silvio Piccolomini (1405–1464). 
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In writing the chronicle he drew on available 
sources, especially works created under the 
reign of Charles IV, such as the Chronicle of 
Přibík Pulkava of Radenín, the text of Giovanni 
Marignola, or excerpts from the Chronicle 
of the so-called Dalimil. Piccolomini did not 
simply reproduce the information, however–
he approached it critically, added his own 
comments, and pointed out doubts he had 
about the account of certain events, par-
ticularly those that in Cosmas are associated 
with the legendary tales of the elders.

Schedel’s chronicle, printed in 
1493 in both German and Latin 
versions, became one of the 
greatest bestsellers of its time. 
It was the first printed “world 
history” with extensive illustra-
tions, which also depict regional 
history–including that of the 
Czechs. Cosmas is represented 
here indirectly through chron-
iclers of the time of Charles 
IV, especially Přibík Pulkava of 
Radenín.

Hartmann Schedel, Liber 
chronicarum. Nuremberg: Anton 
Koberger, 1493. National Library of 
the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
42 B 26, fol. 177v.



MENU
The Second 
Life of Cosmas’ 
Chronicle

NEXT PANEL8

The view of Prague from 
Schedel’s chronicle shows the 
city dominated by Prague Castle, 
raised as the central point of 
the landscape. In this context 
it becomes a visual symbol of 
statehood, historical continuity, 
and the centre of princely power.

Hartmann Schedel, Liber 
chronicarum. Nuremberg: Anton 
Koberger, 1493. National Library of 
the Czech Republic, shelfmark 42 
B 26, fol. 230.
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Veleslavín’s Kalendář historický 
“Historical Calendar” is one of 
the most important works of 
Czech humanist historiography. 
In a clear format it presents 
a summary of historical, religious 
and cultural events, arranged 
by the days of the year—from 
the creation of the world to the 
author’s own time. In its second 
edition, on 21 October, it records 
Cosmas’ death.

Daniel Adam of Veleslavín, 
Kalendář Hystorycky. Prague: 
Daniel Adam of Veleslavín, 1590. 
National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 54 S 911.
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CZECH HUMANIST 
HISTORIOGRAPHY
In the sixteenth century a number of histori-
cal works were produced in Bohemia reflect-
ing the humanist thought of the time. Besides 
manuscript texts, four authorial chronicles 
published in print between the 1530s and 
1550s achieved particular success.

The first chronicle written in Czech and inten- 
ded directly for print was The Chronicle of 
the Foundation of the Land of Bohemia… by 
Martin Kuthen of Šprinsberk (c. 1510–1564). 
Its aim was to present Czech history from the 
beginnings down to 1527 in a concise and ac-
cessible way. Although it was not an extensive 
work, the illustrations with portrait medal-
lions of Czech rulers played a significant role. 
These not only helped structure the narrative 
and make it more accessible to readers, but 
also became a model for depictions of rulers 
for centuries to come.

The foundations of a new image of Czech 
history, different from the medieval one, were 
laid by Václav Hájek’s Bohemian Chronicle. 
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His chronicle offers a chronological account 
of the Czech past, where real and fictional 
events are interwoven in broader contexts. 
In addition to the history of Czech rulers, it 
also pays attention to nobles and townsmen, 
which makes it unique. Thanks to its clear 
narrative and rich illustrations, Hájek’s 
Chronicle met with great success and for 
centuries ranked among the most popular 
books on Czech history.

Even contemporaries, however, were aware 
that many of Hájek’s data were inaccurate 
or entirely fictitious. Nevertheless, his chron-
icle overshadowed Cosmas’ Chronicle, in-
fluenced the perception of Czech history 
and the development of historiography, and 
played an important role in the growth of 
Czech culture and learning until the eight-
eenth century.

Latin-written Historiae Regni Bohemiae by 
Jan Dubravius († 1553), bishop of Olomouc, 
was one of the first humanist attempts at 
a comprehensive treatment of Czech history. 
The work took the form of a so-called “mirror 
for princes”: the account of the deeds of 
Czech rulers was meant as instruction and 
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a moral example for the young Habsburg 
Maximilian II, to whom the book was 
dedicated.

Forefather Čech. 

Martin Kuthen of Šprinsberk, The 
Chronicle of the Foundation of 
the Land of Bohemia, and of its 
First Inhabitants, as well as of the 
Princes and Kings and their Deeds 
and Stories, briefly compiled 
from many Chroniclers. Prague: 
[Pavel Severýn of Kapí Hora], 1539. 
National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark I 68833.
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Title page of Hájek’s Chronicle, 
which influenced the interpre-
tation of Czech history and the 
development of Czech historiog-
raphy from the sixteenth century 
onwards.

Václav Hájek of Libočany, Kronyka 
Czeská. Prague: Jan Severýn, 
Ondřej Kubeš of Žípy, 1541. 
National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 54 a 70.

The Latin Historiae regni 
Bohemiae by Jan Dubravius 
(† 1553), bishop of Olomouc, is one 
of the first humanist attempts 
at a comprehensive treatment 
of Czech history. The work takes 
the form of a so-called “mirror 
for princes” – a narrative of the 
deeds of Czech rulers intended 
as instruction and a moral ex-
ample for the young Habsburg 
Maximilian II, to whom the book 
is dedicated. 

Jan Dubravius, Historiae Regni 
Boiemiae… Prostějov: Jan Günther, 
1552. National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 50 B 3.
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HISTORIOGRAPHY IN 
THE BAROQUE ERA
The chronicles of the mid-sixteenth century 
temporarily satisfied the demand for a com-
prehensive account of Czech history, and 
later authors therefore focused rather on 
more specific themes, such as genealogy. In 
the seventeenth century, history became part 
of general education and a popular subject of 
literature and drama. Baroque historiography 
built on earlier traditions but placed greater 
emphasis on the critique and publication of 
sources.

The task of historians was now not only to 
describe history or to verify the credibility 
and authenticity of sources, but also to make 
them available, often in the form of editorial 
series. After the Battle of White Mountain, 
Czech historiography divided into exile and 
domestic strands. Exile authors, such as 
Pavel Stránský (1583–1657), defended Czech 
state liberties in the European context. His 
Respublica Bohemiae celebrated Czech 
history and constitutional tradition.
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Domestic historiography, influenced by 
re-Catholicisation, was also characterised 
by a strongly patriotic tone; compared with 
the exile tradition, however, it placed greater 
emphasis on tradition and religious themes. 
History became an integral part of social life, 
was taught at Jesuit grammar schools and 
universities, and was a frequent subject of 
disputations and academic theses.

An important representative of domes-
tic historiography was the Jesuit Bohuslav 
Balbín (1621–1688), who engaged in a com-
prehensive treatment of Czech history. His 
historical-hagiographical work Epitome his-
torica rerum Bohemicarum was intended as 
the foundation for a synthetic history of the 
Czech lands, Historia Bohemica universalis, 
which in the end he did not complete. In pre-
paring this work, Balbín studied most of the 
narrative sources, both Czech and foreign, 
supplementing them with diplomatic mate-
rial, which he considered more reliable. His 
conception of Czech history is imbued with 
religion and strong patriotism, and is framed 
as a celebration of Catholic Bohemia.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, 
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a younger generation of historians came 
to the fore, among them Jan František 
Beckovský (1658–1725), a Knight of the Cross 
with the Red Star. The author of numerous 
hagiographical and religious works, he is 
also known as the creator of another impor-
tant national chronicle, published under the 
title The Messenger of Old Czech Stories, 
which made Czech history accessible to the 
broader public.

The first edition of Cosmas’ 
Chronicle published by Marquard 
Freher in 1602, based on the 
now-lost Strasbourg manuscript.

Marquard Freher, Rervm 
Bohemicarvm Antiqvi Scriptores 
Aliqvot Insignes… Hanau: Typis 
Wechelianis, Johann Aubry, 1602. 
National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark Sb 337.
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The expanded and revised 
version of Pavel Stránský’s 
Respublica Bojema represents 
one of the most important exile 
texts of the seventeenth century. 
In it Stránský defends the his-
torical individuality of the Czech 
state and its legal and cultural 
traditions. Intended for the ed-
ucated public of Europe, the 
Respublica Bojema became one 
of the most widely disseminated 
Bohemian printed works of the 
early modern period.

Pavel Stránský, RESPVBLICA 
BOJEMA. Leiden: Officina 
Elzeviriana, 1643. National Library 
of the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
19 K 73.

An allegorical depiction of 
Bohemia as a rose surrounded 
by thorns symbolises both the 
beauty of the land and its suffer-
ing through history.

Bohuslav Balbín, Epitome his-
torica rerum Bohemicarum… 
Prague: Typis Universitatis Carolo-
Ferdinandeae, 1677. National 
Library of the Czech Republic, 
shelfmark 50 a 21.
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THE BEGINNINGS 
OF CRITICAL 
HISTORIOGRAPHY
In the eighteenth century historical knowl-
edge was greatly deepened and made more 
scholarly. Historians sought to stimulate 
intellectual activity not only by publishing 
academic works but also by making sources 
and diplomatic material available. Towards 
the end of the eighteenth century their study 
became more systematic, and increasing em-
phasis was placed on their critical evaluation.

The importance of working with sources 
was recognised by the representative of 
Enlightenment historiography Gelasius 
Dobner (1719–1790), who stressed objective 
criticism of sources and a more systematic 
study of narrative as well as diplomatic ma-
terial. He became the founder of modern his-
torical criticism in Czech historiography and, 
as editor of the first Czech source edition, 
Monumenta historica Bohemiae, made avail-
able previously unpublished Latin sources 
for Czech history. In preparing a planned Latin 
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translation of Hájek’s Chronicle he composed 
a critical commentary, in which he pointed out 
its unreliability.

František Martin Pelcl also highlighted the im-
portance of editing and publishing sources. In 
his synthetic histories he described the Czech 
past and at the same time provided informa-
tion on the available sources. In Abbildungen 
böhmischer und mährischer Gelehrten und 
Künstler he presented leading figures of Czech 
and Moravian history, including Cosmas. 
Together with Josef Dobrovský (1753–1829) he 
took part in producing the two-volume critical 
edition Scriptores rerum Bohemicarum, e bib-
liotheca ecclesiae metropolitanae Pragensis, in 
which Cosmas’ Chronicle and the works of its 
continuators were first published in Bohemia.

The close of the eighteenth century thus 
marked a deeper and more scholarly approach 
to history. The editorial work of Dobner and 
Pelcl profoundly influenced subsequent gen-
erations of historians and laid the foundations 
of modern Czech historiography.
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Johann Burkhard Mencke in-
cluded Cosmas’ Chronicle in 
the first volume of his exten-
sive editorial series Scriptores 
rerum Germanicarum praecipue 
Saxonicarum (1728). The aim 
of this project was to make 
important historical sources 
available for the history of medie-
val Germany and Central Europe.

Johann Burkhard Mencke, 
Scriptores Rervm Germanicarvm 
Praecipve Saxonicarvm... TOMVS 
I. Leipzig: Johann Christian Martini, 
1728. National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 65 B 319/T.1.

The work of František Martin 
Pelcl presents 87 major figures of 
Czech and Moravian history, sci-
ence and culture. Among them 
is the chronicler Cosmas, one of 
the most significant authors of 
the Czech Middle Ages.

František Martin Pelcl, Abbildungen 
Böhmischer und Mährischer 
Gelehrten und Künstler... Erster 
Theil. Prague: Wolfgang Gerle, 
1773. National Library of the Czech 
Republic, shelfmark 45 E 78/T.1.
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František Pubička’s 
Chronologische Geschichte 
Böhmens unter den Slaven pre-
sents a systematic chronological 
overview of Czech history from 
its Slavic beginnings. The work 
was written at a time when the 
eighteenth century brought 
a significant deepening of histor-
ical research and an emphasis 
on critical engagement with 
sources. Pubička continued the 
Enlightenment tradition strongly 
shaped by historians such as 
Gelasius Dobner and František 
Martin Pelcl.

František Pubička, Chronologische 
Geschichte Böhmens unter 
den Slaven… Erster Theil. 
Leipzig; Prague: Franz Augustin 
Höchenberg, 1770. National Library 
of the Czech Republic, shelfmark 
Cheb 9/2.
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COSMAS’ CHRONICLE 
IN CZECH MUSIC OF THE 
20TH CENTURY
Dating only fifteen years apart, two monu-
mental musical works in which the text of 
Cosmas’ Chronicle is encountered differ 
greatly from one another, although both 
employ the means of the musical-dramatic 
genre and both are non-scenic.

Whereas Jindřich Feld composed the 
Czech–Latin Cosmae Chronica Boemorum / 
Kosmova Kronika česká: oratorium–kantáta 
for soloists, choir and symphony orchestra 
(1988) using traditional resources of the 
vocal–instrumental ensemble, in Miloslav 
Kabeláč’s E fontibus Bohemicis (a compo-
sition existing in two versions: a Czech one, 
subtitled Šest obrazů z českých letopisů, 
and a Latin one, subtitled Visiones sex) 
these resources serve merely as prepara-
tory sound material for the composer’s work 
in the sound laboratory. Kabeláč realised 
the work in the former Electronic Studio of 
Czechoslovak Radio in Plzeň.
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In Kabeláč’s electroacoustic composition, 
described as “concrete music created from 
speech and song, from the sound of the 
organ and from the sound of the Zikmund 
bell” (completed with a radio announcement 
in 1973), we find not only selected passages 
from Cosmas’ Chronicle but also from the 
speech of the Prague scholastic Vojtěch 
Raňkov of Ježov at the funeral of Charles IV 
(1378) and from a university disputation – 
a quodlibet (1411) – by Master Jan Hus; all are 
presented here in recitation.

Equally important are the historical musi-
cal elements: to the vocal choir (the Plzeň 
choir Česká píseň recorded the song for 
subsequent electroacoustic processing) is 
assigned the oldest known Czech musical 
monument, the hymn Hospodine, pomiluj ny 
(first attested, incidentally, by Cosmas him-
self); to the organ the Hussite song Povstaň, 
povstaň, veliké město pražské (the base re-
cording was made in Plzeň’s Cathedral of St 
Bartholomew by Václav Rabas). The central 
musical element of the composition is the 
sound of the St Vitus Cathedral bell Zikmund 
(for permission to record its sound, Kabeláč 
applied to the presidential office and the 

New Era
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St Vitus chapter – the recorded material 
was subsequently processed in the former 
Research Institute of Radio and Television in 
Prague, originally intended for his unfinished 
cycle Hradčanské vigilie).

Composer Jindřich Feld 
(1925–2007). In the twelve-
part structure of Feld’s 
Cosmae Chronica Boemorum 
(1. Prologue, 2. Forefather 
Čech, 3. Krok’s Daughters, 4. 
Libuše’s Judgement, 5. Přemysl, 
6. Libuše’s Prophecy, 7. St 
Wenceslas, 8. Boleslav II, 9. St 
Adalbert, 10. Invocation of the 
Muse, 11. The Furious Priest, 12. 
Epilogue) the entire Chronicle is 
thematically surveyed.

National Museum – Czech 
Museum of Music, inventory no. 
3/2001. Photo: Josef Molín.

Composer Miloslav Kabeláč 
(1908–1979). Composer Otmar 
Mácha compared E fontibus 
Bohemicis to Smetana’s best-
known cycle: “I am convinced 
that this is a work of the sig-
nificance of Má vlast in the 
20th century […]; I am so firmly 
convinced of this that I cannot 
keep it to myself (and I have 
already said so in some places 
without your consent).” O. Mácha 
in a letter to M. Kabeláč (30 July 
1973; published in Hudební věda, 
1999).

Photo: Private archive of PhDr. 
Zdeněk Nouza.

Cover of Vladimír Lébl’s book 

New Era
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Elektronická hudba (Prague: 
Státní hudební vydavatelství, 
1966), the first comprehensive 
domestic publication on elec-
troacoustic (electronic in the 
broad sense) music intended for 
a wider public. “In connection 
with electronic music one often 
speaks of the dehumanisa-
tion of music by machines […]. 
Personally, in contact with these 
devices and especially in working 
with them, I feel the dehumani-
sation of myself and of my work 
in submitting to their possibilities 
and limitations. […] But this is 
a necessary stage of preparation 
for a counterattack, for master-
ing the machines. And the more 
perfect my dehumanisation by 
the machines, the more perfect 
will be their humanisation by me.”

M. Kabeláč in the lecture 
The Composer in the Sound 
Laboratory, delivered at the 
first domestic seminar on elec-
troacoustic music, in: Sborník 
přednášek o problémech elek-
tronické hudby. Book II, Prague 
– Bratislava: Panton, 1964.

New Era
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THE COMPOSITIONS OF 
MILOSLAV KABELÁČ
Concrete music “can […] analyse sounds 
which we do not count among tones. By such 
analysis we discover the inner musical life 
of complex sounds, one that the normal ear 
is not capable of perceiving. If you were, for 
example, to hear the analysed elements of 
the sound of a great bell, you would certainly 
agree with me that in some temporal and 
frequency sections an autonomous music 
arises.” (Miloslav Kabeláč in an interview for 
the journal Hudební rozhledy, 1969).

Composer Miloslav Kabeláč, who followed 
with keen interest the work of his contempo-
raries and who displayed a deep attachment 
to the Czech and European musical tradition, 
was above all drawn in the realm of elec-
troacoustic music to so-called musique con-
crète, associated with the pioneering figure 
Pierre Schaeffer. Its point of departure lay in 
already existing sounds and tones, although E 
fontibus Bohemicis also includes elements of 
music in the stricter sense of the electronic, 

New Era
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built upon the synthesis of electronically gen-
erated sound waves (at the time when elec-
troacoustic music was beginning to develop 
in Czechoslovakia, these two areas were not 
yet strictly separated).

In a letter to conductor Karel Ančerl, Kabeláč 
wrote of E fontibus Bohemicis: “It could also 
be a symphony (the ninth!) given its cyclic 
nature and its thematic and sonic intercon-
nectedness…” (12 December 1972; published 
in Hudební věda, 1999).

Whereas for his Seventh and Eighth 
Symphonies Kabeláč selected and adapted 
biblical texts directly, in E fontibus Bohemicis 
the biblical word resonates differently – as 
a word transmitted, nurturing, carried for-
ward by tradition. In the fourth tableau it is 
mediated by the speech of Vojtěch Raňkov 
of Ježov at the funeral of Charles IV, rich in 
direct biblical quotations; in the sixth tableau 
it appears in Hus’ quodlibet, which views 
Prague through the imagery of the personi-
fied city-as-woman, familiar for example from 
the biblical Lamentations. The work opens 
with Cosmas’ text recalling the biblical Flood 
and the Confusion of Tongues, conceptually 
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linking the national chronicle with the univer-
sal history of salvation. Any interpretation of E 
fontibus Bohemicis as a patriotic work in the 
sense of a mere attachment to local realities 
would represent a fundamental distortion of 
the composer’s artistic intent.

The beginnings of electroacoustic 
music in Czechoslovakia were not 
easy. “Our musical public is not, 
except for a few exceptions, suf-
ficiently informed about the new 
‘discoveries’ in the field of musical 
creation, namely electronic and 
concrete music. We therefore bring 
a few notes on this ‘epoch-making 
invention’ of decadent bourgeois 
culture, drawn from the articles and 
information of those ‘fortunate ones’ 
who have already been able to hear 
this ‘new music’.” Ironising introduc-
tory passage of Jan Matějček’s article 
Notes on Electronic and Concrete 
Music, published in the official peri-
odical of the Union of Czechoslovak 
Composers, formulating a dismiss-
ive stance toward electroacoustic 
music, marked by the politico-aes-
thetic doctrine of its time.

Hudební rozhledy, vol. 8, 1955, no. 6, p. 
294.

New Era
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Kabeláč’s diagram of the structure 
of E fontibus Bohemicis, which the 
composer presented when hand-
ing over the work to Czechoslovak 
Radio in Plzeň on 20 January 1973 
during its non-public playback in 
the listening hall.

Tableau: Cosmas (The Chronicle of 
the Czechs begins)

Tableau: Hospodine, pomiluj ny 
(Fantasy on the oldest Czech 
sacred song)

Tableau: St Vitus Cathedral (Fantasy 
on the sound of the Zikmund bell)

Tableau: The Funeral of Charles 
IV (Sermon of Vojtěch Raňkov of 
Ježov)

Tableau: Hussite Prague (Fantasy 
on the song Povstaň, povstaň, veliké 
město pražské)

Tableau: Hus’s Praise of Prague

The contribution of the individual 
components to the composition 
of each tableau is indicated in the 
diagram by the presence of the 
tableau’s ordinal number. a framed 
ordinal number denotes the domi-
nant component of that tableau.

Private archive of PhDr. Zdeněk 
Nouza.
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COSMAS AROUND US

From Cosmas’ time very little has 
survived at Prague Castle. The 
oldest masonry sacral building 
is the Church of the Virgin Mary, 
founded by Duke Bořivoj around 
the year 885.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.

The oldest standing structure 
at Prague Castle is the Basilica 
of St George, founded by 
Vratislav I before 921. Although 
it has a Baroque façade, its two 
Romanesque towers still rise 
majestically above the capital.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.

The same church represented in 
an archaeological model.

© Institute of Archaeology of the 
Czech Academy of Sciences, 
Prague.

The “second life” of Cosmas’ Chronicle, as 
well as the remnants of his own time, are re-
flected in the buildings and works of art that 
we encounter every day.
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A sculptural group by Radomír 
Dvořák, installed by the road-
side between Dobřichovice 
and Karlík, depicts two mythical 
figures from Czech legend, the 
sisters Kazi and Teta. Created in 
2015 from Kanfanar marble from 
Istria, the work illustrates the 
vitality of Czech mythical tradi-
tions today.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.

Kazín – a prehistoric stronghold 
closely linked with the story of 
the earliest mythical history of 
the Czechs. According to tradi-
tion, the legendary Kazi, famed 
for her knowledge of herbs 
and healing, was buried here in 
a mound.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.

The world around us changes, 
but the seat of the Vyšehrad 
canons still dominates the south-
ern edge of Prague’s centre.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.
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Tetín – a stronghold on a rock 
above the River Berounka where, 
according to Cosmas, one of 
Duke Krok’s legendary daughters, 
Teta, resided; in reality, the scene 
of one of the major events of 
early Czech history – the murder 
of St Ludmila, grandmother of St 
Wenceslas.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.

Libušín – one of the Přemyslid 
strongholds closely associated 
with the account of the earliest 
mythical history of the Czechs. 
Here Libuše is said to have de-
livered her judgment, and from 
here she sent messengers to 
summon the new ruler Přemysl 
from Stadice.

Photo: Zdeněk Rerych.
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REFLECTIONS IN THE 
VISUAL ARTS
In the nineteenth century, Cosmas’ Chronicle 
became not only a symbol of Czech histori-
ography and part of the debates on the ori-
gins of the Czech nation, but also a source of 
inspiration for artists who engaged in these 
discussions through their work. Its stories 
inspired both writers and prominent painters 
such as Václav Brožík and František Ženíšek. 
Scenes from the “beginnings of the Czech 
nation” thus naturally entered the public 
sphere.

In 1881 a public competition was announced 
for the decoration of Palacký Bridge. The 
sculptor Josef Václav Myslbek submitted 
designs depicting mythological figures from 
the early history of the Czechs. Four sculp-
tural groups were eventually installed on the 
bridge, inspired not only by medieval sources 
but also by the Manuscript of Dvůr Králové: 
Ctirad and Šárka, Libuše and Přemysl, Lumír 
and Song, and Záboj and Slavoj.

During an air raid in February 1945 the works 
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were badly damaged and later moved to 
Vyšehrad. On display here is a terracotta 
model for the group Libuše and Přemysl.

EXHIBITED SCULPTURE
Josef Václav Myslbek 
Libuše and Přemysl (competition model), 
1881–1882, Fired clay, green patina

Height 83 cm, P 1117, 
National Gallery Prague


