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Historical reenactment is a phenomenon widely pres-
ent in the Czech Republic. It is a performative recon-
struction of past actions and events, which involves the 
production of shared affectivity, the politics of memory, 
heritage, and the construction of historical meaning, and 
contains many features of ritualized action (Agnew – 
Lamb – Tomann 2020: 1–2). The most common form is 
military reenactment, where a group of several dozen, 
rarely hundreds and even more rarely thousands of re-
enactors, equipped with period weaponry and gear, pub-
licly perform a “reenactment” of a historical armed con-
flict. In the Czech Republic, reenactments of the battles 
of Austerlitz or White Mountain are well known, as well 
as battles from the Seven Years’ War, organized as part 
of the Josephine Festival in Theresienstadt.

In this text, I draw on concepts of historical reenact-
ment research after the so-called affective turn, which 
has moved away from its original emphasis on the anal-
ysis of authenticity to focus in a constructivist way on 
affectivity, corporality, experience, performance, and es-
pecially the culturally contingent production of historical 
meaning (McCalman – Pickering 2010). In the Czech Re-
public, the scholarly reflection on historical reenactment 
is still a novelty and rather remains the subject of theses 
(Procházka 2013; Hadarová 2016; Bervidová 2017; Svo-
boda 2020; etc.). Only very few academic texts work with 
the analytical category of reenactment. One that stands 
out among them is Lenka Hadarová’s study entitled Za 
oponou autenticity minulosti: Vytváranie dobových his­
torických ukážok druhej svetovej vojny [Behind the Cur-
tain of the Authenticity of the Past] ( Hadarová 2019), 
which deals with the cultural construction of the authen-
ticity of World War II reenactments with an emphasis on 
the relationship between materiality and human agency.1

Second, this text is theoretically underpinned by 
post-positivist oral history (OH) — an approach that is 
still new in Czech academia. It is used here to  develop 
the  problematic orientation outlined by reenactment 

 studies, namely, that reenactors engage primarily in 
a practice that reflects the features and problems of their 
own historical subjectivity2 rather than the notion of the 
authenticity of the representation of past events. The par-
adigm of post-positivist OH has turned away from the an-
tiquated notion of OH as a qualitative research method, 
seeking to factually extract representative memory narra-
tives, free of distortion, and use them to refine essentially 
positivist understandings of historical facts. In contrast, 
post-positivist OH welcomes distortion and selectivity of 
memory and understands it as a gateway to the actor’s 
historical subjectivity, conceptualized as a set of cultural 
contents, forms, and processes through which actors ex-
press in their narratives an understanding of themselves 
in history (Abrams 2016; Portelli 1990). This means that 
post-positivist OH does not seek quasi-sociological sam-
pling and representativeness, but the broadest possible 
cultural-historical typology and contextualization of actor 
subjectivities (Portelli 1997; Thomson 2013).

In terms of theory, it lies at the intersection of histori-
cal anthropology, ethnology, micro-history, and memory 
studies. Sometimes referred to as OH after the cultural 
turn, it was first established in the Italian academic com-
munity in the 1980s.3 In Euro-Atlantic academia, its vari-
ants have long been the dominant paradigm of OH.

Consequently, one can find the theoretical-method-
ological intersection between reenactment studies af-
ter the affective turn and post-positivist OH primarily in 
a shared interest in the production of historical meaning 
in reenactor performances. According to post-positivist 
OH, this production depends, in addition to public dis-
courses, to a large extent on the historical subjectivity of 
reenactors, that is, the ways in which they express how 
they understand themselves in history. Therefore, the 
key  sources used for this study are the recordings and 
transcripts of a total of twelve OH interviews newly con-
ducted with members of a reenactor military history club 
( hereafter MHC) focusing on the Austro-Prussian War 

TRIAD OF RESISTANCE, DEFEAT, AND RECONCILIATION: 
THE PRODUCTION OF HISTORICAL MEANING IN THE PERFORMANCES 
OF CZECH MILITARY REENACTMENT THROUGH THE EXAMPLE OF 
ESTONIAN SS UNITS
Petr Wohlmuth (Department of Historical Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Charles University) 
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(1866), the Wehrmacht, and now dominantly the Esto-
nian SS.4

The reason for the selection of the MHC was the 
unique production of historical meaning in the Czech 
context and the related unique position in the typology of 
reenactor historical subjectivities. This is epistemologi-
cally significant for post-positivist oral history. The cul-
tural-historical typology of actors’ historical subjectivities 
mentioned above, especially in the Italian OH tradition to 
which I subscribe, is often constructed in a direction from 
the solitary extreme positions to the centre. This is due to 
the strong theoretical inspiration of Italian micro-history 
and its emphasis on using sources concerning distinctly 
singular actors (Portelli 1997).

The existence of the MHC was brought to my at-
tention by a reenactor of the pre-Munich Czechoslovak 
Army, who pointed out the MHC’s unusual focus on the 
Estonian SS but added that the MHC is not neo-Nazi 
oriented, and its members are friends. The MHC’s focus 
on the Estonian SS stemmed first of all from the military 
reenactors’ typical regional research activities. In fact, 
about ten years ago, MHC members discovered in the 
state district archive unique historical photographs from 
May 1945, showing Estonian soldiers on the square of 
their town. In addition to this, many reenactors expressed 
their desire, as reflected in the OH interviews, to reenact 
something extraordinary and unusual in terms of military 
history. The result was their gradual shift of focus to the 
Estonian 20th Division, beginning around 2015.

Establishing contact with the narrators was difficult 
and took almost half a year. It was obvious that the MHC 
members were not looking for publicity and were afraid of 
media scandal. It is not surprising: for example, a heated 
controversy resonates to this day, which started in De-
cember 2010 with a text on the blog of the columnist and 
journalist Pavel Hrabica entitled “The Battle of Austerlitz: 
Only Idiots Celebrate a Massacre”. It was published on 
the anniversary of the battle in an intentionally symbolic 
way (Hrabica 2010). In this article, the author directed 
extreme disdain towards the reenactors. Another similar 
“sore” reflected by a number of reenactors is the fact that 
in the community’s otherwise respected authoritative 
monograph by Marie Koldinská and Ivan Šedivý, War 
and the Army in Czech History, contemporary military 
reenactments are described as “truly foolish theatrical 
stunts” (Koldinská – Šedivý 2008: 393).5 Moreover, most 
reenactors with whom OH interviews were conducted 

mention incomprehension or even aversion shown by 
those around them. In all OH interviews with MHC mem-
bers, they expressed concern about having to counter 
accusations of neo-Nazism and invectives from some 
spectators at almost every public reenactment. However, 
I eventually gained their trust. The key factor was prob-
ably the theoretical setting manifested in the sense of 
value neutrality (Weber 2009) and the rejection of the 
conventional — and outdated — model of historian as 
a proverbial judge (Ginzburg 1991: 85).

I subsequently explored the historical subjectivity of 
the narrators of the MHC mainly through the most essen-
tial parts of their repertoire. These are three main reen-
actments: first, the World War II week-long reenactment 
of the March to Captivity (hereafter The March, orga-
nized since 2018), referring to the events of May 1945 in 
the Czech lands. The same theme of retreat and defeat 
is also present in the non-combat “march” reenactment 
called The West. Representations of the same subject, 
taken to even deeper levels of meaning, are contained in 
the film reenactment produced by the MHC, which I call 
Division 45.6 The research question of the following text 
asks, how is the historical subjectivity of narrator-reen-
actors reflected in the production of historical meaning in 
the reenactments organized by them?

The reenactor march
In the case of military reenactments, the end of World 

War II in western Bohemia continues to be mostly asso-
ciated with the traditional Convoy of Liberty event. The 
parade of historic combat vehicles of the Allied and pri-
marily American armies, commemorating the liberation 
of Pilsen, which is also attended by veterans of the Allied 
armies, is a widely attended event, regularly reported 
on by the mass media. However, another reenactment, 
somewhat in the shadow of the Convoy of Liberty, has 
been taking place for several years now. Its participants 
produce very unusual versions of historical meaning, 
touching, like the Convoy of Liberty, on the end of World 
War II. Thus, a different convoy of historic vehicles of 
the German armed forces has passed through the bor-
ders of western and southern Bohemia several times 
— as part of an event called The March. The convoy 
is not greeted by crowds of thousands of spectators as 
in Pilsen, but its significance for the understanding of 
World War II  military  reenactment in the Czech lands 
is comparable. The Convoy of Liberty  communicates 
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the meanings of  official memory, the contemporary he-
gemonic narrative that speaks of the liberation of the 
Czech lands in 1945. The March, and especially Divi­
sion 45, on the other hand, carry alternative meanings; 
they view the notion of liberation critically but not in a re-
visionist way. In the case of The March, the MHC is one 
of the traditional co-organizers, while Division 45 was 
independently produced and directed by the MHC, who 
worked with several other clubs on the initial two epi-
sodes and had control over the script.

The MHC is highly relevant to the study of the culture 
and contemporary history of Czech military reenactment. 
First, both The March and The West are large, private, 
invitation-only events, subjectively perceived as the ac-
tual core of reenactor practice. This practice has in fact 
long been almost split between public, audience-acces-
sible, scripted events and private, audience-inaccessible 
events. The latter tend to be structured according to 
a loose tactical agreement, generating a more intimate 
type of experience based on “introspective authenticity” 
(Daugbjerg 2020: 28; Handler – Saxton 1988), which 
most reenactors argue is where the essential takes 
place. During private events, it does not matter what 
the audience accepts as historically accurate (“mimetic 
credibility” type of authenticity), but in the absence of an 
audience the emphasis is on deep inner experience and 
its intersubjective sharing, which is typical of the “essen-
tial truthfulness” type of authenticity (Agnew – Lamb – 
 Tomann 2020: 20). Narrator Jörg expressed this differ-
ence as follows: “I can really touch history there. I’m lying 
in the woods, soaking wet, shivering, holding a machine 
gun, looking into the darkness, not knowing who’s facing 
me... my finger on the trigger... it fulfils me, it makes me 
happy...” (Jörg 2022a). “It’s a thousand times better than 
a big event,” Anton agrees (Anton 2022a). “We do it... 
for ourselves” (Anton 2022b). “For me the atmosphere 
is important... we do it our way... we understand each 
other” (Paul 2022a). “The atmosphere there is unique...” 
(Matthias 2022a). “Our priority events... we have drill and 
everything, we try to act like soldiers” (Matthias 2022b).7

World War II reenactors in general, and those from 
the MHC in particular, prefer private reenactments, but 
they also participate in some public events organized 
by municipalities and memory institutions. During these 
events, they usually receive allowances for food, ammu-
nition, and travel, and sometimes a fee, which is a wel-
come boost to the MHC’s budget otherwise covered by 

the members’ own finances. “To be able to do private 
events, you have to do public events... You get recruits, 
and you earn money to run the club,” Anton sums up part 
of the problem (Anton 2022a). Paul sees public events 
in a similar way: “It’s actually boring, it’s theatre...” (Paul 
2022b), by which he reflects that at public events reen-
actors often have to submit to someone else’s politics of 
memory, prescribed in a fixed script. Private events also 
exclude complete novices or half-hearted reenactors 
who do not have quality equipment (so-called Chims) 
(Anton 2022a). Their presence would disrupt the deeply 
affective essential authenticity shared.

The tactical agreement of The March takes the partici-
pants to the end of World War II, to May 1945 in south-
western Bohemia. Approximately one hundred reenactors 
split into two groups: first, Allied troops (usually the US 
Army and British Commandos), and then Axis German 
troops (Estonian SS and Wehrmacht or paratroopers – 
Fallschirmjäger). Units representing the Axis German 
forces then follow an agreed route trying to reach their 
destination, which is a prison camp run by the US Army, 
with a lower rate of clashes and the primary objective be-
ing to get through. They always reach their destination; 
however, they formally surrender, undergo intelligence in-
terrogation, receive POW registration cards, and retire to 

Fig. 1. Reenactors in period equipment: German armoured personnel 
carrier Sd. Kfz. 251.  © WAR Productions, 2023
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a guarded area where they stay until the end of the event. 
For “combat” contacts between the two sides, rules are 
agreed upon, stipulating, for example, the effectiveness of 
“firing” small arms (mostly so-called expansion blank firing 
replicas). The whole event is coordinated with the local 
authorities, and in exchange for the mayor’s tolerance, the 
reenactors usually organize a so-called public demonstra-
tion combined with a tour of the military camp and historic 
automotive equipment. Besides this demonstration, how-
ever, the event is structured in such a way that the reenac-
tors do not encounter “civilians” at all (Anton 2022a).

The result of The March is always the same: the Axis 
German troops eventually reach the American-occupied 
zone, surrender, and find themselves captured. The pris-
oner-of-war phase is also important. In the OH narratives 
and the available iconographic and other textual sourc-
es, numerous representations of the subjectivity of those 
taken captive are common: grief, dejection, reflection on 
their historical fate, on the moral ambivalence of the war 
and, in the case of the Estonian SS, reflections on the 
impasse of small nations caught between Stalin’s USSR 
and Hitler’s Germany. The March is distinctive already 
for this unusual degree of reflexivity raising a number of 
questions that are in an identical way even more explic-
itly represented in Division 45.

Accounts of the course of The March in OH inter-
views and other sources speak of it as a reenactment, 
which, although based on a loose tactical arrangement, 
has a clear basic plot: the Axis German side retreats to 
the west, is always defeated and captured, and reflects 
on its situation. The West presents the same situation, 
but without fighting: a group of soldiers, military nurses, 
and civilians (successfully) flee to the West but experi-
ence no retreat fighting or confrontation.

Division 45 is a five-part low-budget film miniseries, 
semi-professionally directed and produced by the MHC 
in an Estonian-German-Czech version with Estonian 
voiceover and Czech subtitles.8 Its script is almost identi-
cal to The March, but more historically realistic. The pro-
tagonist from the third episode onwards is Jüri, a lone 
non-commissioned officer fleeing west, a member of the 
20th Waffen Grenadier Division of the SS (1st Estonian). 
He overcomes various obstacles, hides from the Czech 
Revolutionary Guards and the Red Army, and reevaluates 
his experience with increasing urgency. The first two epi-
sodes briefly depict the mobilization, training, and retreat 

battles in Estonia and Silesia. In the case of Division 45, 
the plot focuses increasingly on the soldier’s inner experi-
ence and reflection, and the most significant representa-
tions of reenactor historical subjectivities are to be found 
here. Paul strongly recommended Division 45, which was 
in post-production at the time of the OH interview, saying 
“There will be a message and... stories” (Paul 2022b).

All three reenactments consistently end in defeat and 
surrender. Why is such a reenactment, overshadowed 
in scope and performance by classic large-scale Czech 
events like Barikáda or Cihelna, worthy of research? 
Why does it take place if it fails to fit, affectively and in 
its historical sense, into the dominant production of pa-
triotic and masculine military connotations of aggression 
and wounding, seizing, and disposing of the enemy, typi-
cal of military reenactments, commemorations, and ritu-
als (Daugbjerg 2020; Åse – Wendt 2019)? These usual 
connotations are present in The March, but at the same 
time they are somewhat diminished in the OH narratives 
and then deconstructed step by step in Division 45. The 
point of all three reenactments is in fact not to defeat the 
(Western) adversary, but to surrender to him and come 
to terms with him and with one’s historical subjectivity.

Historical context and meaning 
Anja Dreschke analyses historical military reenact-

ments as rituals within more recent concepts of re-
searching performativity in reenactment and focuses 
on the issue of acts representing the re-appropriation of 
significant historical narratives and the subsequent rein-
terpretation of historical meaning. She draws attention 
to the importance of the construction of historical mean-
ing, particularly in the middle phase of the reenactment 
itself, which she perceives in Turner’s terminology as 
liminal, typical of communitas (Dreschke 2020: 202; Bell 
2009). Such an analysis of the production of historical 
meaning can help to confirm or refute a common implicit 
hypothesis about the ideological motivation of the actors 
of military reenactments focussed on the Axis powers’ 
forces during World War II.

Dreschke notes that available studies point in a dif-
ferent direction, namely the connection of early medieval 
Germanic tribal and Viking reenactors with neo-Nazism 
through ritualized reenactments, mirroring nationalist-
occult völkisch concepts and the musical subculture of 
pagan metal or black metal (Hoppadietz –  Reichenbach 
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2019, 2022; Banghard 2009; Dreschke 2020: 203). 
Ideologically explicit World War II Axis reenactors exist, 
but the rest of the Czech reenactor community tends to 
avoid them and is often openly hostile to them:9 “If a few 
idiots show up... who raise their right hand, they’ll screw 
it up for all of us, pardon me!” (Jörg 2022a).10

The application of Magelssen’s thesis concerning the 
alleged exaggerated emphasis on historical fidelity in 
the details of uniforms and equipment, centred around 
military symbolism, which serves as a pretext for wearing 
the Nazi swastika or SS symbols in public, and therefore 
an aid to the construction of an “authoritarian counter­
culture” (Magelssen 2020: 192), is also not relevant in 
this case. This thesis would have to be supported, for 
instance, by an analysis of the production of meaning-
fully coherent historical meaning, which draws different 
conclusions in the case of the analysed reenactments. 

If we want to understand the production of histori-
cal meaning within the reenactment of The March, we 
must first identify what historical narrative the organizers 
and participants are performatively attempting to appro-
priate — and how they further modify this narrative. Its 
significance in the Czech context has so far been only 
hinted at (Plavec – Rosenthal 2006). It is a significant 
and complicated narrative, mainly concerning the Baltic 
SS units, which in the primarily Estonian setting is part 
of a contemporary hegemonic narrative that is used to 
make sense of modern Estonian national history. There-
fore, we will use the Estonian case, which is in fact domi-
nant in all three reenactments. The production of histori-
cal meaning in the examined reenactments is based on 
the basic elements of this hegemonic narrative, which 
can be summarized as follows:

Following the occupation of Estonia by the Stalin-
ist USSR army in 1940 (under the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
Pact), the Soviet authorities imposed a regime of po-
litical terror, characterized by numerous crimes against 
humanity, including the execution of more than 2,500 
people and deportation to the Gulag, forced evacua-
tion to the USSR, and conscription into the Red Army 
of more than 100,000 people, of whom approximately 
40,000 died (Salo et al. 2005: 14–15).11 Consequently, 
in 1941 a significant number of the population welcomed 
the German troops as liberators. However, the initial sen-
timents soon faded as nearly 9,000 more people, includ-
ing the vast majority of Jews and Roma, fell victim to 

the three years of Nazi occupation (Salo et al. 2005: 18; 
Birn 2001). At the end of 1943, when the situation on the 
front began to develop to the strong disadvantage of Axis 
Germany, there was a threat of the reoccupation of Esto-
nia by Soviet troops. After the collapse of the front in the 
Leningrad region in January 1944, the Nazi occupation 
administration ordered a general mobilization. Eventu-
ally, more than 30,000 men, sharing a fatalistic sense of 
a hopeless situation (Kirss 2011: 371–372), character-
ized by the option to choose “between bad and worse” 
(Kõresaar 2011: 10), joined in, with symbolic approval 
also from the resistance.12 Wulf interprets the situation 
as a further manifestation of Estonia’s cultural historical 
positioning as a “buffer zone” between the “Russian and 
German empires”, or a “shadowland”, whose status is 
uncertain and fluid and which must constantly confront 
a double aggressive otherness (Wulf 2016).

The reenactors mention in particular the principle of 
involuntariness: “[These] Estonians had nothing to do 
with Nazism... They ended up in the SS… but they just 
got landed with it.”13 They further describe the practice of 
conscription: “And he was on his way home from work, in 
his early twenties. They picked him up in the street... and 
in the end he fell near Opole...” (Jörg 2022a). “Against 
the will of many of our compatriots, we were assigned 
under the black flag of the sinister SS,” says the main 
character in Division 45, who was faced only with “con­
stant drill... hunger, bullying, and propaganda” (Divi­
sion 45, Episode 1). From the new conscripts and the 
3rd Brigade mentioned above, the 20th Waffen Grena-
dier Division of the SS (1st Estonian) was administra-
tively formed and immediately engaged in heavy fighting, 
which culminated with the defence of the Blue Hills area 
( Vaivara Sinimäed) on the Tannenberg Line in the sum-
mer of 1944, where the numerically much weaker Es-
tonian units participated in stopping the Soviet advance 
and inflicted heavy losses on the invaders (Hiio 2006).

However, overshadowed by the dominant narrative of 
the 20th Division conscripts, who are described as men 
who voluntarily fought for their country in an unwillingly 
worn foreign uniform, other ethnically Estonian units in the 
German service play a less significant role in the Estonian 
narrative. These include the Omakaitse militia units estab-
lished by the Nazis during the occupation and the subse-
quent Estonian volunteer security police battalions (num-
bering 24), known as  Schutzmannschafts- Bataillonen 
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(Schuma), commanded by the Nazi security police, the 
Sicherheitspolizei (Sipo). They “wore the same uniforms 
as their German counterparts, were trained in Sipo 
schools in Germany, and their commanders received SS 
ranks” (Birn 2001: 185–186). Members of the Schuma 
were deployed at the front and in the rear, where they 
also arrested more than 900 Estonian Jews who did not 
manage to escape in the summer of 1941 and were sub-
sequently mass-murdered by the Schuma and Omakai-
tse in the autumn. Schuma troops were also involved in 
guarding twenty-two concentration and labour camps es-
tablished in Estonia from 1942 onwards, where, among 
other things, the Holocaust of Estonian Roma took place 
(Birn 2001: 188).14 Wendt pointed out that until recently, 
reflection on the crimes committed by the Omakaitse and 
Schuma was suppressed in the official Estonian memory 
to the extent that “most Estonians regard the Holocaust as 
an imposed discourse... with no direct connection to their 
country” (Weiss-Wendt 2008: 475).

The core of the traditional narrative as well as of the 
examined reenactments is primarily the direct frontline 
deployment of the 20th Division. This is framed in con-
temporary Estonian military culture as a manifestation of 
a controversial yet heroic effort to prevent further Stalinist 
atrocities. As for the composition of the division, it is known 
for certain (Misiunas – Taagepera 1993: 49–69) that in ad-
dition to conscripts, a certain number of volunteers from 
the ranks of the Schuma also joined it. We do not know 
the exact numbers. After 1991, however, veterans of the 
Estonian SS eventually attained the government-defined 
status of freedom fighters (Kõresaar 2018: 167). In the 
collective memory of Estonia today, especially after the 
relevant parliamentary declaration of 2012, combat par-
ticipation in the 20th Division is dominantly interpreted 
as a praiseworthy effort to avert the second Soviet occu-
pation and to “de facto restore the Republic of Estonia” 
(Kõresaar 2018: 192–193). For example, during the first 
interview, Anton compared the importance of these sol-
diers for Estonian military culture to that of the Czechoslo-
vak legionnaires for Czech culture (Anton 2022a).

The veterans of the 20th Division are respected per-
sons in this official context. Those who received the high-
est German decoration for bravery, the Knight’s Cross of 
the Iron Cross, during the battle for Narva and the Blue 
Hills, namely Paul Maitla, Harald Nugiseks, Alfons Re-
bane, and Harald Riipalu, enjoy particularly high status. 

When Harald Nugiseks died in 2014 at the age of 92, he 
was given a state funeral with military honours (Kõre-
saar 2018: 190). The reenactors from the MHC reflect 
the warm feelings of a large part of the Estonian public 
and met with them, for example, during a reenactment in 
Valga, Estonia. Jörg recalled an ambivalent and strong 
period rush-type affect (a concept to be analysed later): 
“And we marched through the town in those SS uniforms 
and people waved and greeted us, and damn near threw 
flowers at us. Old ladies were wiping away tears, recall­
ing events... I have never experienced anything such as 
this again, nothing has even come close... Not that I felt 
like a Nazi... but the crowd, the atmosphere, it felt terribly 
strange to me but not in a negative way…” (Jörg 2022a).

The final phase of the history of the Estonian SS is 
inextricably linked to the end of World War II in the Czech 
lands. In May 1945, a Kampfgruppe with only a few thou-
sand men, who remained from the 20th Division after 
heavy retreat fighting from Estonia to Upper Silesia, tried 
to pass through the Czech lands to the west to Ameri-
can captivity. A column of the 46th Regiment under Alfons 
Rebane took the northern route across the foothills and 
reached its destination, but a column of the 45th Regiment 
under Paul Maitla and other units headed toward Prague, 
gradually disintegrated and surrendered to the Revolu-
tionary Guards. It was followed by what Estonian soldiers 
and historians refer to as “Czech Hell” (Est. Tšehhi põrgu; 
Hiio 2006: 1048–1054; Kirss 2011; Cielecki 2015). De-
spite the surrender agreements, several thousand Esto-
nian prisoners were subjected to inhumane treatment, 
and more than five hundred were tortured to death or 
executed without trial, including Paul Maitla in Nymburk 
(Plavec – Rosenthal 2006). In Estonian military culture, 
Czech Hell represents a traumatic episode, among other 
things, because the legendary character of Paul Maitla, 
who is the only Estonian holder of the Knight’s Cross not 
buried in Estonia and whose exact final resting place is 
still unknown, was also a victim.

Reinterpretation, not revisionism
The MHC produces historical meaning in its reenact-

ments. These showcase the story of some of the Esto-
nian men under arms in 1941–1945: the soldiers who 
joined the 20th Division in early 1944. The adopted Esto-
nian hegemonic narrative concerning the 20th Division’s 
combat journey is visibly edited to remove elements that 
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could be exploited in a revisionist way. We may compare, 
for example, Division 45 with the successful Estonian 
film drama called 1944 (2015). It depicts the defence of 
the Blue Hills near Narva with the participation of Dutch 
(Vrijwilligerslegioen Nederland) and Danish (Frikorps 
Danmark) members of the SS who in several scenes 
befriend the Estonian soldiers and experience a brother-
hood in arms. Many of the Dutch and Danish were ideo-
logical Nazis indeed, volunteers, not conscripts.15 The 
only reference to these volunteers can be found in the 
first episode of Division 45, when the Estonian voiceover 
briefly lists the nationality of the soldiers deployed in 
the Blue Hills. In scenes thematically identical to those 
in 1944, only Estonian soldiers are seen in Division 45. 
In this way, the reenactors also implicitly distance them-
selves from explicitly Nazi traditions and meanings.

The MHC’s reenactments do not carry the connota-
tions of revisionist reenactments and commemorations 
typical of German, other Western European SS veter-
ans’ organizations, and their successors (Hurd – Werther 
2017: 344). They show a different cultural logic than, for 
example, the historical confrontations between veterans 
of (not only) the Estonian SS and the Red Army and politi-
cal activists in Pärnu, Lihula, or Tallinn regarding memory 
sites (Brüggemann – Kasekamp 2008; Smith 2008: 424). 

If this were the case, the MHC would primarily reenact the 
battle for the Blue Hills, where revisionist meetings of SS 
veterans traditionally took place, not the defeat and es-
cape into captivity of May 1945 in the Czech lands, which 
carries completely different historical meanings.

The March, The West, and Division 45 also gener-
ate a different affectivity: they do not imbue heroic suffer-
ing and death on the battlefield with a sacred character, 
but in a diachronic perspective, the MHC uses them to 
communicate increasingly strong feelings of futility and 
hopelessness, which call for a reassessment of one’s 
historical role and experience. Authors who have studied 
the rituals typical of revisionist neo-Nazi heritage groups 
and reenactments have pointed out that during these 
rituals, repressed manifestations of symbolic aggression 
and hatred, such as anti-Semitism, regularly occur (Hurd 
– Werther 2017: 352). The March is not typical of this ei-
ther, and negative affective reactions in Division 45 only 
appear in connection with representatives of the Soviet 
and Nazi occupation regimes, including mocking refer-
ences regarding the end of Adolf Hitler: “When the news 
reached us that Hitler had fallen in Berlin, it did not stir 
any emotions. The gentleman with the moustache has 
kicked the bucket and now what? What about us?” (Divi­
sion 45, Episode 2, 2022).

Fig. 2. Action scene from Division 45: Battle of the Blue Hills at Narva, 1944. © WAR Productions, 2023
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In the conceptual vocabulary of reenactment studies 
after the affective turn, one of the key concepts is the 
concept of period rush, also referred to as wargasm in 
military reenactment. It is a temporary intense and ho-
listically absorbing affective rush, carrying the meaning 
of an imaginary journey back in time, which reenactors 
generally desire: the period rush type of experience dur-
ing reenactments is clearly one of the main motivations 
for becoming a military reenactor (Daugbjerg 2017, 
2020; Runia 2006). Narrators in our interviews regularly 
used references to experiences of this type, and repre-
sentations of their lived wargasms formed a major part 
of the content shaping their historical subjectivity. While 
many of the reenactors cited in the literature speak of 
wargasms occurring in the imagined heat of battle, in the 
case of The March, The West, and Division 45 we see 
a gradual abandonment of battle wargasms and a shift 
towards the non-combat, non-violent feelings of period 
rush that occur in the moment of reaching the destina-
tion in the form of the POW camp, the act of surrender, 
and the subsequent “camp life” and reflective contem-
plation. It is here that some of the strongest affective 
reactions are mentioned in the narratives. Jörg, Paul, 
and Matthias all said that the most powerful experienc-
es of The March were the situations involving the skilful 
laying of traps, taking of prisoners, and negotiating to 
get through to the West (Jörg 2022b; Paul 2022a; Mat-
thias 2022a), characterized by the relative absence of 
direct violence. “It’s more non-contact...  reconnaissance 

and stuff; we have to capture someone”, Anton recalled 
(Anton 2022a). Paul included the only combat scene 
(the fight over the bridge), which he attended in a pub-
lic demonstration, separated it from The March pro-
gramme, and, for example, recalled that he fired at most 
forty rounds of ammunition in a whole week during the 
last event, a common consumption for an hour during 
public events (Paul 2022b).

As regards production of historical meaning, it is cru-
cial to see that in Division 45, the defensive and retreat 
battles in Estonia and Silesia are merely a prologue to the 
main meanings associated with the events of May 1945 
and the end of the war. This means that the most impor-
tant episodes in Division 45 are the third, fourth, and fifth, 
mostly set in Bohemia, full of escalating meanings of es-
cape and desperate loneliness, providing an opportunity 
to reassess one’s own life. The main character Jüri is on 
the run across the foothills of the Giant Mountains and 
the Jizera and Ore Mountains further west, and as an 
Estonian he feels “alone... against the whole world” (Divi­
sion 45, Episode 3). In the key, most affectively powerful 
scene of the miniseries (Episode 5), following many dif-
ferent struggles, he finally takes off his German uniform: 
“The uniform of the country I did not serve”, and in the 
symbolic act of removing and burying his Iron Cross 2nd 
and 1st Class decorations, he demonstrates the shed-
ding of his self as a soldier of the 20th Division. Jüri’s 
character then swims across the river separating the So-
viet and American occupation zones in Germany almost 
naked, leaving all his belongings on the eastern bank, 
which is another symbolic representation of the rejection 
of the old self and the attempt to enter a new life “puri-
fied” (Division 45, Episode 5).

The non-standard type of wargasm in military reen-
actment is a key form, co-creating the historical subjec-
tivity of the reenactors involved. The relieved sense of 
security after being captured by the US Army is content 
that is opposed to other types of wargasms represented 
in OH interviews with other narrators engaged in reen-
acting the activities of World War II–era German armed 
forces: for example, the experience of firing an MG 42 
machine gun or firing a Panzerfaust replica at a Soviet 
tank,16 or using a flamethrower in trench combat. In last 
year’s The March, the final stay in the POW camp was 
accompanied by an improvised “denazification” element: 
the discovery of a Gestapo officer who had infiltrated 

Fig. 3. Jüri removes and buries his Iron Cross decoration. 
© WAR Productions, 2023
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the captured soldiers and was subsequently denounced 
by them to the Allied guards, who began to treat him 
much less correctly (Matthias 2022a). The killing of a 
Gestapo officer fleeing along the same route to the West 
as Jüri is also one of the central scenes in Division 45. 
Jüri beat the Gestapo officer to death with a stone in an 
explicitly violent scene. “The bastard’s conscience was 
not clear...”, adds the Estonian voiceover (Division 45, 
Episode 3).

The narrators refer to the experiences of retreat and 
captivity as the climax of the reenactment in the inter-
views: “And after the last combat we got captured; they 
took our weapons... took us away... stripped us, searched 
us... and brought us in for interrogation. It was an inter­
esting twist; this doesn’t normally happen at events... it’s 
absolutely a top event...” (Paul 2022a). Matthias recalls 
the final phase in a similar way: “They captured us and 
took us to the camp... The interrogation and the search 
began. So that was nice; that’s part of it, and we were 
prisoners... and then there was... prisoner life” (Matthias 
2022a). In general, the narrators’ performance changed 
during the account of the end of The March; they were 
more focussed, with richer paralinguistic expressions, 
and the narrative was also more fluid. But what are the 
reenactors actually retreating from? Why do contempo-
rary Czech military reenactors of the Estonian SS try 
to performatively immerse themselves in their historical 
subjectivity? The whole reenactment takes place on the 
side of the “losers” and is imbued with a strong nostal-
gia affect (Schroeder 2020), linked to representations of 
hopelessness. These manifestations of subjectivity are 
indeed unusual. Military reenactment is usually domi-
nated by the already mentioned androcentric emphasis 
(Tomann 2022: 217) on the performance of dominance, 
aggression, and hegemonic masculinity (Hunt 2008: 
474–478). In our case, reenactor nostalgia carries the 
connotations of an attempt to return to the Estonian and 
probably also Czech (Czechoslovak) pre-war context, in 
which a “small nation” existed in its own country and 
for a moment was not just a “buffer space” between the 
West and the East, immediately threatened by two em-
pires at the same time (Wulf 2016). This idyllic context is 
expressed in Division 45 by both real and hallucinatory 
scenes of Jüri with his fiancée Külli (played by reenactor 
Julia), representing symbols of a loving, peaceful life, to 
which the character of Jüri constantly relates.

Reenactment and a score to settle in history
The March, and especially The West and Division 45, 

represent a cultural form that significantly distances the 
subjectivity of our narrators from lay perceptions regard-
ing their neo-Nazi orientation. The March, for example, 
represents at first glance a potentially ideological event 
for many writers in the field of reenactment studies as it 
fills in the “blank spots” of contemporary history through 
an affectively intense military-historical reenactment 
(Hoppadietz – Reichenbach 2022; Horwitz 1999). How-
ever, this reenactment is not counterfactual in the sense 
of reinforcing various stereotypes and does not commu-
nicate the meanings of the triumph and imaginary victory 
of the Axis powers’ armies. 

As far as the SS units are concerned, the MHC mem-
bers are only involved in commemorative activities relat-
ed to the Estonian 20th Division. In the past they partici-
pated in the famous reenactments in Valga, Estonia, and 
visited the Blue Hills battlefield. They are also conducting 
researching to locate the grave of Paul Maitla, but they 
do not collaborate with the SS veterans’ associations 
and their Kriegsgräberstiftung. Instead, they focus on 
the Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfüsorge, the official 
association run by the German government (Jörg 2022a, 
2022b; Anton 2022a). Again, their activity in this sense dif-
fers from the usual practice in revisionist circles of SS vet-
erans and their followers seeking to revive the Nazi ethos 
of historical SS weapons (Hurd – Werther 2017: 353). 

Fig. 4. Reenactor of German WWII paratroopers (Fallschirmjäger) with 
MG 42 general-purpose machine gun. © WAR Productions, 2023
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The MHC, by contrast, creates meanings in its reenact-
ments based on the rejection of both totalitarian regimes 
(Soviet and Nazi), and they consider the possible discov-
ery and exhumation of Paul Maitla and his subsequent 
repatriation to be potentially problematic (Jörg 2022a; 
Anton 2022a).

Thus, there is a clear distinction in the activities of the 
MHC. They do not associate themselves with the tradi-
tional Truppenkameradschaften, which carry the Nazi 
ethos of the SS, and do not participate in their revision-
ist counter-memory (Hurd – Werther 2017: 330–334). 
In addition, they regularly commemorate anniversaries 
of tragic events associated with the Nazi occupation of 
Czechoslovakia on their social media, for example, refer-
ring to the extermination of Lidice as “one of the great­
est crimes committed by the Nazis against our nation” 
(Facebook MHC 6/2022). It is undeniable that in the case 
of The March and especially Division 45, the production 
of historical meaning and the nature of the reenactors’ 
affective experiences of the period rush point in the direc-
tion of what has been described as an attempt to publicly 
deal with “a score to settle in history” (Daugbjerg 2020: 
27; Schneider 2011: 33), which is usually understood 
in the literature as an indicator of historical revisionism. 
This is not the case of the MHC. The March suggests 
and Division 45 explicitly tries to interpret the experience 
of defeat in World War II from the position of a third party. 

This means the position of a member of a “small nation” 
in the scheme of a greater history who is forced to fight 
in a foreign power’s army uniform and who tries to reflect 
on a desperate situation that provides minimal possibili-
ties to act in an unquestionably moral way: “It was the 
fate of the Estonians. The poor guys were beaten from 
all sides...” (Jörg 2022a). In Division 45, the similarity of 
the Estonian and Czech historical fate is finally expressed 
in the fifth episode, when Jüri comes across a pre-war 
Czechoslovak fortification during his escape. The Esto-
nian voiceover says: “On the way I came across small 
monuments of sad times, built by the Czechs near the 
border with Germany. The line of fortifications they built 
before the war against Hitler’s Germany. Fear of an ag­
gressive neighbour... One of the few things Estonians 
and Czechs had in common back then. They built those 
bunkers for nothing. Czechoslovakia, cornered and with­
out help, did not fight in the end” (Division 45, Episode 5).

The key to understanding the meaning of the reen-
actments under study, however, is not found in the re-
flection on the events of 1938, but in the identification 
of a central affect, represented most strongly in Divi­
sion 45, linked to May 1945. Since the beginning of the 
MHC reenactors’ engagement with the Estonian theme 
(2014), the retreat from the emphasis on the usual com-
bat wargasms in reenactment towards reflexive experi-
ences of reconciliation has been linked to the shock of 
learning about the violence against Estonian prisoners 
of war in Bohemia in the summer of 1945: “They were 
treated as if they were Germans... They were tortured, 
executed... terrible what was happening to these guys 
here”. (Jörg 2022a) In this sense, The March, The West, 
and Division 45 as well as the additional activities of the 
MHC aimed at documenting the tragic days of May 1945 
in the Czech lands, especially the fate of the Estonian 
soldiers, carry the same connotations as the serious 
questions long raised by Czech historians, especially 
Tomáš Staněk and Jaromír Mrňka. These questions re-
late to the extreme and criminal forms of retaliatory col-
lective violence, reacting, among other things, to Nazi 
atrocities in the final weeks of the war, committed in the 
Czech lands especially between May and August 1945 
on civilians of German nationality or prisoners of war of 
the armies of the Axis powers. The MHC’s reenactments 
raise questions from the Estonian side concerning es-
sentially local topics.

Fig. 5. Group of German WWII reenactors during a training session. 
© WAR Productions, 2023
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In The March, violence by the victors remains im-
plicit, but in Division 45 it is explicitly depicted through 
the summary execution of a wounded Estonian prisoner 
of war and hinted at through sexual violence committed 
by the Revolutionary Guards against the nurses of the 
Estonian troops. In one of the scenes, the commander 
of the Czech Revolutionary Guard unit, described in the 
commentary as “A little cocky guy... completely insane... 
None of us could understand a word he was saying, and 
he just kept yelling at us”, comments on the presence 
of an Estonian military nurse, using sexually-loaded 
gestures, saying “What do we have here? Such a little 
flower... take her aside...”, suggesting a violent continu-
ation of the scene (Division 45, Episode 3).17 In fact, in 
an unexpected way, the MHC reenactors in Estonian SS 
uniforms question our own “limits of humanity” in his-
torical context in many ways (Mrňka 2019; also Staněk 
1996; Staněk 2005; Staněk 2011). How can we (finally) 
confront the fact that the insurgents, and subsequently 
the members of the Czechoslovak army (not only) in May 
1945 engaged in torture and committed executions with-
out a trial and “flagrant violations of law and elementary 
humane principles?” (Staněk 1996: 11).

The course and context of Czech Hell represent, met-
aphorically speaking, the main score to settle in Czech 
history, to which The March and Division 45 draw atten-
tion. Presenting Estonians in the uniform of the 20th SS 
Division in May 1945 as part of a military reenactment 
in the Czech Republic may seem hard to understand; 
in fact, it means being able to take a cultural distance 
from which it is easier to ask very specific questions, po-
tentially conflicting for contemporary military and political 
culture in the Czech lands. The reenactors, through the 
Estonian voiceover of Division 45, repeatedly show that 
they understand the context: “We should have realized 
that the Czechs won’t let us go far... We wear uniforms... 
of the SS, which the locals hate. For years, these were 
the executioners of their nation, and now they’re looking 
for revenge... in the eyes of Czechs, we’re all Germans... 
The hatred that... Germans sowed, was now, in May 
1945, to be reaped also by Estonians in German uni­
forms”, reads the explanatory comment of the Estonian 
voiceover in the third episode (Division 45, Episode 3).

Moreover, The March has a deep ritual significance for 
the MHC reenactors themselves. Based on Dreschke’s 
above-mentioned conceptualization, its middle, liminal 

Fig. 6. Division 45: A dramatic reenactment of the Revolutionary Guards‘ sexualized mistreatment of an Estonian military nurse, May 1945.
© WAR Productions, 2023 
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phase (i.e., the phase of the reenactment itself) represents 
a performance of communitas, protecting the reenactors 
from the sense of ambivalence and historical guilt for the 
inhuman violence perpetrated against Estonian prisoners 
of war in the Czech lands in May 1945. We may under-
stand that the main historical-subjective meaning of both 
The March and Division 45 is the redemption of the MHC 
reenactors from this historical guilt and the experience of 
contradictory historical subjectivity (Abrams 2016: 66–67) 
by regularly ritually performing a version, where the sol-
diers of Paul Maitla’s 45th Regiment experience a coun-
terfactual happy-end. These soldiers, however, in reality 
fell into Czech Hell near Mělník and Nymburk in May 1945.

The March (longer in existence) implicitly carries the 
identical sense of what is already made explicit in Division 
45. To understand the culture of military reenactments 
typical of the MHC, it was necessary to find a symbolic 
key to it: both The March and Division 45 are tentative 
attempts to bring into the public debate again the topic 
of the “bloody summer of 1945” (Padevět 2016), which is 
similar to the recent effort of director Jakub Wehrenberg, 
who introduced his docudrama Postoloprty 1945 – Czech 
Retribution, depicting the futile 1947 parliamentary inves-
tigation of the Postoloprty Massacre (Kalckhoff 2022).

The MHC members point out that in addition to more 
than 2,000 German civilians murdered and tortured to 
death in Postoloprty by the Czechoslovak Army forces 
and Revolutionary Guards (and many tens of thousands 
more in other places, during the massacre at Švédské 
šance, the massacre at Rovensko pod Troskami, or the 
Brno Death March), there were many other victims, in-
cluding Estonian soldiers.

In his 2006 review of Tomáš Staňek’s book (Staněk 
2005), historian Jaroslav Cuhra stressed that for “a sig­
nificant part of historians and the public” the tens of thou-
sands of dead from the “bloody summer of 1945” were 
“an anonymous mass that probably died God knows how, 
but certainly has little to do with our past” and expressed 
regret at the prevailing “angry and ostrich-like” domestic 
reactions (Cuhra 2006). Thus, the MHC’s members, indi-
rectly in the case of The March and directly in the case of 
Division 45, turn our attention in this direction: that many 
insurgents, Revolutionary Guard members, and legend-
ary figures of “our own” military culture, that is, fighters 
from Sokolovo and Dukla as well as those from the May 
barricades often turned into torturers and murderers in 
the summer of 1945, committing crimes against human-
ity comparable to Nazi atrocities, which is a phenomenon 

Fig. 7. Jüri says goodbye to his fiancée in an emotional scene from Division 45. © WAR Productions, 2023
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NOTES:
1.  In addition to Lenka Hadarová’s text, the author has published two 

studies thematically related to military reenactment (Wohlmuth 
2014; Wohlmuth 2020). Currently, a study by Přemysl Vacek on the 
early medieval reenactment of Viking warriors (Vacek 2023) and a 
study by Jiří Hlaváček on the reenactment of the post-1968 Cze-
choslovak People’s Army (Hlaváček 2023) are being published. 
Hadarová, Hlaváček, and Vacek are members of the same project 
research team as the author.

2.  Some authors in the OH field use the term identity instead of histo­
rical subjectivity. However, it conveys many other meanings, e.g., 
from the field of social and cultural anthropology, which is why I use 
only the term historical subjectivity.

3.  Post-positivist OH refers to the paradigmatic texts of Alessandro 
Portelli, Luisa Passerini, Alistair Thomson, Lynn Abrams, and Da-
niel James, among others. It is still a less favoured choice in Czech 
academia, which until recently was methodologically dominated 
by the Oral History Centre (COH) at the Institute of Contemporary 
History of the Czech Academy of Sciences. However, one can al-
ready refer to a number of texts that subscribe to the post-positivist 
paradigm (Wohlmuth 2020; Wohlmuth 2021a; Wohlmuth 2021b; 
Wohlmuth 2022; Vacek 2021; Vacek 2023; or Jiřičková 2021 and 
Jiřičková 2023).

4.  The name of the MHC is anonymized and so are the names of 
the reenactments and the names of the reenactors. Other sources 
included textual representations from the MHC’s social media pro-
file and its website, as well as film reenactments of its productions 
made available on the Internet.

5.  Moreover, the annual reenactments of the Battle of White Moun-
tain, which are important in the community, are ironically presented 
as inauthentic theatrical performances for the audience (Koldinská 
– Šedivý 2008: 389).

6.  I understand the five-part miniseries Division 45 as a reenactment 
because it performs a reconstruction of events, has the same cultu-
ral logic as the MHC’s reenactment events, and exhibits the same 
production of historical meaning, affectivity, type of experience, and 
performance. I am referring to the methodological position of Chan-
dler, Bezanquen-Gautier, Boerman, and Noordenbos, expressed in 
Reenactment Case Studies (Agnew – Stach – Tomann 2022), analy-
sing, for example, Paul Greeengrass’s docudrama United 93 (2006) 
or the animated Waltz with Bashir by Ari Folman (2008).

7.  For example, Matthias contrasts mimetic credibility (mere “similari-
ty”) with authenticity (Matthias 2022b).

8.  Some episodes have over 100,000 online views.
9.  A common part of the websites of the vast majority of Czech World 

War II reenactor groups of the Axis powers are warnings that they 
have no interest to cooperate with ideologically explicit reenacting 
groups.

10. On the German reenactors from Valga 2018: “They had horrible 
outfits... They set up a nylon tent, they put up a nylon flag with 
a swastika... They were sieg heiling all weekend and acting like 
total idiots... That’s extreme” (Jorg 2022a). Paul also sees the “ny-
lon flag with a swastika” as a symbol of the neo-Nazis among the 
reenactors (Paul 2022b). The MHC is also distinguishable from 
neo-Nazi reenactors by its high reputation among foreign film 

This study represents the outcome of the project supported by the Czech Science Foundation (GA ČR) 22-07058S, “History and 
culture of contemporary Czech military re-enactment in an interdisciplinary perspective”.

unwelcome to any hegemonic military narrative. Accord-
ing to the MHC, a reflection of this is necessary, and its 
members are essentially the only ones seeking to do so 
through military reenactment in the present time.

The military reenactment of the 20th Waffen Grenadier 
Division of the SS (1st Estonian) is thus only seemingly 
exotic in relation to contemporary Central European his-
tory. Its ultimate level of meaning can be interpreted as 
a kind of meta-commentary on the current ongoing reflec-
tion of the “crimes of the victors” of the summer of 1945. 
The MHC’s reenactors suggest that the (still only partial) 
reflection of the crimes associated with the expulsion of 
the German civilian population in 1945–1946 is not suf-
ficient, as there are other victims whom we have hardly 
even begun to take into account: slaughtered prisoners of 
war, for the MHC mainly from the Estonian 20th Division. 
Historians’ interest in this group of victims is negligible, 

with the most extensive text so far being Tomáš Staněk’s 
recent monograph (Staněk 2011), dealing with prisoners 
of war from the Axis German armies in general. Narrator 
Paul sees a future oriented even more intensely towards 
the Estonian narrative of loneliness, resistance, defeat, 
and reconciliation: “I can imagine... a closer cooperation 
with the Estonians... We will see... what the future brings” 
(Paul 2022b). In this sense, the reenactments under study 
are not representations of a Lost Cause-type ideology, 
influential in the US reenactment community of the Con-
federate Army (Blight 2001). They do not revive a histori-
cal authoritarian ethos (Verdery 1999) but aim to reflect 
on our own contemporary military culture and contempo-
rary history. In the last sentence of his review mentioned 
above, Jaroslav Cuhra calls such an act “an uncomfort­
able but necessary way to truly come to terms with one of 
the painful aspects of our national history” (Cuhra 2006).
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 productions, such as the series Das Boot (2018–2022) or the anti-
-Nazi comedy Jojo Rabbit (2019) starring Scarlett Johansson. Film 
productions naturally test the reliability and integrity of the hired 
extras. The MHC then uses the income from royalties to finance 
its own activities.

11. Out of a population of 1.1 million people. A further 32,000 Estonians 
were deported to Siberia in March and April 1949 (Salo et al. 2005: 
20). More recent research indicates that the number of victims of 
the Soviet occupation was five times higher than that of the Nazi 
occupation (Mertelsmann – Rahi-Tamm 2009).

12. The mobilization was approved over the radio by the leader of the 
illegal Estonian National Committee, former Prime Minister Jüri 
Uluots, who had hoped that the Soviet advance would be halted, 
and that the 20th Division would become the nucleus of a national 
army that would enable the restoration of Estonian statehood with 
the support of the Western powers. Earlier in 1943, there had al-
ready been a forced conscription of men of several grades into the 
3rd Estonian SS Brigade (3. Estnische SS-Freiwilligen-Brigade). 
The brigade had the word volunteer in its title, but it was notably 
short of volunteers.

13. Anton used the same figure of narrative: “They just got landed 
with it, and it was the worst situation they could have got landed 
with. They were in it from both sides, they were in the middle of it 
all, and that’s how they ended... in quotes they got screwed really 
hard” (Anton 2022b).

14. Some 8,500 Jewish citizens from various European countries and 
at least 20,000 Soviet prisoners of war and other prisoners per-
ished in the camps (Weiss-Wendt 2008: 476). A detailed study of 
the Holocaust in Estonia is found in the work of, among others, 
Bruchfeld and Levine (Bruchfeld – Levine 2003), which has been 
published in Estonian translation. The first extensive domestic 
work on this subject appeared in 2006 (Hiio 2006).

15. “They joined Waffen-SS for a variety of reasons — from adventurism 
and opportunism…”, noted Böhler and Gerwarth in their recent au-
thoritative history of the European SS (Böhler – Gerwarth 2017: 3).

16. Soviet tanks are typically referred to as steel monsters (Division 45, 
Episode 1) or steel creatures (Division 45, Episode 2).

17. According to Jörg, it was an improvisation, which he perceives as 
identical in meaning.
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Summary

This study explores several military reenactor performances through the optics of reenactment studies after the affective turn and 
post-positivist oral history. These are co-organized or independently produced by a Czech military history reenactment club, which 
is specific for its unique affectivity, experience, and production of historical meaning. In action and film reenactment performances, 
which we refer to as The West, The March, and Division 45, the reenactors focus on the reconstruction of the final phase of the 
20th Waffen Grenadier Division of the SS (1st Estonian) combat journey in the Czech lands in May 1945. In doing so, they produce 
meanings that conflict with contemporary Czech military culture and official memory, but they avoid historical revisionism. In this 
sense, the reenactor performances touch upon, among other things, the still highly conflicting local issues of the politics of memory 
– the so-called crimes of the victors of the summer of 1945, especially the crimes committed against prisoners of war of various 
types of the German armed forces, subjected to highly inhumane treatment. Until now, these crimes have been debated in the 
Czech historical community more or less only in relation to German civilians.

Key words: Military reenactment, oral history; contemporary history; Czech lands; Estonia.
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CZECH HISTORICAL REENACTMENT OF THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES: 
INITIAL RESEARCH PROBLEMS AND CONCEPTS
Přemysl Vacek (Department of Historical Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Charles University) 

Surrounded by freezing air, I extend my hand, hold-
ing a recording device, trying to record the thunder of 
a medieval battle to get a soundtrack for a documentary. 
It is winter of 2016, and I am standing among the trees 
in a peri-urban forest near Prague, estimating the path 
of a spear that one of the warriors is currently wielding. 
On opposite sides of a temporary earthwork, two groups 
of figures dressed in quilted coats and trousers are on 
the attack. The spear has finally found its target above 
the eye of a rival, and the battle is interrupted while he 
is treated. The badly bleeding warrior is laid on a forest 
path, and several minutes later he is looking for a camera 
to document his injuries. The battle resumes, and I feel 
a little out of place in my outsider’s position of a “mou-
flon”1 with a microphone close to a fighting group. Even 
though I cannot get rid of the feeling that the desire not 
to hurt each other overpowers their fighting zeal, I soon 
retreat to safety. 

I witnessed a non-public encounter2 of “Vikings”, mili-
tary reenactors of the early Middle Ages, who symboli-
cally adopted the name of Berserker − a furious warrior 
from Norse sagas. The evocation of a strong combat 
experience of the participants was a reflected attempt 
to suppress the staged nature of military reenactment, 
which has moved away from historical authenticity in fa-
vour of the scrupulously respected safety of fighters and 
visual attractiveness for spectators. It is this emphasis on 
the performance of violent physical fights (Curry 2007; 
Filipowiak – Bogacki – Kokora 2021 and others) that is 
typical of historical reenactment of mediaeval Vikings 
(Brink – Price 2008). 

I remembered this event years after having witnessed 
it as part of the oral history project “History and Culture 
of Contemporary Czech Military Re-Enactment in an In-
terdisciplinary Perspective”. I asked an old friend of mine 
to give me the first contacts to kindred reenactors. I as-
sessed an independent group of the legendary Norse 
raiders recreating forgotten martial arts in “full-contact” 
mode to be a suitable environment to address narra-
tors whose narration would make it possible to outline 

the contours of the extreme limits of the “subjective pro-
jection of imaginable experience” which defines the “ho-
rizon of interpretive possibilities” of Czech military reen-
actment in terms of culture (Portelli 1997: 79–88). 

My opinions on military reenactment were signifi-
cantly skewed by the aforementioned experience and 
simplified references I was given as an outsider showing 
a superficial interest in the world of mediaeval warfare. 
After I had conducted several introductory interviews, the 
lived reality of reenactment opened up to me in a fully 
different light. The initially straightforward theme of deep-
ening the authenticity of the experience through a realis-
tically conceived battle took on an unexpected dynamic, 
and my original intention was largely redirected and ex-
tended. Although the ability to physically fight is highly 
prestigious for the actors, their statements also showed 
the importance of their experience of historical reenact-
ment as craftsmen, farmers, selfless researchers, and 
experimental archaeologists revealing the “marginalia” 
of the everyday life of people who lived more than ten 
centuries ago. 

This text presents an introductory discussion about 
three analytical concepts and research problems asso-
ciated with them. These are, first, the paradoxes of the 
“authentic” reenactment of Viking combat; second, the 
contradictions of different ways of negotiating authentic-
ity; and third, the application of Koselleck’s concept of 
“multiple temporalities” to understand the experiential 
“travelling” of reenactors between the past and the pres-
ent. This is primary research in the Czech environment. 

This research is not aimed at revealing the structure 
and practical functioning of (military) reenactment of the 
Early Middle Ages in the Czech lands as a whole, but at 
conducting an initial probe into the subjective perception 
and experiences of the members of a significant stream 
inside this movement. Thanks to the personal prefer-
ences of my gatekeeper, who accentuates strict material 
and possible experiential authenticity, I conducted oral 
history interviews with a narrow circle of narrators who 
had a similar focus. They are long-practising  current and 



20

former commanders of groups, organizers of reenact-
ment events, and individuals whose desire for experi-
encing the early-mediaeval world mingles with schol-
arly research. Last but not least, they are capable and 
trained warriors and people who enjoy extraordinary au-
thority and respect among other members of the move-
ment. Their deep immersion in the historical theme and 
atmosphere has resulted in the fact that many of them 
have professions associated with reenactment activi-
ties, which provide a substantial part of their incomes. In 
addition, reenactment consumes virtually all their leisure 
time and has a fundamental influence on their personal 
lives. 

Following Pierre Bourdieu, it is possible to character-
ize them as people with leading positions in the structure 
of their social field3 who have developed their privileged 
status based on high symbolical capital structured by 
their extensive knowledge and ownership of equipment 
(incorporated and objectified cultural capital), the long 
duration of their active reenacting and organization ac-
tivities (social capital), personal combat capabilities, and 
possibly by their workmanship (physical capital; Bourdieu 
2010). In their case, the willingness and ability to learn 
and conduct experiments based on acquired knowledge 
are wedded with high demands on the material compo-
nent of authenticity (here rather “true in substance”, see 
Agnew – Toman 2020: 20).

For my work among reenactors, I chose the oral his-
tory method in its post-positivist paradigm. This focusses 
on getting representations of various contents and forms 
out of memories modulated by own life experience, the 
entirety of which allows us to take a look at the histori-
cal subjectivity (identity) of the actors. The importance of 
these representations does not consist in getting factual 
references, but it offers “a way by which people articu-
late subjective experiences about the past through the 
prism of the present” (Abrams 2010). Answers received 
in the interviews appear on the dynamic interface of in-
dividual and collective memory. I consider oral history 
− “an independent boundary discipline between the his-
tory of culture, memory studies, ethnology, and histori-
cal anthropology” (Wohlmuth 2021: 132) − to be a highly 
effective interdisciplinary method for understanding the 
internal life of diverse groups and communities, of which 
the community of modern mediaeval warriors and crafts-
men is one. 

The Paradoxes of “Authentic” Battle
Military as well as “civil” reenactments of the early 

Middle Ages (the sixth to eleventh centuries) occupy 
a specific position among other historical reconstructions. 
The lack, or even absence, of source materials (mainly 
written ones) opens an extraordinarily wide space for 
experimentation, creative approaches, and the applica-
tion of historical cultural transfer from geographically and 
temporally different locations. Until recently (before the 
massive use of the internet), most information about that 
period was inaccessible due to the mutual mistrust be-
tween reenactors and academics. This situation is cur-
rently changing as several academics have begun to 
cooperate with prominent and respected figures in the 
reenactment community. However, the former situation 
persists among a significant group of reenactors. 

Today, about 400 or 500 actors participate in reenact-
ing the early Middle Ages (mostly Viking military culture) 
in the Czech Republic. As resulting from the answers 
provided by several informants, this group is highly com-
plex, each of the local groups have their own approach 
to combat practices, and each individual expresses his 
own preferences that only partially depend on the strat-
egy of his group. The fluctuation of actors (even between 
particular groups) is frequent, and solitary activity is not 
exceptional in the case of non-collective activities, such 
as crafts or some activities linked to everyday life (Vla-
satý 2022a; Floriánek 2022; Pavlišta 2022): 

Basically, reenactment is today informally divided into 
two main hobbies that meet in one place out of neces­
sity. This is a group of those who I would really call a re­
enactor, that means a man who researches and builds 
his research on books and reconstructs what he has re­
searched. That means that these people are very close 
to academics; they visit museums, own quite a large 
quantity of books, and their costumes are the result of 
their research about them. These people do not forcibly 
feel like warriors, or they don’t feel such a need to fight 
on the battlefield. However, they also do that and achieve 
quite good or very good results. And this is the most sta­
ble part of the whole community because reconstructing 
history is a long-term passion for them; one can say in 
general that they spend much higher amounts of money 
on it. These are people who mostly have higher educa­
tion and are very engaged. And against them stand peo­
ple who have an opposite approach in a certain sense. 
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That means their interest is rather superficial, they want 
to deal primarily with fighting, or solely with fighting, they 
are ready to spend less money, or they search for possi­
bilities how to save money. The reconstruction is not im­
portant for them. These people don’t at all have access 
to books, or they don´t want to have it, and they just copy 
what they see from others, on the internet, or at physical 
events. On average their education is lower, and they are 
less engaged. (Vlasatý 2022a)

This characteristic results from the principal dilemma 
that splits the reenactment movement today, and not 
only in its early-medieval line – that is, whether to adapt 
the way of fighting to the equipment, or the equipment 
to the fighting. A thousand years ago, the armour pro-
tecting warriors was very simple from the perspective of 
today’s actors; gloves, wristbands, and shin guards were 
not used, and the acquisition of metal helmets or chain-
mail was a luxury for the elite. Nothing is known about 
the way of training and fighting in those days; everything 
is construed based on archaeological finds of guns and 
equipment, sometimes based on not fully trustworthy and 
reliable iconographic sources. The energy of a warrior 
was focussed on the elimination of the opponent, while 
the current imperative says not to harm the opponent. 

Most actors are attracted to the contemporary reen-
actment movement by their desire to seemingly experi-
ence fighting to its fullest. The adept, however, is gener-
ally not willing to give up his original idea about historical 
ferocity, and so the only way how to cope with this situ-
ation is to a-historically increase the effectiveness of the 
protective elements of his armour. Giving up on armour 
authenticity is usually completed with the realization that 
fighting with spears or with axes and shields without 
any other cover (the most often combination of histori-
cal fights) requires arduous, long-term training in order 
to preserve the reenactors’ and others’ health and lives. 
For this reason, a paradoxical situation arises where the 
main reason and purpose of the early medieval military 
reenactment, meaning the reconstruction of combat, is 
physically unfeasible in practice today:

Today everybody beats on their chests here, what 
fighters they are, frankly said, the combat component 
of this whole hobby is absolutely over-dimensioned. It is 
a huge part of the community that fights, about seventy 
per cent at least. […] The preference is to fight, so when 
I ask a man what he presents in this event, he tells me 

–¨I’m here like a warrior. And this is nicely evident from 
the fact that the culmination of these festivals is a battle, 
not anything else. Everybody comes there for the only 
purpose to fight a battle, and everything is subordinated 
to that. […] And this is simply what I am talking about, 
that there is indeed no fondness or love for history, but 
rather the main motivation is to mutually compare with 
sword and shield, and then to wash it all down with some 
alcohol, mostly with a lot of alcohol. (Vlasatý 2022a)

How to Negotiate Authenticity 
This leads to the differentiation between different 

combat approaches whose antagonisms are hard to per-
ceive for a directly uninvolved person and insignificant for 
a “beater”,4 but a thorn in the side of the fundamentally 
disposed reenactors. More or less modern sporting ways 
of combat conceptions, where the affiliation to this move-
ment can be successfully questioned, are singled out.5 
Combat styles of particular streams become mutually in-
compatible, which forces the organizers of events to set 
down rules for the equipment, weaponry, and conducting 
combat (so-called “watchable minimum”, or request for 
so-called costume passports). The attractiveness of pub-
lic shows for audiences still remains an important factor: 

So authenticity is one thing. The combat – we are in 
Bohemia, so full contact is usual here, but it is needful to 
balance that. Virtually all our events we perform are for 
the audience. We do this in such ways that there must 
always be a staged element, and the “sport approach”, 
the struggle to win and such things, are balanced by the 
fact how the audience perceives that, so a kind of com­
promise must always be found there. (Tomič 2022)

The narrator is one of the leading members of the 
stream that pays attention to the “truthfulness” of the his-
torical reconstruction. He cooperates with academics, 
has a good overview of contemporary research into the 
tangible culture of the Early Middle Ages, and his work 
in the field of experimental archaeology is highly regard-
ed. Yet he sacrifices a part of his demands for historical 
accuracy to make the reenactment attractive to the au-
dience. He is aware of the performative principle of re-
enactment, without which this movement would lose an 
important part of its magic. He also owns a reconstructed 
manor house from the twelfth century in the foothills of 
the Jizerské Mountains, which is used as a venue for 
reenactment events; his interest is thus  pragmatic.6 
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 Without staged performances, sharing with the audi-
ence, and subsequent commodification, his building ac-
tivities would progress at a much slower pace, or would 
completely stop at some time. 

Nevertheless, it is these compromises that discour-
age some reenactors from participating in public events, 
leading to the separation of a portion of reenactor ac-
tivities into a narrow circle of those like-minded. In their 
effort to come closer to the truthful historical experience, 
they reject the strategies of “entertainment” and choose 
a path without limiting requirements to meet the simpli-
fying general ideas and expectations of the audience 
(Brauer – Lücke 2020). This solution offers them broader 
options to deal with tangible authenticity, which is inde-
pendent of superficial staged attractiveness, but more in 
harmony with the results of historical scholarly research 
and archaeological findings.

The organization of rather intimate non-public combat 
events according to a tactic agreement and without an 
audience is a sought-after trend in recent years. How-
ever, the narrations of the narrators preferring the non-
public form of reenactment show that even they respect 
the performative essence of this activity dividing their re-
enactor activity between both coexisting ways of histori-
cal reconstruction. Nevertheless, this does not mean that 
the setting is free of internal tensions in this sense. One 
must not lose sight of the fact 

that at least this portion of the reenactment culture is 
carried by individuals and their conscious [efforts] in the 
sense that somebody organizes an event and tightens 
up the rules there. He wants to have a higher quality of 
the reconstruction there and puts pressure on the partici­
pants by making the conditions more difficult for them. In 
fact, he wants more from them (Floriánek 2022).

People for whom their hobby has become an impor-
tant component of their lifestyle can be expected to pur-
sue their ambitious version of authenticity even outside 
their closest like-minded circle. Their prestigious position 
and high symbolic capital offer them the possibility to 
transform the wider structure of reenactment gradually, 
in the sense of increasing tangible authenticity, and to 
provide a more significant space for the authenticity of 
one’s own experience: 

Well, to come somewhere and expect that the orga­
nizer would entertain you, this can work sometimes, but 
it also depends on what you would bring and what you 
would pass on, or what you are able to demonstrate. 
That it is you who comes with the Middle Ages, not that 
you join the Middle Ages. (Král 2022a)

Educational work and personal example are irre-
placeable. The idea of a reenactment with unclear rules 
(or even without them) is difficult for the narrator to ac-
cept. He is the one who is an authority among reen-
actors, and he feels committed to direct them towards 
greater historical accuracy, at least within the sphere of 
his influence – he is an elite protagonist of authenticity 
based on the act of power (Daugbjerg 2020: 20). After he 
finds out that it is impossible only through education (the 
passing-on of information), he creates rules the compli-
ance with which he emphatically requests from those ap-
plying for participation in “his” events. However, pressure 
on the harmony of the equipment with the rules is usu-
ally not absolute as “some people would otherwise not 
work on themselves, but because they want to come, 
they like that, this forces them to improve their costume 
a little bit again” (Pavlišta 2022). The dissatisfaction of 
the representatives of this stream results mainly from the 
slow tempo of the changes and from the ignorance of the 
reenactor spectrum’s part that is more difficult to reform:7 

I think that the gap between the qualities widens 
much, that the upper part slowly pulls the average up­
wards, and there is a certain dissatisfaction of the upper 
part of the gap that it is running very slowly. And so I think 

Fig. 1. Hvítr Ulfr battle in Kunratický Forest, 19 November 2022. 
Photo Přemysl Vacek
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that there is a certain possibility that the hobby will split 
into things that will be not closely connected, which is 
happening now to a certain degree. I think that there will 
be one part of historical reconstruction and then there 
will be something where people will pretend to fight in 
a medieval style. […] And this division will probably not 
be obvious at first glance because there will be many 
people who will do both things and accept different roles 
according to where they are or where they go. And in­
deed, there is a question what of this will be called re-
enactment. (Floriánek 2022)

The theme of creating reenactor authenticity is dealt 
with by Vanessa Agnew and Juliane Tomann. They come 
to the opinion that, in the absence of transparent crite-
ria for authenticity, the reenactors mutually negotiate 
these items, or they enter a dialogue with the audience 
for this purpose. This negotiating strategy highlights the 
constructivist nature of the representations, and such ob-
jects and behaviours that are exclusively imitations cre-
ating the semblance of historical coherence are deemed 
authentic. It is paramount to the staged or visual rele-
vance of reenactment to create the “semblance” of truth-
fulness. The authors mean that it is the representation of 
the truthfulness by construct and the authenticity adopt-
able through bodily experience that cause reenactors’ 
mistrust of and scepticism towards scholarly profession-
al knowledge. What can be adopted in a practical and 
bodily way, thus formed and manipulated, is understood 
as a key factor of authenticity (Agnew – Tomann 2020).

Military reenactment of the Early Middle Ages differs 
from other historical reconstructions mainly in the limited 
number and fragmentary nature of trustworthy sources 
from archaeological findings, even as far as crafts and 
everyday life in general are concerned. Academic and 
non-academic researchers and experimenters world-
wide try to reveal, with varying success, at least a hint of 
a kind of cultural continuity among the found fragments. 
Thanks to available literature and the results of archaeo-
logical research, the reenactors focussed on authenticity 
usually have a good overview about findings related to 
the period of their interest. They are used to following 
news from the field, informing each other about them, 
and discussing, whether personally or through electronic 
communication channels. Their relation to their own ex-
perimentation and searching for the boundaries of au-
thenticity can be expressed by a sentence of one of the 

narrators: “At the moment you are experimenting, you 
can never say – this is how it was.” (Tomič 2022)

This certainly does not contradict the concepts of re-
searchers in the field of reenactment studies that the na-
ture of reenactment is substantially constructivist − after 
all, what else has been left for those who want to deal with 
the reconstruction of the Middle Ages in the present day? 
The interviews that I conducted with the actors focussed 
on authenticity in the Czech Republic in the second half 
of 2022 do not suggest at all that they would make any 
claim to the historical truthfulness of the results of their 
experimental practices, whether combat ones or those 
associated with crafts or everyday life.  

It would not be correct to ascribe exaggerated claims 
to the reenactment of the early Middle Ages, nor to at-
tribute them to it. Like in every discipline, even here ac-
tors can appear who are unwaveringly convinced about 
the correctness (beneficial effect, value, aestheticism, 
authenticity, etc.) of their acting. These are for sure pro-
vocative opinions the importance of which depends both 
on their frequency and on the fact who articulates them. 

Stephen Gapps brings a more factual spirit into his 
contemplations about authenticity and authentication, 
while reflecting the changing position of reenactment 
in the eyes of the conservative academic historiogra-
phy in the USA. Since the 1960s, a substantial change 
has taken place there, which results from the utilization 

Fig. 2. Hvítr Ulfr battle in Kunratický Forest, 19 November 2022. 
Photo Přemysl Vacek
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of experimental archaeology by reenactors. Due to the 
production and use of many artefacts, the “authority of 
authenticate” spread to a wider space as reenactors ac-
quired new knowledge about the often-ignored margina-
lia of everyday life (Gapps 2020).

Military reenactment (of the Early Middle Ages) has 
lasted for a significantly shorter period in the Czech 
lands, and even though its beginnings were uninformed 
and, with hindsight, a little ridiculous, it can stand, in its 
top manifestations, in the same ranks as reenactment 
from countries with a considerably longer tradition. The 
same can be said about the quality of the craftsman-
ship of Bohemian and Moravian craftsmen, the scope of 
whose activity is European-wide now. 

I, when I order a product or when I try to make one, 
always spend hours and hours scouring many files, and 
I look for various documents about that because I don’t 
want to build that on sand. (Pavlišta 2022)

If we’re talking about a historical replica, so in the pe­
riod I’m dealing with, there’s a certain ability to recon­
struct the object to what it looked like when it wasn’t rot­
ting in the ground for a thousand years. That means you 
have to see hundreds of these swords, either physically 
or in photos, to understand how the morphology was run­
ning. For example, someone might come to you that he 
wants to reconstruct a sword that has no preserved pom­
mel, which is quite common, or has no preserved point, 
as this has corroded. And you have to comprehend how 
the morphology, the typology works. (Floriánek 2022)

Even though they speak with self-confidence about 
the “typology, morphology, decorative style or techno­
logical approximation” (Floriánek 2022) of their products, 
their statements do not include claims that they are sav-
iours or donors of authenticity. 

Multiple Temporalities
An actor making replica weapons for early medieval 

reenactment, dealing with a long-disappeared craft, and 
searching for its technologies and cultural connections, 
draws his knowledge predominantly from archaeologi-
cal findings, mostly based on their photo-documentation 
and sketches; only sometimes is he allowed to touch 
the objects and get unmediated experience. His interest 
must be wide-ranging in order to see the links between 
artefacts whose condition, when found on site, only sel-
dom provides a coherent image of their typology and 

 morphology. The better he reveals techniques applied by 
the original producers, the less often he has to apply his 
own invention, meaning to resort to fiction. In order to 
make contact with the past, however, he has to learn to 
master its tools, whether these are weapons or items of 
everyday use. Practice then becomes a means of com-
munication with ancient producers, a corridor in which 
layers of historical time, “of different duration and differ­
ent origin, which yet are simultaneously present and ef­
fective”, mingle (Koselleck 2003: 9). 

Reinhart Koselleck’s theory of multiple temporalities 
works with the dynamic understanding of sedimented 
historical layers. Every moment is permanently present 
in them − its place in the timeline is given, but its mean-
ing for a particular moment differs − it is variable. For 
example, at the moment of a reenactor’s order for the 
production of a sword from the tenth century from the ar-
ea of present-day Lithuania, the armourer charged with 
producing it embarks on a journey into the past. From 
his place in linear time, he opens historical layers that 
contain information about this type of weapon in the pe-
riod and location mentioned. The present and the time 
when the weapon was made are interconnected through 
a diachronic historical motion that is caused by the ten-
sion between the lived experience and the expectations 
resulting from the temporal location of the order. Due to 
this, experiences from many layers of the past meet in 
the present, and they become, through the armourer’s 
invention, a component of the same historical horizon. 
None of archaeological finds is complete, and it is nec-
essary to see several weapons, optimally to touch them, 
and assess their material, production technology, and or-
namentation to get as precise an idea as possible. This 
means to know the reasons leading ancient armourers 
to a certain technological solution that is reflected in the 
properties of their products and to learn rules how to 
handle weapons. In his effort to get information about 
different aspects of early medieval people’s lives, the re-
enactor penetrates through the related study to further 
layers, the diachronic motion becomes dynamic and 
the historical relevance (speed) of information for the 
present accelerates. The substantification of a particu-
lar object of interest, albeit this is firmly set in temporal 
linearity, essentially changes the dynamics of history as 
we currently perceive it (see Koselleck 2004: 9–25; Jord-
heim 2012: 151–171).
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Where and using what strategies do reenactors place 
their thinking in historical time? Does this place create for 
them a horizon of expectations or an uchronian8 (Portelli 
1991: 99–100, 107) asylum to which the excited phan-
tasy of the actors retires in its need to escape from the 
currently inconvenient lived reality? Is the early-medieval 
alternative reality more attractive for them than the irre-
versible stay here and now in their space of experience? 
Are their expectations really fixed on a distant and mainly 
significantly culturally different temporal layer at the turn 
of the first and second millennium? 

And on the other hand, frankly said, there are things 
in which I don’t want to be closer to them. I’m glad my 
kids will not die from smallpox. And that my husband 
comes home from work every day, and not in four years, 
and who knows if he does. (Kučerová 2022)

I wouldn’t say I want to do that for one hundred per 
cent the way it was, and it’s not even possible. I don’t 
have so much time, and indeed I don’t want that, be­
cause if we took that to its ultimate consequences, that 
would mean all of you just put in intestinal parasites. 
Let’s reduce our chance of living by thirty years. Let’s 
stop eating sugar. […] And I am often, when they ask 
me why I am doing that, not able to answer them prop­
erly as to what I find fantastic in the Early Middle Ages. 
Perhaps I can find something interesting in it, but on the 
other hand, I can find many things there which are ab­
solutely repulsive and which I don’t want to bring back 
to life. That’s just that these things, evolutionally or by 
themselves, have sorted themselves out of the process, 
so I would be stupid to bring them back to life. (Vlasatý 
2022a)

Also, many other responses show that the current 
space of experience is convenient for the narrators. 
Nothing prevents them from organizing their lives in the 
liminal field between the comfort of the civilization of the 
Central-European twenty-first century and the voluntarily 
diachronic observation of the chosen historical period. Of 
course, with an option to take refuge, in an emergency 
situation, where the space of experience does not face 
cultural conflicts that really endanger life, health, or cul-
tural customs. The privilege to move ad libitum between 
two (or more) temporal anchors with all the advantages 
the narrators perceive is tempting − and mainly possible. 
The length of their stay in a partially fictive Early Middle 
Ages is limited by the degree of subjectively  acceptable 

hardship associated with it; it can be continuously reg-
ulated and left at any time. The temporal threshold is 
crossed over in one or another direction according to the 
ongoing horizon of expectations, either to the space of 
a reenactor’s promise of adventure and unique experi-
ence, or to the safe space of the current lived reality. The 
tolerable level of hardship is defined by this awareness, 
and the boundaries of the comfort zone move subjec-
tively. The thing is that real hardship without civilizational 
catharsis is really not imminent. It is controlled by the 
limits of tolerability of a twenty-first-century human with 
all his securities and conveniences that are today within 
reach even in quite isolated locations.

Like any other component of reenactor practice, 
hardship, be it the harsh natural environment during 
“wargames”9 or injuries in skirmishes and battles, can 
be regulated. It is possible to say that the phenomenon 
of historical reenactment is implementable precisely 
because of the possibility to control its intensity based 
on how the actor sets the limits, where the boundaries 
of his subjective tolerability lie, and how his devotion 
within reenactors’ interest is distributed, as well as what 
form of negotiating authenticity prevails in his circle. It is 
possible to reject participation in an event, and the ad-
justment of combat intensity, weapons’ sharpness, and 
 equipment quality depend on each participant. A settle-
ment or a medical facility, which can be used if needed, 

Fig. 3. The conquest of Curia Vítkov, 22 July 2023. 
Photo Přemysl Vacek
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is always within reach. Trust in the reciprocal permeabil-
ity of the temporal threshold is essential for reenactor 
activity to be considered successful. 

For this reason, the reflections of “wargames” in oral-
historical interviews are usually positive; some narrators 
represent their experiences even as dominating and ex-
traordinarily beneficial. The implicit acceptance of hard-
ships as an inseparable accompanying phenomenon of 
reenactment of the Early Middle Ages is perceived as the 
price of attempts to penetrate the human habitus in a dis-
tant historical era. Anja Schwarz views bodily experienc-
es of the hardship associated with reenactment through 
concepts of testimony and witnessing. The actors relate 
these feelings to bridging the gap between the past and 
the present, and through their suffering they become par-
ticipants in the “immediate” experience by means of which 
they document the veracity of their actions (Schwarz: 
2020). Schwarz deconstructs the category of experience 
in connection with the authenticity of reenactor experienc-
es − after all, we still do not know much about the forms 
of hardship of a human in the sixth through eleventh cen-
turies. In the subjective sense, this experience contains 
further categories that defy the deconstruction: 

For example, I am not a man who is keen on long hik­
ing, on walking, but also such early medieval wargames 
were organized, a march 20 kilometres long, we had to 
take with us what we were able to carry, including items 

for sleeping and eating. And also a weapon, and let’s say 
a helmet. It was uncomfortable, it was very uncomfortable, 
but it was a great adventure. It was simply an experience 
I will never forget. And this is one of the smaller and more 
intimate events where you can really experience the medi­
eval period, so you try to experience the medieval period. 
Of course, you cannot mostly avoid civilization, but it’s 
like… For the feeling, definitely. (Král 2022a)

Even though the narrator describes an event to the 
historical experiential potential of which the abovemen-
tioned deconstruction relates, the unforgettable adven-
ture and recreation survive. In actors’ experiences, hard-
ship is perceived not only as the price for penetrating 
the temporal layer of the ancient past, but also as the 
price for the feeling of freedom, liberty, and unrestraint, 
which they associate in their minds with this period. The 
specific recreation value based on the stark contrast be-
tween the perceived comfortable present and the harsh 
past is also important: 

It is also done by people who deal with any period 
and have a fully different entry brain that would need 
a sort of rewrite. But they at least attempt that. It’s awfully 
hard, these motivations at all … why people, indeed, go 
to an event in the early Middle Ages. It’s not about going 
to play someone else, but to relax and forget, to take 
a break from work. […] These motivations are exactly 
the same as those of bikers, simply; the people do want 
to be unbound by rules; they want to be absolutely free. 
(Vlasatý 2022a)

The vision of not being bounded by rules is based 
not only on the idealization and low awareness of life in 
the early Middle Ages, but also on a superficial idea of 
conducting reenactment as a costumed sports-leisure 
activity. However, a subjective sense cannot be denied 
to any leisure activity operated at any stage of maturity. 
During wargames and marches in nature, most actors 
are aware of the indefensibility of this experience as 
something that is close to a historical model, but they 
consider it to be beneficial within an experiment (ex-
perimental archaeology), that is, an important category 
of material and experiential authenticity. In Koselleck’s 
sense, they set in motion (dynamize) the culturally sedi-
mented layers of the past and affect the present through 
fragments of forgotten experience. Other subjective cat-
egories, such as adventure, discovering, and the gener-
al beneficial effect of the results of their research efforts 
come into play as well. 

Fig. 4. Rogar, 26 August 2023. 
Photo Přemysl Vacek
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And this is another great theme that I wanted to open 
up, because this is a huge problem. This is why we orga­
nize our early medieval events outdoors, somewhere in 
the forest. Which is absolute nonsense from the histori­
cal point of view as the people didn’t live in the forest, the 
people were not tourists or hikers, and so on, how people 
try to imagine that today. The people simply lived nor­
mally in a cultural world. They lived in houses, rode their 
horses, or went on waggons. And they didn’t carry heavy 
burdens in some backpacks and didn’t walk somewhere 
in nature, and didn’t bring tents, when they did not have 
to. (Vlasatý 2022a)

The quality of an experience depends on the poten-
tial of the environment surrounding the historical recon-
struction. This is why archaeological open-air museums, 
former battlefields, and places of memory related to the 
reconstructed period, where the experiences of early me-
dieval men and present-day men are expected to be in-
terconnected, are sought-after places of gathering. The 
experience of early medieval men is approached based 
on the platform of negotiating material authenticity with a 
different degree of categoricity, as required by one’s own 
equipment, co-reenactors’ equipment, and the materiality 
of the environment. Nature or the forest as a hypotheti-
cally minimally transformed space, as compared to the 
period of one thousand years ago, is suitable for quick 
use. This hopeful precondition is disproven by the thou-
sand-year-long economic exploitation of the landscape 
(including the forests), which has left deep and omnipres-
ent traces on its face. The last remnants of the relevance 
of thinking like this then end at the moment when twenty-
first-century man appears in this environment. The “im-
mediate” experience is then gained in the utopian space 
of the forest, which not only was not the historical biotope 
of man living in the sixth through eleventh centuries,10 but 
which is viewed through the prism of the cultural affiliation 
of an inhabitant of the cotemporary world. 

Typical is the contradiction in terms of authenticity, 
pronounced by a professional musician performing his-
torically informed pieces, who has reached his current 
job through reenactment: 

One sometimes makes concessions of what is asked 
of you. And that’s why we do this authentic medievalism, 
through which we compensate this. 

[…] 
All medieval music that is played today is stylization. 

(Závada 2022)

The two narratives exemplify very well the conscious 
split between essential and negotiated authenticity, but 
they mostly reveal the internal unresolvedness of the 
relationship between what is really attainable and what 
is subjectively attainable in mind, and between the lived 
reality and the horizon of expectations. The narrator is 
a university-educated musician (Faculty of Arts of Ma-
saryk University, Janáček Academy of Music and Per-
forming Arts), and the performance of medieval music 
is the predominant source of his livelihood. He has ex-
tensive knowledge about this discipline, he observes the 
state of research, and maintains numerous contacts with 
musicians and musicologists worldwide. He is rationally 
clear about the issues of authenticity − this is testified 
by the second part of his seemingly inconsistent state-
ment. He knows well that his lack of auditory experience 
precludes the possibility to classify any interpretation (in-
cluding his own) as ultimately corresponding to the in-
vention of the author and the period musician. He returns 
repeatedly to this theme during the interview. He knows 
that it is impossible to achieve this objective, that every-
thing he will hear in his life from the historically informed 
performance of old music will be a mere modern derivate 
of the original intention, an unclear echo from beyond 
the unbridgeable abyss of time. Yet he sometimes puts 
on a neat black suit instead of his medieval costume, 
and, together with his colleagues, performs a concert 

Fig. 5. Palace interior, Curia Vítkov, 22 July 2023.
 Photo Přemysl Vacek
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of  medieval music in an “authentic” manner. However, 
where is the difference, except for a side stage, a coat 
hanger in an adjacent wardrobe, and a few extra musical 
technical devices, between these two performances in 
terms of the proclaimed authenticity? 

The accepted fact that the essential authenticity of 
sound/artefacts/fight is unachievable for a present-day 
musician/craftsman/warrior is confronted with the aware-
ness that it exists nonetheless. More precisely said, it 
existed, but the reenactor just missed it in time. The 
crust of contemporary constructivist fictional notions built 
on the knowledge of the “typology, morphology, style of 
decorations, and approximation of technologies”, which 
is a  result of long-term sensitive, informed extraction 
of meanings from culturally sedimented layers of time 
from the early Middle Ages, is forever an interchange-
able module in the interpretation of fighting, crafts, and 

 music. It is an imaginary plastic makeshift of a window in 
the façade of a Gothic cathedral − its provisional nature, 
despite its functionality, is disturbing; it is unconditionally 
necessary to replace the window preferably with an origi-
nal one. The reenactor knows that he is not able to carry 
out such a replacement from his cultural and historical 
layer; this, however, does not disprove the subjective ne-
cessity of such an action. It is impossible for him to recon-
cile himself with the status quo, and the oppressiveness 
of this enforced patience presses him to a contradiction 
in favour of the horizon of expectations. The accepted/
negotiated narrative of his statement is a rejection of his 
own helplessness to reach an agreement with essential 
authenticity, and an expression of the permanent incom-
pleteness and openness of this searching (Daugbjerg 
2020: 27) that fills the lives of those who responsibly try 
to revive the past. 

 *The study was funded by the Czech Science Foundation (GA ČR), project No. 22-07058S “History and culture of contemporary 
Czech military re-enactment in an interdisciplinary perspective”.
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Interview with Roman Král conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 17 October 

2022, Česká Třebová.
Interview with Roman Král and Michal Pavlišta conducted by Přemysl 

Vacek, 17 October 2022, Česká Třebová.
Interview with Jitka and Martin Kučeras conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 

13 June 2022, Čerčany.
Interview with Michal Pavlišta conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 18 August 

2022, Česká Třebová.

Interview with Ladislav Tomič conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 29 July 
2022, Curia Vítkov.

Interview with David Tůma conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 21 November 
2022, Prague.

Interview with Tomáš Vlasatý conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 13 July 
2022, Prague.

Interview with Tomáš Vlasatý conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 21 Novem-
ber 2022, Prague.

Interview with Richard Závada conducted by Přemysl Vacek, 12 May 
2022, Prague.

NOTES:
1.  Mouflon is an internal professional term to define an onlooker who 

does not take an active part in a reenactment event. 
2.  I distinguish between public actions based on a scenario and non-public 

actions based on a tactical agreement (see Daugbjerg 2020: 28).
3.  Here the reenactment movement of the early Middle Ages in the 

Czech Republic in 2022.
4.  In reenactment, the term beater is used for individuals with sig-

nificant or solely fight preferences, who have surrendered armour 
authenticity.

5.  See e.g. the reflections of Jan Bartošek on Tomáš Vlasatý’s web-
site Projekt Forlǫg: Reenactment a věda / Forlog Project: Re-En­
actment and Science (Vlasatý 2021). 

6.  See Curia Vítkov [online].
7. “For this reason, believe that if I can’t convince them as thinking 

beings, it will be possible through the equipment. If I can influ­

ence what they wear, I can influence how they fight. And in the 
end, they’ll come to it on their own, but in their own way.” (Vlasatý 
2022b)

8.  Uchronia (a word formed by analogy with utopia, replacing the 
Greek topos with chronos) is a word denoting the narrative rejec-
tion of the existing order that for the respondent mediates the re-
placement of an unsatisfactory lived reality with a more acceptable 
version of it. For the purpose of oral history, the term has been 
transmitted by Alessandro Portelli from sci-fi literature. 

9.  “Wargames” are reenactor marches in nature, which include not 
only managing the prepared route, but also building a camp, 
spending the night there, an assault by another group, and fulfill-
ing of other tasks.

10. Not in the sense of the current use by reenactors.
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Summary

Military reenactment of the early Middle Ages is a hobby in which participants (re)construct and bring back to life technology and 
events related to the military culture of this period. In recent years, the interest of reenactors has broadened to encompass rituals, 
crafts, construction, farming, and trade, and could be more aptly described by the broader term of living history. This article, one of 
the first to examine the situation in the Czech Republic, presents a group of reenactors of the early Middle Ages with an emphasis 
on high material and experiential authenticity. Oral history in its post-positivist paradigm was the dominating method to reveal 
their subjective experiences. The representations contained in the interviews are a source for modulated personal experience that 
express the role, perceived by the actors, inside the reenactment movement as well as for the formulation of their self-concept 
in history. The text focusses on three analytic schemes – the paradoxes of “authenticity” in current reconstructions of medieval 
combat, the circumstances of negotiating authenticity, and the concept of Reinhart Koselleck’s  “multiple temporalities” that is used 
here to explain the experiential “mental travelling” of the reenactors between the present and the past. 

Key words: Military reenactment; early Middle Ages; Viking; oral history; authenticity; multiple temporalities.
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THE PAST IN AN UNCERTAIN PRESENT: THE PLACE OF COLLECTIVE 
MEMORY AT DEMONSTRATIONS FOR AN INDEPENDENT JUDICIARY 
IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC
Eva Šipöczová (The Institute of Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sciences)

In 2019, the Czech Republic experienced a wave of 
anti-government protests supported by the Million Mo-
ments for Democracy initiative [in Czech: Milion chvilek 
pro demokracii].1 The first demonstration took place at the 
end of April 2019, and the reason for convening it was for-
mer Prime Minister Andrej Babiš’s response to the police’s 
decision to charge all those suspected in the Čapí hnízdo 
case, including the prime minister, and to bring them to 
justice. Babiš claimed this was a conspiracy, and he also 
replaced the minister of justice. The organizers of the pro-
tests perceived this step to be arbitrary and self-serving 
so that the prime minister could create an opportunity to 
affect the investigation (Million Moments for Democracy 
2019). The For an Independent Judiciary protests were 
held repeatedly in many Czech municipalities. Most 
demonstrators − the organizers mention almost 300,000 
(Horáčková 2019) − took part in a rally held on the eve of 
the thirtieth anniversary of the Velvet Revolution.

Some demonstrators summarized the attitudes, opin-
ions, and emotions that accompanied the For an Inde-
pendent Judiciary protests on banners. While creating the 
banners, some of the demonstrators addressed history, 
through which they commented on the ongoing events. 
The following text analyses how the banners worked with 
what was preserved in the social memory, which events 
and figures were linked to the ongoing political situation, 
and which values, ideas, and feelings were expressed 
through them. The analysis is based on the understand-
ing of folkloristics as an interpretative science, and it is 
also enriched by the theoretical approaches of memory 
studies. 

Protests and Banners from the Perspective of 
Folkloristics 

Folkloristics perceives demonstrations, manifesta-
tions, and similar types of activities as a specific type of 
festivity − they have their own history and are  conditioned 
by culture (Santino 1999: 515–528; Saltzman 2012: 3–15; 
Saltzman 2020: xi–xxiv). Festivities that reflected the dis-
cord between the ruling classes and those over whom the 

power held its patronage have been documented from the 
earliest sources. The principle of defiance can be iden-
tified in ancient Saturnalia, during which the differences 
between social layers were removed (Frazer 2012: 644). 
The critique of power as one of the fundamental com-
ponents of mediaeval town festivals was described by 
Mikhail Bakhtin in his analyses of carnival and popular 
laughter cultures in Early Modern times (Bakhtin 1984). 
Parades called sharivari are considered to be the precur-
sors of modern protests during which defiance of power is 
openly manifested. These parades were documented al-
ready in the Middle Ages, and people used them to speak 
out against particular social problems (Saltzman 2020).

In recent years, we have witnessed a wave of pro-
tests which are − in contrast to previous ones − global 
and significantly influenced by social media. According 
to Ivan Krastev, today’s protests feature a wide range 
of various motivations; however, all of them spring from 
the globally spread mistrust towards institutions and sys-
tems of governing (Krastev 2014: 7–11).

David Graeber (2009) has submitted an anthropologi-
cal view of activities coming from the inside of protests 
movements. Protests, however, consist of various par-
ticipants who occupy different positions during the event 
(Rybníčková 2015), including participants on stage (or-
ganizers, invited speakers, artists), participants form-
ing the crowd below the stage, those who supervise the 
safe course of the demonstration (volunteers, organizing 
team, medical staff, police), occasional bystanders, the 
mass media and its audiences, and even the politicians 
who are addressed by the demonstration. It is primarily 
the organizers and active participants forming a crowd 
who enrich the event with carnival elements, such as 
music, dance, singing, chanting, masks, performances, 
and so forth. Various types of text and visual content are 
also included – banners, graffiti, posters, leaflets, and 
stickers that are usually understood as part of tangible 
culture (Santino 1999; Drozdowski 2017: 21–26) and 
serve as communication media (Hymes 2016 [1975]: 
79–141; Sirovátka 1991: 5–8; Peteet 1996: 139–159).
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The relationship between space, protests, and vari-
ous types of inscriptions was studied by several experts 
who point out their mutual interconnection and condition-
ing. In his study dealing with the symbolic meaning of 
wall inscriptions as an expression of political self-repre-
sentation, Jack Santino points out the interconnection 
of national, religious, and political identity, history, and 
collective memory2 with the selection of spaces where 
manifestations in the public space are organized. This in-
terconnection also becomes evident in inscriptions, graf-
fiti, and street art that appear in the corresponding space 
(Santino 1999: 515–528). Examining the Intifada, that 
is, the Palestinian fight against Israeli occupation, Julie 
 Peteet points out how history and the collective memory 
of different parties condition the “reading” of inscriptions 
reflecting ongoing political events (Peteet 1996: 140–
141). Following her treatise, I assume that identical prin-
ciples are applicable to banners brought by demonstra-
tors to public space and to the static, quite permanent 
inscriptions in public space, although these banners are 
only temporary and they disappear from the public space 
alongside the protesting crowd.

In his study, Drozdowski points out that the tensions 
in society and the emotions that society experiences are 
directly reflected in the visual image of protests (Droz-
dowski 2017: 21–26), and therefore also in the banners 
that appear there. The media image of demonstrations 
has been studied by Nicholas Mirzoeff (2018), a visual 
culture theorist, who links the attractiveness of banners 
to the influence of the internet on the visualization of 
culture. Photos from protests, published online, includ-
ing those with banners, increase the global reach of the 
movement (Mirzoeff 2018).

Now we will look at research on written folklore that 
was initiated by the folklorist Alan Dundes in the 1960s. 
In his study dealing with “latrinalia”, he pointed out the ne-
cessity of and possibilities for researching graffiti and folk 
epigraphics, which, in his opinion, include a wide spectrum 
of phenomena (Dundes 1966: 91). In his understanding 
of folkloristics as an interpretative science, he pointed out 
that inscriptions need to be researched in wide cultural 
contexts − in the context of space, the background of their 
emergence, and their authors (Dundes 1966: 93–94).

In Czech folkloristics, interest in written folk expres-
sions has always been marginal. The theme began to 
penetrate folkloristics after 1989 and was closely as-
sociated with the political situation at the time. After the 

Velvet Revolution, Oldřich Sirovátka, Bohuslav Beneš, 
and Václav Hrníčko devoted several studies to wall in-
scriptions. These were handwritten or printed texts, oc-
casionally supplemented with pictures, which reflected 
the ongoing political affairs related to the Velvet Revolu-
tion and which appeared in public spaces (statue pedes-
tals, shop windows, walls of buildings, etc.).

The above-mentioned folklorists also “defended” writ-
ten folklore and identified the typical elements of verbal 
folk art, with Beneš mentioning the way of formation,  syn-
cretic character, aesthetical efforts, collectiveness, dia-
logicness, and variability (Beneš 1990;  Beneš –  Hrníčko 
1993). He associated wall inscriptions with phenomena 
such as oral history (Beneš – Hrníčko 1993; Beneš 2005) 
and public opinion (Beneš 1990; 2005). Sirovátka paid at-
tention to the communication and information functions of 
inscriptions. He pointed out that street newspapers, which 
added new information about, criticized, and commented 
on current political affairs form readers’ world view simi-
larly to traditional prosaic verbal art (Sirovátka 1991: 6).

Banners used at demonstrations and protests be-
long to the same category as wall inscriptions, and for 
this reason, they have identical properties and functions. 
They also come into being3 as part of public mass expres-
sions of displeasure. They are involved in the formation 
of solidarity and contribute to individuals’ or small social 
groups’ feelings of participation in an event. They serve 
as a medium for communicating with other participants at 
a demonstration, speakers on the stage, bystanders, and, 
vicariously, with people watching television at home and 
those reading newspapers. Banners are distinguished 
from inscriptions by their formal (technical) aspect. While 
wall inscriptions are fixed in a single place, banners move 
together with those participating in a rally. Therefore, we 
can use the texts by the above-mentioned folklorists as 
a base and further develop research on inscription folk-
lore in association with protest culture. 

Folklore as Part of Social Memory, the Past as Part 
of Folklore 

History is a fundamental factor in identity, and there-
fore it has a strong political potential. Political regimes 
and governments legitimize their existence through it 
and possess the power to “write” history (Assmann 2001: 
65–67; Havelka 2010: 142, 147). Political, social, and 
revolutionary movements have always searched for their 
legitimacy in history; their objective was to  transform 
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the status quo and oppose the governing power (Hroch 
2009: 173). Due to its strong emotional potential, shared 
history serves as an element of identity (Hroch 2009: 
233–236), which contributes to the creation of the nar-
rative of protest movements. This narrative is used as 
a central motif that mobilizes the crowd, describes the 
conflict, conditions the form of activities, maintains the 
dynamics, and takes part in the formation of the demon-
strators’ identity and feeling of solidarity (Santino 2009: 
13; Saltzman 2012: 20–21; Gadinger – Smith Ochoa – 
Yildiz 2019: 90–91).

While searching for the answer to the question of how 
movements draw on collective memory, I rely on the the-
ory of Jan Assmann, who defines categories of cultural 
and communication memories. Assmann’s categoriza-
tion is built on the opposition between the officiality/for-
mality and the unofficiality/informality of memory, which 
are central to the analysis of the material addressed in 
this study. Due to its abilities to vary, adapt itself, and be 
passed down by oral tradition, traditional culture, includ-
ing verbal art, is also included by Assmann and Czaplic-
ka in communication memory, which is characterized 
“[...] by a high degree of nonspecialization, reciprocity 
of roles, thematic instability, and disorganization” (Ass-
mann – Czaplicka 1995: 126). Unlike communication 
memory, cultural memory is codified as a doctrine and is 
part of holidays and rituals; it is “created” by power and 
preserved by specialists (Assmann 2001: 50–53) and its 
parts tend to stand for symbols (Assmann 2001: 38).

In the context of this case study, it is important to ex-
plain the theoretical understanding of remembering as 
a practise that works with the contents of memory. It is 
in the process of remembering that it is noticeable how 
the boundaries of cultural and communication memories 
are blurred. Alessandro Portelli, a pioneer in oral his­
tory, points out the interweaving of collective and indi-
vidual remembering that draws on historical, poetic, and 
 legendary narratives, whereby the form of stories that are 
remembered depends on the needs of a given society, or 
part of it (Portelli 2020: 67–68; 92–93). Astrid Erll speaks 
about different modes of remembering, one of them be-
ing the informal sharing of narratives. This can, to a dif-
ferent extent, contain contents resulting from personal 
experience and codified history, and their interpretations 
and re-interpretations from a variety of perspectives 
(Erll 2008: 6–7). Jeffrey O. Olick, another memory stud-
ies theorist, follows Maurice Halbwachs’s basic premise 

that the individual memory is dependent on the collec-
tive memory (Halbwachs 2009). The social frames within 
which an individual moves influence what becomes part 
of his or her memory. The basic structures of memory 
(likewise the symbols) become real only if individuals (or 
small social groups) handle them and put them into prac-
tice, for example, by creating monuments or memorial 
ceremonies (Olick 1999: 338). In the context of protests, 
this practice becomes evident in the selection of places 
for demonstrations, in the integration of history in the 
narrative of movements, and − as the following text will 
show − in the production of banners. Following up on the 
interpretative anthropology of Clifford Geertz (2000), the 
analysis focusses on the relationships, interactions, and 
wider context of the selected components of protests, 
whereby, during the protests, history becomes a symbol.

Symbols are a result of abstract thinking, they are 
supposed to express emotions and communication and 
to remind people of common knowledge, and they bear 
power aspects (Firth, as cited in Turner 1975: 145–146). 
Victor Turner sees their political potential in the fact that 
they bear generally shared meanings, and those who 
have the possibility of changing the contents of sym-
bols are given an opportunity to manipulate the masses 
(Turner 1975: 146). During protests, symbols created by 
the ruling class are usurped by the masses, which − in 
the spirit of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory − utilize their sym-
bolic power in the collective effort to enforce a new con-
struction of reality (Bourdieu 2010: 9–11).

Methodology
This case study is based on Dundes’s understand-

ing of folkloristics as an interpretative science (Dundes 
1980). The banners used during the observed demon-
strations are analysed based on their content and put 
in the broader context of the protest events and the 
 particular movement that initiated the protests, and, 
above all, in the context of cultural memory that relates 
to Czech national history. The interpretation of material 
does not include the perspective of the banners’ creators 
as no interviews were conducted with them. 

The material was collected during participant obser-
vation at selected For an Independent Judiciary dem-
onstrations held in Brno (6 May, 28 May, and 11 June) 
and Prague (21 May) in 2019. The research aimed at 
documenting the banners. One hundred and thirty-nine 
banners from a total number of 606 were chosen. They 
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were selected based on content related to Czech his-
tory, ranging from its mythic history to the dissolution of 
Czechoslovakia and the formation of the independent 
Czech Republic in 1993. Text or text-visual contents 
were primarily included in the set. Banners bearing state 
symbols, the national emblem, the tricolour, or symbols 
of the Communist regime were included in the set only if 
they were used as symbols expressing a particular idea 
(for example, they were in juxtaposition to the text or vi-
sual component of the banner). Additionally, such ban-
ners were included if their creators used the the Com-
munist regime’s popular culture and anti-regime works. 
I decided to include them because I understand them as 
part of the (inter-)generational memory. 

This case study rests on the assumption that banners 
working with the contents of collective memory are part 
of informal remembering in a specific context, and the 
past is expressed on them in a way that is typical of the 
folk environment. I consider banners to be a phenom-
enon of a folklore nature at protests representing the on-
going (re)interpretation of history, which directly depends 
on the specific political and social situation. 

The interpretation of the past is based on the indi-
vidual knowledge of specific individuals and/or small 
social groups. At the same time, banners as a set repre-
sent supra-personal, collective, and informal images of 
the past. The analysis of the material aims at answer-
ing the following questions: Which parts of Czech history 
were used in the creation of the banners, and why? What 
place did the official/codified interpretation of history oc-
cupy in the creation? What values and properties were 
discussed through the banners? 

Taking into account the political level of the theme re-
searched, I think it is important to comment on my own 
position from which I entered the settings under study. 
Despite the fact that I have been living and working in the 
Czech Republic for a long time, I consider myself to be an 
outsider. My different nationality and citizenship are rea-
sons for that. I do not have a status that would entitle me 
to get involved in Czech elections at the regional or na-
tional level. I do not take part in political events, not even 
informal activities (activism, working in the third sector). 

The Past in an Uncertain Present 
The Million Moments for Democracy movement, 

which organized the protests, used certain historical 
figures, periods, and events in its communications with 

the public for their symbolic potential. For example, the 
movement’s homepage displays a quote from Tomáš 
Garrigue Masaryk, the first Czechoslovak president. 
His portrait is also used on a banner, intended to be 
freely downloaded and printed. Although the move-
ment does not openly advocate the “legacy of Novem-
ber 1989” on its homepage, the fight against the former 
political regime and the fall of this system were often 
mentioned in speeches and other activities (the relation 
of the events to commemoration days associated with 
the fight against the non-democratic regime, the transfer 
of the protests to Letná Plain). This context influenced 
the nature of demonstrations and addressed a certain 
sector of society. We can also assume that it partially 
determined which contents from cultural memory were 
used on the banners.

Historical figures mentioned on the studied banner 
include former presidents Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk 
and Václav Havel. Both occupy a significant position 
in Czech history. Masaryk became the first president of 
the Czechoslovak Republic, which was established at 
the end of World War I, in 1918. Václav Havel was an 
important dissident during the Communist regime. After 
the Velvet Revolution, he became president of Czecho-
slovakia, and he remained president of the Czech Re-
public after the federal republic was split into two in-
dependent countries. In cultural memory, Masaryk is 
projected as a mythical figure: the Father of the Nation, 
the President Liberator, who was behind the formation 
of the modern state, gained independence and liberty 
for the nation, and built democracy. Simultaneously, his 
personal qualities, merits, and wisdom were highlighted. 
Havel, who fought against the totalitarian regime and 
who eventually restored independence and democracy, 
occupies the  position of Masaryk’s follower in the cul-
tural memory. Both are moral authorities in the national 
mythology, bearing attributes such as fairness, wisdom, 
deliberation, truth, liberty, humanism, democracy, and 
education. Sociologist Ladislav Holý, who dealt with the 
symbolical level of the Velvet Revolution, mentions that 
in November 1989, Masaryk was primarily referred to 
as the “Father of the Nation” who gained independence 
and democracy for the nation (Holý 2001: 57). As we will 
see in the following section, banners from For an Inde-
pendent Judiciary protests referred to Masaryk primarily 
as a moral authority who represents fairness, delibera-
tion, wisdom, responsibility, honour, and truth.
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Highlighting positive qualities, the protestors primar-
ily appealed to Babiš to adhere to the legacy and val-
ues that Masaryk and Havel represent. Through them, 
those demonstrating pointed out the distorted and ques-
tionable nature of the self-images of the current highest 
political representatives. In an interview for the maga-
zine Týden [The Week], Babiš, speaking about himself, 
said: “I am like Masaryk.” (Musil 2019) One of the ban-
ners bore a brief response to this statement: “You are 
not Masaryk.”4 Another one was ironic, comprising five 
photos of Masaryk supplemented with his quotes about 
greed, morals, morality, and democracy as well as with 
his most popular quote “Don’t be afraid and don’t steal.” 
The sixth photo in the group presented Babiš wearing 
a red cap, put on askew, with his thumbs in the pockets 
of his trousers, and the above-mentioned statement for 
Týden, in which he identified himself with Masaryk.5 One 
protester remembered Václav Havel by bringing an offi-
cial period presidential portrait.6 Another one used a less 
known quote from Havel: “It makes sense”7, which en-
couraged and legitimized the demonstrators’ presence 
in the squares. 

Quotes from Masaryk and Havel were the most fre-
quent sources of inspiration referring to the former presi-

dents. Banner creators often worked with Masaryk’s state-
ment “Don’t be afraid and don’t steal!” and with Havel’s 
“Truth and love must triumph over lies and hatred”. These 
were paraphrased or referred to (e.g., “Truth and love will 
triumph over Bureš’s lies and Zeman’s hatred”8). In one 
case, a banner referred to the slogan on the presidential 
standard of the Czech Republic, “Truth prevails”,9 in the 
form of a rhetorical question, “When will the truth again 
prevail at the Castle and below it?”10 that expressed the 
loss of trust in the current political authorities.

A banner with a quote from another person associ-
ated with national mythology – the Czech mediaeval 
religious reformer Jan Hus – appealed to preferring the 
truth over personal benefit: “Accursed is he who leaves 
truth for a crust of bread.”11 Simultaneously, the banner 
implicitly and with a hint of sarcasm referred to one of 
Babiš’s cases in which he might have ensured subsidies 
for the production of bread for a bakery that is a member 
of Agrofert Holding (ČTK, pak 2019).12 

The interpretation of the banner bearing only one 
word − Defenestration13– is not unambiguous and can 
elicit a variety of associations. Three Prague defenestra-
tions (1419, 1483, and 1618) are accentuated in Czech 
history as being key ones. However, the author could 
have been refering only to the “practice” and not to a par-
ticular historical event. 

Another banner related to the legend of the Blaník 
knights (“The Blaník knights have a wake-up call”14), 
which is related to the tradition of St. Wenceslas. The 
legend is based on the worldwide widespread motif of an 
army resting inside a hill (ATU 766), which wakes up and 
sets off against enemies to help a troubled nation at its 
darkest moment. 

The Velvet Revolution is among the most frequently 
remembered positive events from the second half of the 
twentieth century. The events of late 1989 are construct-
ed, within the official interpretation of modern Czech his-
tory, as symbolizing democracy, freedom (of movement, 
speech, access to information), and the ability to change 
the situation “from below”. Current affairs were identified 
with the Velvet Revolution on the banners (“1989 = 2019 
/ TRUTH and [heart]”15). Also, the renewed mocking slo-
gan “Jakeš to the rubbish bin!”16 (Beneš – Hrníčko 1993: 
145) was associated with the year 1989, and it was up-
dated to the version “Bureš to the rubbish bin; Babiš to 
the rubbish bin.”17

Fig. 1. The poster was provided for free download by the Million Moments 
for Democracy movement. Brno, 11 June 2019. Photo Eva Šipöczová
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Only one documented banner bore a critical view of the 
legacy of 17 November 1989 and the post-revolutionary 
years (“Velvet does not work, next time [picture of fire]”18). 

The Communist era is the part of modern history 
which was most often reflected on the banners. Those 
protesting followed the formalized interpretation of his-
tory. The past political regime symbolically represented 
negative phenomena on the banners, such as lack of 
freedom, unenforceability of the law, the arrogance and 
misuse of power, utilitarianism, cheating, stealing, intimi-
dation, and corruption.

In its introduction, a long text, untypical of banners, 
articulated the conflict between the post-revolutionary 
narrative about the country’s future and the present day: 
“It is unacceptable for a prosecuted person registered as 
an agent of the State Secret Police to be prime minister 
of our country 71 years after the Communist putsch and 
30 years after the Velvet Revolution.”19

Babiš’s alleged cooperation with the State Secret Po-
lice (hereinafter StB)20 as an agent shows the importance 
of the personal history of a publicly active person in con-
flict with the official democratic narrative, which is based 
on the clear rejection of the Communist era. According to 
archival documents administered by the Nation’s Memory 
Institute, Babiš was registered as a StB agent under the 
code name Bureš. However, the former prime minister 

has been litigating about the authenticity of this informa-
tion for ten years (for more, see Čemusová 2022). On the 
banners Babiš’s association with the StB was mentioned 
fifty times. His agent evidence number (see Fig. 3) was 
used twice. Other banners were more general, speaking 
about the StB, an agent/s (“It is true, it is a fact that a thief, 
liar, and a StB agent rules here!!! I don’t want a StBabiš to 
be my prime minister”21), or a comrade (“Let’s elect new 
faces instead of the comrade and liar!!!”22). The alleged 
cooperation stripped Babiš of the moral right to hold the 
post of prime minister. He was designated a representa-
tive of the former regime and what it stood for (“ANDREJ 
BABIŠ personifIeS EVERYTHING that we spurned on 
17 November 1989: STB / Dictatorship / Manipulation / 
Bureaucracy of state / Oppression of speech / Corruption 
/ Blackmail / Intimidation”23).

The red five-pointed star and the hammer and sickle 
frequently appeared on the banners as embellishments 
supplementing the text. To a lesser extent, they were the 
main motif of the banner: 

“Never [the hammer-and-sickle symbol] more.”24

“Zeman, / Babiš, [the hammer-and-sickle symbol 
placed in the dial of an alarm clock and crossed with a di-
agonal] your final bell.”25

Fig. 3. This poster combines caricature, the agent number of Bureš, 
a nest containing eggs with Communist symbols on them, red underwear, 
and a call for resignation. Brno, 11 June 2019. Photo Eva Šipöczová

Fig. 2. This slogan was also used during the Velvet Revolution. 
Brno, 11 June 2019. Photo Eva Šipöczová
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Another category of banners refers to forbidden 
culture during the Communist regime. The reason for 
their inclusion in the selection is their tie to generational 
identity and their symbolic meaning as a protest against 
power, which they still stand for in the eyes of a part of 
society. Most often (six times) these banners’ creators 
worked with texts by the anti-regime songwriter Karel 
Kryl. Passages from one of his songs were completed 
with pictures putting the text into the present-day con-
text,26 or the texts were modified (see Fig. 4). In one 
case, a text by the songwriter Pavel Dobeš was used.27 
Inspiration also came from British writer George Orwell 
and his books 1984 and Animal Farm, which were for-
bidden under the regime (“Welcome to the animal farm; 
All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal 
than others [caricature of Babiš and Zeman].”28; Fig 5).

A common past and language are basic national-
identification elements that identify what is “ours” and 
what is “strange”. For this reason, several banners re-
membered the origin of the former prime minister. De-
spite the shared history of Czechs and Slovaks and the 
still-living mutual realtions between the nations (the myth 
of a fraternal nation), Babiš was identified as a foreign 

Fig. 4. Modified lyrics to Karel Kryl’s song “Balada Manoně”. Brno, 11 June 2019. Photo Eva Šipöczová
Fig. 5. Modified slogan from G. Orwell’s book 1984. Photo Eva Šipöczová
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element (“Babiš go home”29). Other banners remem-
bered, in a more conciliatory manner, the mutual rela-
tions between both countries, speaking out just against 
Babiš (“I don’t have a problem with a Slovak. I have 
a problem with an StB guy, liar, and thief”30; “Brothers!!! 
Stop sending [your] waste here to us”31). To speak out 
against Babiš and to confirm that he does not belong to 
the Czech nation, several banners referred to his Slova-
kisms, that is, mistakes made when speaking Czech as 
a result of Slovak being his native tongue. His slips of the 
tongue were ridiculed (motýle, whereby motýli is the cor-
rect Czech word), and one banner parodied the way he 
speaks (“Andrej, are you not afraid?” [nemáš strache in 
Czech, whereby strach is the correct version]32; Fig. 4).

Discussion and Conclusion
This thorough analysis of the selected banners has 

shown that − like other inscriptions relating to protest 
movements − banners are also influenced by cultural, 
ethnic, religious, and political identity, and collective 
memory (Peteet 1996; Santino 1999). This is confirmed 
by the themes chosen by these banners’ creators when 
commenting on and criticizing political affairs. Common 
history and national identity on the banners contribute to 
the narrative of the movement by determining the roots of 
its values, strengthening the sense of togetherness, and 
legitimizing the protest (Saltzman 2012; Santino 2009).

The banner creators found inspiration primarily in 
official/codified history, and they chose subject matters 
that were symbolic and generally understandable, thus 
providing an opportunity to confront current political rep-
resentatives using values anchored in a historical figure 
or a historical event. In the production of banners we can 
see the mechanism described by Olick (1999) where an 
individual or a small social group works with the contents 
of the collective memory. The creators (re)interpreted 
the contents based on their own perception of the politi-
cal situation, and on the feelings that this situation has 
evoked in them. For this reason, banners as a communi-
cation medium can be integrated into an informal collec-
tive mode of remembering (Erll 2008). Among complex 
symbols, the creators highlighted the values that were 
important for them (the image of Masaryk in 1989 vs. 
in 2019). The past was stylized on the banners, and − 
alongside political themes − it was presented through 
mottoes, slogans, and quasi-proverbs whose function 

and aesthetics match those of a banner used as a com-
munication medium (Sirovátka 1991).

We can identify two basic levels at which historical 
figures, events, and periods were used. The first group 
contains ones that feature a positive symbolical aspect 
of cultural memory and that are pillars in the narrative of 
modern Czech history and the national myth (Masaryk, 
Havel, Hus, the Velvet Revolution, the Blaník knights). 
They were an appeal, a call, and a reproach primarily 
aimed at former Prime Minister Babiš. Another group of 
banners used symbols that are attributed negative values. 

Positive symbols were openly questioned only excep-
tionally (“Velvet does not work…”). This one example is 
an important exclamation point in the interpretation of the 
analysed collection. It reminds us that outside the For 
an Independent Judiciary movement there are still opin-
ion and value groups, which, based on their persuasions 
and if they would organize demonstrations and produce 
banners, could work with the same parts of history in 
a different manner and interpret the contents of the col-
lective memory based on their own needs. 

Banners relating to Babiš’s alleged cooperation with 
the StB show how the past of an individual politician be-
comes a public matter and how Czech society uses it 
to cope with its Communist past. Their creators come 
back to the official state narrative, which rejects the 
Communist regime, teaches “how the regime has to be 
remembered”, and determines value approaches to this 
part of history. Those demonstrating represent the part 
of society that identifies with this narrative, reminding his 
Communist past and rejecting him as a representative 
in the present-day political sphere, despite the fact that 
Babiš was elected in democratic elections and became 
the prime minister. This indicates that the Communist 
past is not a key issue for a part of society. 

Popular and underground publications from the pe-
riod of Communism were another source of inspiration. 
From the perspective of memory studies, they are part 
of the “little history”, that is, the history of everyday life, 
and contribute to generational identity (Daniel –  Kavka – 
Machek 2013). In the context of demonstrations against 
Babiš, the use of anti-regime and forbidden artistic 
works can be interpreted as a symbolic return to the 
anti-Communist struggle. The works that stood for a si-
lenced voice against the omnipresent dictatorship were 
openly used to remind people of Babiš’s past, which the 
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former prime minister tries to silence through legal dis-
putes with memory institutions. Official popular culture 
from the Communist period was a source of satire and 
irony. 

A common past and language are basic national-
identification elements. Their sharing determines who 
belongs to the category of “we” and who is “strange” 
(Hroch 2009). For this reason, the national identity of the 
former prime minister, who comes from Slovakia, be-
came a theme for some protestors. Babiš was identified 
as the “Other”, who does not share the Czech language 
and past and does not come from Czechia, despite the 
narrow interconnection between Czech and Slovak his-
tory and the myth of a “brother nation”. His “otherness” 
was most often remembered by ridiculing his oral skills 
in the Czech language. 

Memory and the practice of remembering also in-
clude what is not talked about. The analysed set of 
banners shows that authors referred to a thematically 
narrow part of history. Several crucial events of modern 
history, which are still actively remembered, did not ap-
pear at all on the banners (e.g., World War II, the Soviet 
invasion of 1968). The choice of themes was selective, 
based on associations, similarity, and values that the 
creators wished to accentuate. 

As mentioned above, banners as spontaneously cre-
ated and unofficial products are part of communication 
memory. However, the analysed collection showed that 
even within it, banners creators reach into only a certain 
section of this memory in the case of this type of mate-
rial. Individual and family histories were not a source of 
inspiration for the banners. The reason for that could 
be the weak potential of personal stories to address 
a crowd and the effort to share “the common” that con-
tributes to the creation of togetherness. 

This case study demonstrates the crucial importance 
of the official/formal interpretation of history contained 
in the cultural memory. Historical figures and events 

were chosen based on their generally established sym-
bolic importance. Only certain parts of history and their 
symbolic signifigance were selected. This selection was 
spontaneous and influenced by particular circumstanc-
es (political affairs, the past of a particular politician, the 
narrative of a protest movement, and individual feelings). 
These demonstrations are thus a specific situation dur-
ing which a part of society usurped history, interpreting 
and re-interpreting it, and they reveal one of the possible 
levels of memory and the practice of remembering. 

In the context of folkloristic research in the field of 
inscription folklore, this study has pointed out several 
realms that can be developed as a follow-up to works 
by Sirovátka, Beneš, and Hrníčko. This concerns, for 
example, a more detailed view of the origin of written 
messages (including banners) and their development 
and passing-on within protest movements over time as 
well as across movements, and their spread across the 
globalized world, whereby the variety of themes offers 
the opportunity to gain a deeper insight into the interpre-
tations of the world from the perspective of the crowd. 

The strong Million Moments for Democracy move-
ment, able to rouse a segment of society to protest, did 
not compel the criticized group of politicians to accept 
its demands. At the time of finalizing this text, the Czech 
Republic has a new, democratically elected government.
The view of banners using contents from history made it 
possible to better understand the demonstrating crowd. 
Its opinions, attitudes, needs, and emotions determined 
the way of working with memory within which the past 
was not presented only as a memento, but also as a re-
proach, an appeal, criticism, and a way to legitimize the 
protests. Memory became moral support squeezed into 
slogans so that the content could be easily legible and 
could aptly express the current situation. History be-
came, as it is still repeatedly becoming, an active part 
of the interpretation of what is uncertain and confusing 
today, and it brings hope for a just future. 

*This study was written with the institutional support of the Czech Academy of Sciences, Strategy AV 21, No. 23.
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NOTES:
1.  The initiative was established in 2017.
2.  In the text, I use the term collective memory as an umbrella term. 
3.  In their texts, Sirovátka, Beneš, and Hrníčko did not deal with the 

creation of banners. Due to the possible volume of the text, I will 
mention brief observations from my research. Banners are made 
as individual works, or within small social groups. They are made at 
home or at organized workshops before a demonstration, or even 
only at a demonstration. They are a result of an individual or collec-
tive creative process. 

4.  Prague, 21 May.
5.  Prague, 21 May.
6.  Prague, 21 May.
7.  Brno, 11 June.
8.  Brno, 6 May. 
9.  Brno, 11 June.
10.  Prague, 21 May.
11.  Brno, 11 June.
12.  Babiš was an owner of Agrofert. 
13.  Prague, 21 May.
14.  Prague, 21 May.
15.  Prague, 21 May.
16. Miloš Jakeš, General Secretary of the Communist Party of Czecho-

slovakia in 1987–1989.

17. Brno, 28 May.
18. Brno, 28 May. 
19. Prague, 21 May.
20. State political secret service of the Communist regime in the 

Czechoslovak Socialist Republic.
21. Prague, 21 May.
22. Prague, 21 May.
23. Brno, 28 May.
24. Prague, 21 May.
25. Prague, 21 May.
26. The passages from the following songs: Nevidomá dívka [A Sight-

less Girl], Divný kníže [A Strange Prince], Bratříčku, zavírej vrát­
ka [Brother, Close the Backdoor], Rakovina [Cancer], and Balada 
Manoně [Ballad for Manon].

27. Tha passage from the song Calvera.
28. Prague, 21 May.
29. Brno, 11 June.
30. Brno, 11 June.
31. Prague, 21 May.
32. Prague, 21 May.
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Summary

This case study focusses on an analysis of the place of collective memory at the For an Independent Judiciary (in Czech: Za 
nezávislou justici) demonstrations that took place in the Czech Republic in 2019. It combines the folkloristic approach of inscription 
folklore research with the theoretical approaches of memory studies. During participant observation of the protests, banners were 
documented, which the study understands as a specific verbal expression of a folklore nature, anchored in a text and balancing 
on the borderline between individually and collectively shared opinions regarding particular events. Frequent themes presented 
on the banners included references to historical events, prominent people, and periods. The past was put into a new context, as 
it became part of ongoing events and was thus (re)interpreted. This study observes which historical events, people, and periods 
appeared on the banners, how they were contextualized within ongoing political events, and what symbolic value was assigned 
to them. The secondary goal of the study is to continue the discussion about the place of research on written expressions of 
a spontaneous/situational nature in folkloristics, which was opened by Czech folklorists in the 1990s. Memory is seen as a multi-
layere phenomenon that is permanently living, present, and re-formulated based on current needs. While analysing the materials, 
I considered the relationship between formal and non-formal components of memory and their political potential. 

Key words: Banners; collective memory; demonstrations; political protest; inscription folklore. 
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Introduction: Czech Villages in the Balkans on the 
Double Periphery of European Ethnological Research

Czech ethnology, and later also socio-cultural anthro-
pology, has long featured a strong idea about the Bal-
kans as an “ethnographic museum of Europe”, a kind 
of repository of traditional cultural forms that no longer 
exist elsewhere in Europe and the research of which 
gives us an idea about our own past (Bočková 2017). 
This was one of the reasons research in this region was 
of great interest to ethnologists. Moreover, the region of 
south-eastern Europe1 is close to Czech scholars in ge-
ographical, linguistic, and cultural respects, and before 
1989, it was − alongside Czechoslovakia − part of the 
Eastern Bloc; for this reason there were no political ba-
rriers to conducting research in that area. When Czech 
ethnologists paid their attention to Czech compatriot co-
mmunities in the Balkans, this was motivated by many 
factors. After 1918, these factors were mostly nationalis-
tic, when “Czechs abroad” were understood to be a va-
luable offshoot of the national “body”, which needed to 
be cared for in terms of economics, culture and ideology, 
and whose “denationalization” should be prevented. In 
this respect, the Czech discourse undoubtedly reflected 
the German-language discourse of the interest in “lan-
guage islands” (Lozoviuk 1998). This “nationalistic” line 
of thinking, which was reflected in the increased interest 
in Czechs (and Slovaks) in the Balkans after the forma-
tion of Czechoslovakia in 1918, undoubtedly contribu-
ted to huge population movements after 1945, called 
“remigrations” and carried out under the slogan of the 
“return of compatriots to their homeland” (Vaculík 1993, 
1995, 2002a; Nosková – Váchová 2000). In the course of 
these migrations, tens of thousands of Czechs and Slo-
vaks living abroad resettled in Czechoslovakia, settling 
in the borderlands from which German (or Hungarian) 
residents had been expelled. Further factors contribu-
ting to the popularity of research on Czech compatriot 
communities in south-eastern Europe included the easy 
accessibility of the field for Czech researchers (from the 

 perspective of geography and political geography be-
fore 1989) and the absence of a language barrier (the 
research was focussed on a Czech-speaking communi-
ty). It was probably also the anachronistic approach of a 
certain sector of Czech ethnology, which understood the 
remote villages and inaccessible mountains of the Bal-
kans as a kind of “survivals” of traditional Czech culture 
(cf., e.g., Skalníková – Scheufler 1963; Jech – Secká 
– Scheufler – Skalníková 1992), that contributed to the 
popularity of research on Czechs abroad. In rural Czech 
communities in Croatian Slavonia, Romanian Banat, and 
Bosnia, residues of tangible, oral and religious culture, 
an archetype of the “Czech village one hundred years 
ago”, were searched for. It could be said that Balkan 
Czech compatriot communities were doubly marginali-
zed: on the one hand, they existed in the space of the 
Balkans as an ethnographic museum of Europe, and on 
the other hand, they were perceived as an ethnographic 
museum of the traditional Czech village. It could be ar-
gued that Czech ethnology chose the Czech compatriot 
communities in the Balkans as optimal representatives 
of a “remote area”, meaning a place that is abundant in 
events and stacked full of cultural importance, thus an 
ideal space for field research (Ardener 2012: 523). 

This paper aims at assessing how the Czech ethno-
logical and cultural anthropological research on Czech 
compatriot communities in the Balkans has developed 
after 1989. In the Czech academic environment, this peri-
od featured a massive expansion of the Anglophone dis-
course of socio-cultural anthropology with its emphasis 
on theoretical grounding, methods of field research, and 
a certain withdrawal from defining ethnology as a histo-
rical science (Nešpor – Jakoubek 2004; Skalník 2002). 
This also entails the abandonment of primordial and often 
evolutionistic positions that were based on the tradition of 
Soviet ethnology (Jakoubek 2012). The latest research 
also includes several continuities relating to old research 
traditions and areas of interest. The following text’s aim is 
to summarize the research over the last  thirty years and 
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to show to what extent it introduces new research themes 
and new perspectives, to what extent it draws from the 
older ethnological discourse, and to what extent it creates 
a new discourse. Czech researchers’ texts dealing with 
Czech communities in south-eastern Europe after 1989 
are quite numerous. My choice is largely subjective and 
is certainly affected by my biases. I pay the most attenti-
on to disciplines of cultural anthropology and ethnology; 
however, I also peripherally follow other lines of research, 
such as historical and linguistic ones. My focus on south-
-eastern Europe was motivated by the fact that the rich 
discourse dealing with that region, which developed after 
1945, continued in Czech ethnology after 1989. In gene-
ral, the interest of Czech ethnology in that region can be 
inferred from the political division of Europe in the second 
half of the twentieth century as well as from economic 
factors. Communities in the Eastern Bloc were more ea-
sily accessible than (also large) compatriot communities, 
for example, in the USA and South America. 

On the Czech Settlement of South-Eastern Europe, 
Compatriot Communities, and Remigration 

The first part of my paper will focus on the summari-
zing texts offering a general outline of the various Czech 
communities in south-eastern Europe. Czech villages in 
the region came into being mostly during the 18th and 
19th century, often as a part of the settlement of the Mili-
tary Frontier between the Austrian and Ottoman Empire. 
From the nineteenth century onwards, quite large Czech 
communities were settled in Bulgaria (the village of Voy-
vodovo in north-western Bulgaria and urban settlements 
of craftsmen, industrialists, teachers, and scholars), Ro-
mania (Banat), and the former Yugoslavia – the present-
-day Serbia (Banat), Croatia (Slavonia), and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina (an urban settlement and three villages 
near Prnjavor). 

These minorities were paid significant attention after 
the formation of Czechoslovakia (1918), when Czechs 
living outside the new republic were seen as “Czech col-
onies abroad”. The academic discourse came into be-
ing in parallel with the politically motivated “compatriot 
care”, concentrated especially around the Czechoslovak 
Foreign Institute (cf. Brouček 1985) and the Comenius 
School Association, which was supposed to strengthen 
the maintenance of the Czech language and national 
consciousness in these communities. Many overview 

publications were published, which summarized the 
 condition of the “Czech colonies abroad” and focussed 
on the history of settlement, education, compatriot asso-
ciations, and national consciousness in individual Czech 
enclaves (e.g., Auerhan 1921, 1930; Folprecht 1937, 
1947; Klíma 1925, to name but a few). In addition to this 
First Republic (1918–1938) tradition, another historical 
sediment of the scholarly interest in Czech enclaves in 
south-eastern Europe includes the ethnological tradition 
that focussed both on Czech settlements in the Balkans 
(e.g., Heroldová 1985, 1986) and on the groups of “re-
migrants” who settled in the Czechoslovak borderlands 
after World War II (e.g., Heroldová 1974, 1975, 1978). In 
this sense, there was clearly much to build on after 1989. 

As far as “overview publications” dealing with Czech 
settlement in south-eastern Europe are concerned, sev-
eral books in Czech have been published since 1989 that 
address the theme in an “encyclopaedical” fashion similar 
to Auerhan’s and Folprecht’s pre-war publications. The 
theme of “Czechness” and the definition of terms such as 
ethnicity and ethnic minority are not subjects of interest in 
these books; the authors treat these terms in a positivistic-
primordial way as actually existing and unchangeable en-
tities. This category could include, for example, a popular-
science book by the Brno historian Jaroslav Vaculík, which 
summarizes religious, economic, and political emigrations 
from the Czech lands in the past and also touches on emi-
gration to south-eastern Europe (2002b: 24–26). 

Jaroslav Vaculík intensively dealt with another theme 
popular amongst Czech researchers, namely, the remi-
gration of Czechs living abroad after 1945. Due to the 
large inflow of remigrants from Romania, remigration 
from the Balkan countries was the largest. In the already-
mentioned popular-science publication, the author also 
pays attention to Czechs who came to the Czechoslovak 
borderlands from Bulgaria, Romania, and Yugoslavia 
(Vaculík 2002b: 35–64). Like in other publications deal-
ing with remigration (Vaculík 1993, 1995, 2002a, 2006), 
Vaculík drew data mainly from his study of archival 
sources. He has comprehensively mapped the issue of 
remigration in terms of legal regulations and international 
agreements. His historical work has been supplemented 
by a book by Helena Nosková and Jana Váchová (2000), 
which puts the theme of post-1945 remigrations in the 
wider context of the controlled resettlement of people 
in the twentieth century, and especially of the political 
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arrangement of Europe after World War II. The authors 
monitor the displacement of German residents after 
1945 and the subsequent remigration operation mainly 
through their study of archival sources on the remigra-
tion of Czechs from Yugoslavia, Romania, and Bulgaria. 
The book provides an overview of the resettlement of the 
borderlands by Czech compatriots from particular coun-
tries, but its focus is on making accessible the archive 
documents about remigration. 

As far as overview publications about Czech compa-
triot communities in south-eastern Europe are concerned, 
we can mention the edited volume Krajané: hledání 
nových perspektiv [Compatriots: The Search for New 
Perspectives] (Jakoubek – Jirka – Králová – Pavlásek – 
Tůma 2015), which contains three treatises dealing with 
south-eastern Europe: Jakoubek’s (2015a) study about 
the transformations in the collective identities of residents 
of Voyvodovo, a former Czech village in Bulgaria; a text 
by Michal Pavlásek (2015c) about the collective memory 
of the community of Czech-speaking Protestants from 
the Serbian village of Veliko Srediště; and a study by Jiří 
Tůma (2015) dealing with the Czech community in the 
Daruvar area in Croatian Slavonia. Recently, several texts 
have been published that summarize research on Czech 
compatriots in the Balkans: an excellent study by Václav 
Štěpánek (2016); the newest initiative by Tereza Lančová 
(2021), trying to create a chronological overview of ap-
proaches to the theme; and possibly also a study by the 
author of this text, which focusses on research on Czech 
compatriots in the Serbian part of Banat (Jakoubková 
Budilová 2022). A study by Zdeněk Nešpor (2005) might 
also be included in this section, even though it deals with 
Czech emigration in general and does not focus just on 
south-eastern Europe. 

Because “Czech compatriot communities” are quite 
an attractive theme for student field trips organized by 
Czech universities, several publications based on these 
fieldworks have been published recently. This cate-
gory includes the outcome of the project Krajané – Po 
stopách Čechů v jihovýchodní Evropě [Compatriots − 
In the Footsteps of Czechs in South-Eastern Europe], 
which was conducted by researchers and students from 
the Czech University of Life Sciences in Prague in coop-
eration with Charles University and Masaryk University 
in Brno ( Kokaisl et al. 2009). The scope of this project 
was very wide − it included the whole of Eastern Europe 

from Russia to Bosnia and Herzegovina − and it tried to 
capture the present-day situation of Czech communities, 
including depopulation, migration, activities of the Czech 
state, and transnational ties. The quality of individual 
chapters fluctuates, depending on the quality of available 
sources, the length of the stay in the field, and the qual-
ity of treatment; however, one can appreciate the efforts 
to involve students in fieldwork and to inspire the young 
generation to study ethnological topics. A similar proj-
ect, focussed solely on Czech compatriots in Croatian 
Slavonia, was carried out in 2016 under the leadership 
of Ivo Barteček from Palacký University in Olomouc. Its 
results, including also chapters  dealing with language, 
the  history of settlement, and identity, was published one 
year later (Barteček et al. 2017). The latest publication 
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České vesnice v srbském Banátu: etnologický výzkum 
[Czech Villages in Serbian Banat: Ethnological Research] 
(Jakoub ková Budilová – Havel 2022) can be included in 
a similar category; this publication is the result of field re-
search conducted by students and teachers from the In-
stitute of Ethnology of the Faculty of Arts at Charles Uni-
versity, which was carried out in 2021 and 2022 in Bela 
Crkva, Kruščica, and Češko Selo. In addition to students’ 
reflections on the research, the publication contains sev-
eral scholarly chapters. The topics covered traditional ar-
eas of Czech ethnological interest, such as vernacular 
architecture, food, and wedding rituals. 

Czechs in the Balkans from Romania through Yugo-
slavia to Bulgaria 

Romanian Banat 
Besides Auerhan’s overviews from between 1918 

and 1938, modern research on Czech compatriots in 
south-eastern Europe is a follow-up to an “ethnological 
sediment”, i.e, the research conducted by Czech eth-
nologists in Czech-speaking communities in the region 
from the late 1960s onwards. This research focussed on 
tangible culture, folklore, and vernacular architecture, 
mainly in high-altitude areas in Romanian Banat (Svatá 
Helena, Gernik, Rovensko, Bígr, Eibentál, and Šumice), 
Croatian Slavonia (Daruvar), Serbian Banat (Bela Crkva, 
Češko Selo, and Kruščica), Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
and Bulgaria (Czech Voyvodovo and Slovak villages 
in the Pleven region). For example, Iva Heroldová and 
 Josef Vařeka, ethnologists from the Institute of Ethnogra-
phy and Folkloristics of the Czech Academy of Sciences, 
carried out field research in Romanian Banat in 1967, 
and a short fieldtrip also in Bela Crkva and Vršac in Ser-
bia (Heroldová 1969). In the 1970s, they continued their 
research mainly in Romanian Banat and Croatian Slavo-
nia, where the largest and most viable Czech community 
in south-eastern Europe can still be found. 

Many of this research’s outcomes were published only 
after 1989. Iva Heroldová, who was a key person in this 
ethnological research and who dealt with, in addition to 
emigration to south-eastern Europe, the adaptation of re-
migrants to the Czechoslovak borderlands, summarized 
the results of her work in the 1990s, for example, in a text 
about Czech emigration to south-eastern Europe (He rol  -
dová 1996), which was a follow-up to her older works 

from the 1980s (Heroldová 1985, 1986). The series Češi 
v cizině [Czechs Abroad] included key ethnological stud-
ies dealing with Czechs in Romanian Banat (Jech – Secká 
– Scheufler – Skalníková 1992; Secká 1995, 1996) in the 
early 1990s, which was by far the most explored region 
among those settled by Czechs abroad. The series Češi 
v cizině [Czechs Abroad] (1986–2004) was published 
under Stanislav Brouček’s leadership at the Institute of 
Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sciences, initially 
with financial support from the Czechoslovak Foreign In-
stitute. It comprised scholarly studies dealing with Czech 
compatriot communities in general, including those in 
south-eastern Europe (Češi v cizině 1986–2004). 

After the publication boom of the 1990s (cf., e.g., Salz-
mann 1993), Czech villages in Romanian Banat became 
the focus of agro-tourism and non-profit organizations 
(e.g., People in Need). This field, once popular with Czech 
social scientists, has recently also experienced a resur-
gence of research interest (Hanus 2009, 2011; Pavlásek 
2015a; Kresl – Freidingerová 2016; Lozoviuk 2022). Pres-
ent-day research, as well as the present-day situation of 
particular compatriot communities, is regularly presented 
at a biennial conference held in the Senate of the Par-
liament of the Czech Republic (by the Standing Senate 
Commission on Compatriots Living Abroad). The event, 
co-organized by the International Coordination Commit-
tee of Foreign Czechs (Konference 2021) founded by the 
ethnologist Ivan Dubovický, is held under the auspices of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Czech Republic. 

Serbian Banat
Compared to Romanian Banat, scholarly interest in 

Czech villages in Serbian Banat was rather marginal in 
the past. Yet several interesting studies were written, 
which dealt, for example, with a traditional ethnologi-
cal theme − vernacular architecture. Ethnologist Josef 
Vařeka mapped the architecture of Czech villages in 
south-eastern Europe. He described vernacular archi-
tecture not only in the Czech villages in southern Banat 
(pres ent-day Serbia), but he also focussed on the broa-
der space of the former Yugoslavia, including Croatian 
Slavonia and Bosnia. The author thoroughly dealt with 
all aspects of vernacular architecture, from the materi-
als used to interior decorations. He takes a comparative 
approach, comparing Czech villages with the local ar-
chitectural tradition, for example, with zadruga houses 
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in Slavonia. These ethnological studies were aimed at 
the overlap of tangible culture into the study of family 
systems, when Vařeka notes, for example, that the ori-
ginal institution of “výměnek” [Altenteil, Ausgedinge 
in German]2, which was brought by the colonists from 
the Czech lands and which was unknown in their new 
homeland, was transformed under the influence of the 
environs and even sidelined to a certain extent (Vařeka 
1987). Although Vařeka conducted his research in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s (Vařeka 1974, 1987), its re-
sults were published again after the Velvet Revolution 
in the form of a monograph of his selected publications 
(Bahenská – Woitsch 2007). 

However, the scholarly neglect of Serbian Banat 
has been made up for to a certain extent in the last two 
decades (most recently, e.g., in Jakoubková Budilová 
– Havel 2022). The Brno-based balkanologist Václav 
Štěpánek has done substantial work in this respect; 
based on archival and field research, he analyses 
particular colonizing waves in the southern Banat, which 
ended with the arrival of Czech-speaking residents in the 
1820s (Štěpánek 2002, 2003, 2005). Štěpánek moni-
tors the development of the Banat Military Frontier and 
maps secondary migration from mountainous regions of 
Romanian Banat, which led to the formation of Czech 
settlements in the villages of Češko Selo and Kruščica 
and in the town of Bela Crkva (Štěpánek 2005). Another 
Brno-based researcher, ethnologist Michal Pavlásek, 
carried out field research among Czech-speaking Prot-
estants in the village of Veliko Srediště near the town of 
Vršac in Serbia from 2007 to 2014. His long-term interest 
in this region has resulted in several studies focussed on 
the history of settlement and migration movements (Pav-
lásek 2010b) and two monographs (Pavlásek 2015b, 
2020). Besides the village of Veliko Srediště, Pavlásek 
also dealt with the more general theme of Czech settle-
ment in the region (2010a), and he conducted research 
in the “forgotten” village of Clopodia, located in what is 
now the Romanian part of Banat (2013), which was con-
nected by kinship to other Czech enclaves in the region. 

Bosnia
Since 1989 there has also been a less pronounced re-

surgence of interest in the third Czech-populated re gion 
in the former Yugoslavia – Bosnia. In the Bosnian region 
close to Prnjavor, secondary migration gave rise in the 

late nineteenth century to three Czech villages − Maći-
no Brdo, Nová Ves, and Vranduk near Doboj. At the sa-
me time, we also encounter Czech artists, industrialists, 
teachers, and engineers in Bosnia, who lived mostly in 
towns. However, this is the smallest and most marginali-
zed Czech minority, which was moreover affected by the 
wars of the 1990s accompanying the breakup of Yugo-
slavia, and which suffered most from assimilation in their 
new environment and emigration to the Czech Republic. 
Around 2000, more systematic field research began to 
be carried out also in this region; it mostly focussed on 
“traditional” themes, such as the history of settlement, 
integration into mainstream society, the activities of com-
patriot associations, and ethnic identity (Uherek 2011). 
Several authors also reflected the fates of Czech villages 
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during the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s, in addition to 
ethnological themes, such as vernacular architecture, 
mixed marriages, and the safeguarding of “Czech” tradi-
tions (Kužel – Haluzík 2000; Plochová 2001). 

Croatian Slavonia
The clearly largest and most viable “Czech enclaves” 

in the territory of the former Yugoslavia can be found in 
Croatian Slavonia. This is demonstrated, among other 
things, by the well-preserved Czech language, rich com-
munity activities, developed educational system, and pub-
lication activities of local Czech compatriots. Lively cultural 
exchange with Czechoslovakia (1918) and then with the 
Czech Republic (1993) might have led to the fact that the 
compatriot community in the Daruvar area soon split into 
a Czech and Slovak community after the dissolution of 

 Czechoslovakia in 1993. This never happened in Bulga-
ria, for example (Jakoubek – Penčev 2022), which  might 
demonstrate a certain isolation of the Bulgarian Czech 
compatriot community and its obsession with the past. 

The most recent summary dealing with the Czech mi-
nority in Croatia was written by Helena Stranjik (2022), 
who sums up data from research carried out amongst 
Czech compatriots in Czech and mixed Czech–Croa-
tian families between 2010 and 2016. Stranjik (2022) 
presents, among other things, an overview of the rich 
publication activities of researchers coming from this mi-
nority (e.g., Matušek 1994; Herout 2010), whose works 
are published in Croatia. This is also what makes the 
Czech minority in Croatia exceptional compared with 
other “Czech compatriot communities” in south-eastern 
Europe. Nowhere else do we see a minority produc-
ing such a wealth of publications, including periodicals, 
prose, poetry, and academic studies. 

Researchers from the Czech Republic (Pavlásek 
2019; Pavlásek – Kreisslová – Nosková 2019) dealt with 
the remigration of Croatian Czechs to Czechoslovakia 
after World War II. One can also find musicological stud-
ies focussed on compatriots’ folk songs (Císař 2001) and 
linguistic studies mapping the Czech language in the 
compatriot community in Croatia (e.g., Stranjik 2017). 
The already-mentioned Tůma (2015), who also pub-
lished a study about the position of Czechs in Croatia 
during the wars of the 1990s (Tůma 2006), dealt with 
quite new themes, such as the present-day position of 
Czechs as an ethnic minority and identity politics.  Andrea 
Preissová Krejčí (2020) addressed the interesting is-
sue of the transport of children from the Czech compa-
triot community in Croatia to Czechoslovakia during the 
 Yugoslav wars, and she took part in a comprehensive 
study of Czech education in Croatia and its influence on 
the preservation of the Czech identity (Preissová Krejčí 
– Stanja Brdar – Kočí 2020).

Bulgaria
Ethnological research among Czechs in Bulgaria al-

so had its own pre-1989 tradition (Vaculík 1983), which 
could be built on and which, as in the case of Romania, 
overlapped to the 1990s (Vařeka 1990). Over the last 
thirty years, the Czech presence in Bulgaria has drawn 
quite significant attention. Czech researchers have fo-
cussed mainly on the activities of the Czech intellectuals, 
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entrepreneurs, artists, and industrialists who settled in 
Bulgaria after 1878 when the country became indepen-
dent. This “Czech invasion of Bulgaria” still very posi-
tively resonates in the collective memory of this Balkan 
country (cf., e.g., Strohsová 2012) and comprises, for ex-
ample, the Czech community around the sugar factory in 
Gorna Oryahovitsa, the foundation of which was under-
pinned by Czech capital and which gave rise to a Czech 
workers’ colony (Lančová 2017). Activities of Czech sec-
ondary-school teachers in what was then Eastern Rume-
lia and their influence on the development of the educa-
tion system in the young state was analysed by Pavel 
Zeman (2014a), who also focussed on the contribution 
these teachers made to the creation of new textbooks 
(2016). As far as the members of the Czech intelligen-
tsia that migrated to Bulgaria after 1878 are concerned, 
attention is paid to their everyday life and various as-
pects of life in a different cultural environment as well 
as to their influence on the country’s economic, social, 
and cultural development (Zeman 2013, 2014b; Minčev 
2016). Klára Strohsová (2014) dealt with mixed Czech–
Bulgarian marriages in various periods of the twentieth 
century, with a focus on the socialist period, and she 
proposes classifying these marriages as student, work, 
and beach marriages. The edited volume Češi a Slováci 
v Bulharsku [Czechs and Slovaks in Bulgaria] (Jakoubek 
– Penčev 2022) is the most recent culmination of this 
scholarly interest. 

Voyvodovo in north-western Bulgaria, formerly the 
only Czech village in Bulgaria, has been the focus of 
intense scholarly interest. As a rural settlement, foun-
ded by secondary migration of Czech-speaking Pro-
testants from the village of Svatá Helena in Romanian 
Banat, Voyvodovo presented an exception in the Czech 
presence in Bulgaria. Some publications on Voyvo-
dovo have dealt with “traditional” ethnological themes, 
such as clothing (Maglia 2013), architecture (Kňourek 
–  Budilová 2015), and diet and farming (Štrbka 2013). 
Several Czech-language monographs (Jakoubek 2010a, 
2011) and one English-language publication (Budilová 
–  Jakoubek 2017) are devoted to Voyvodovo. The re-
search on Voyvodovo is to some extent exceptional as 
it has resonated quite significantly in Bulgaria as well, 
with many works published in the Bulgarian language, 
including three mono graphs (Budilová – Jakoubek 2014; 
Jakoubek 2013b, 2016). 

Kinship and family forms among Voyvodovo Czechs 
have been the focus of a monograph (Budilová 2011). 
Much space has been devoted to the transformations of 
collective identities, taking into account the originally re-
ligiously oriented identification of Voyvodovo residents, 
which has been − only gradually and under external in-
fluences − transformed into ethnic identification (Jakou-
bek 2010b, 2015a, 2018a, 2018b, 2022). The issue of 
the origins of the founders of Voyvodovo, or better put, 
the inhabitants of the Banat village of St. Helena, from 
which the Voyvodovo founders came to Bulgaria at the 
turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, has also 
provoked rath er lively discussion (Nešpor 1999; Nešpor 
– Hornofová – Jakoubek 1999; Pavlásek 2010c, 2011a, 
2011c). 
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Compatriots in the Twenty-First Century: A Search 
for New Perspectives? 

In this chapter I will try to outline what was innova-
tive in the research and publications after 1989 dealing 
with Czech settlement in south-eastern Europe. Did the 
political thaw and the arrival of the cultural-anthropolog-
ical discourse lead to the adoption of new approaches 
and the discovery of new themes that could open new 
perspectives in research on Czech enclaves in south-
eastern Europe? Were new methodological approaches 
applied? Did new theories bring a change to the “compa-
triot discourse”?

Right at the beginning, it should be said that although 
the theme under study is still a very popular topic of diploma 
theses, student research, and fieldwork conducted by re-
searchers, most works do not apply innovative approach-
es. This could be because research on “compatriots” is 
so established in the Czech discourse that few authors 
are able to cross the mental boundaries of “traditional” 
themes, such as the history of migration, identity, adap-
tation, integration, and community activities. The “Czech 
nation” is still understood primordially in many texts and 
“Czech compatriot communities” as natural parts of it. The 
loss of identification with the Czech nation is perceived in 
an unambiguously negative way and attempts to reverse 
the “language shift” as an unequivocally positive goal. For 
this reason, we encounter the unchanged efforts to pre-
vent “de-nationalization”, which we could observe at the 
beginning of the last century. Research on Czech villages 
in south-eastern Europe still includes many stereotypes 
about authentic and pure “traditional Czech culture”, as 
well as an evolutionary perspective that considers Czech 
compatriots in the Balkans to be a kind of survivals fossil-
ized in time and acting as a reminder of the “Czech village 
one hundred years ago”. 

With Johannes Fabian (1983) we could say that this 
discourse “denies the coevalness” for Czech compatri-
ots in the Balkans, placing them in another timeline than 
the one from which the researchers emerge (for a more 
detailed analysis of this point see Pavlásek 2015a). The 
activities of non-profit organizations and the development 
of tourism sometimes contribute to the strengthening of 
these stereotypes. The latter attracts thousands of visi-
tors from the Czech Republic to the attractive environ-
ment of picturesque mountainous villages in Romanian 
Banat every year. The entire region has stepped into the 

 limelight for ordinary Czechs and has become a kind of 
“living open-air museum” (cf. Pavlásek 2015a on the issue 
of “denying the coevalness”, allochronism, and oriental-
ism in relation to the Czech compatriots from Banat). 

Yet certain shifts have occurred in the academic dis-
course. In the field of compatriot issues in south-eastern 
Europe, a scholarly thaw after 1989 can be seen, for ex-
ample, in the fact that attention has begun to be paid to 
religiosity, which was one of the factors that were often 
intentionally sidelined before 1989 due to the conflict 
with Marxist theory. At the turn of the millennium, there 
were discussions about the ancestors of the residents 
of Svatá Helena in Romanian Banat, who migrated from 
the Czech lands. In this connection, a “sectarian hypoth-
esis” was formulated, according to which these ances-
tors were descendants of so-called toleration sectarians 
(i.e. denominations that did not fit into any of the denomi-
nations that were guaranteed the free practice after the 
edition of the Patent of Toleration in 1781), who left the 
Czech lands for Banat to gain religious freedom, or who 
were forcibly moved to the borderlands of the Habsburg 
Empire (Nešpor 1999; Nešpor – Hornofová – Jakoubek 
1999; Nešpor – Jakoubek 2011). This hypothesis was 
later questioned by Michal Pavlásek (2010c, 2011a, 
2011c), who pointed out that, based on the analysis 
of sources, there is no conclusive evidence that Svatá 
Helena was founded by eastern-Bohemian “visionar-
ies” searching for religious freedom, or descendants of 
forcibly moved sectarians. Pavlásek points out that the 
expressions of intensive religiosity and the ascetic mo-
rality of a part of the Protestant congregation in Svatá 
Helena are of a later date and came, in his opinion, to 
Svatá Helena only in the 1890s under the influence of 
pastors associated with Protestant revival movements 
(Pavlásek 2010c). He argues that these attributes were 
not a manifestation of the original intensive piousness of 
local Protestants, and the schism within the Protestant 
congregation and the mutual endogamy of Protestants 
and Catholics, which led to the departure of a part of the 
Protestant congregation to Bulgaria and to the founda-
tion of Voyvodovo, were rather a modern reaction to con-
temporary religious influences than a “traditional” feature 
of the local Protestant communities. According to Václav 
Štěpánek (2016), discussions of the “sectarian hypothe-
sis” had one indisputable effect: they returned the theme 
of Czech compatriot communities to scholarly journals 
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and brought renewed interest in the religious dimension 
of these communities. 

The above-mentioned works actually offer a new ap-
proach to researching compatriot communities; this ap-
proach could be called an intersectional analysis that 
also includes a religious factor, in addition to the eco-
nomic and national (ethnic) perspectives that had pre-
dominated until that time. This religious factor turns out 
to be very important in south-eastern Europe, possibly 
due to the region’s Ottoman heritage. Within the already-
mentioned discussion about the possible religious back-
ground of Czech settlement in south-eastern Europe, 
Michal Pavlásek also focussed on Czech colonists of 
Protestant denomination in Serbian Banat (Pavlásek 
2011a, 2011b). He observed the historical development 
of Protestant and Catholic Czech communities in Veliko 
Srediště in Serbian Banat, where the Catholics assimi-
lated with the local German minority due to their shared 
religion (Pavlásek 2010b: 14–15). 

Using the example of residents in Bulgarian Voyvo-
dovo, Jakoubek (2018a, 2018b, 2022), in turn, demon-
strates that the ancestors of this village’s inhabitants 
left the Czech lands before the National Revival period, 
and for this reason national identity was not included in 
the spectrum of their collective identities. Differentiating 
between “us” and “them” in this group thus did not take 
 place at the national level but at the religious one. In other 
words, the members of this group perceived themselves 
primarily as believers (and not as “Czechs”). According 
to Jakoubek, to perceive the inhabitants of Voyvodovo 
as Czechs abroad overlooks their own self-perception. 
Instead of the usual understanding of this group within 
a priori national coordinates, Jakoubek suggests a re-
conceptualization, namely within the concept of ethnic 
indifference. The author of the present text (Jakoubková 
Budilová 2020) also demonstrates in a similar vein, based 
on an analysis of records in registers of births, marriages, 
and deaths and genealogy, that traditional endogamy in 
the village of Voyvodovo in Bulgaria corroborates that the 
boundaries of the (endogamous) community were based 
on religiosity and not ethnicity at least until the 1930s. 

In several texts, the conceptualization of the Czech-
speaking population abroad as “Czechs abroad” or 
“Czech compatriots” is no longer understood as a natu-
ral starting point of research, but instead is the research 
subject matter. Thus, the focus is, for example, on the 

historical national and minority policies of Czechoslo-
vakia (Pavlásek 2012), or on identity politics in modern 
Croatia, which has an impact on the identity of the local 
Czech-speaking minority (Tůma 2015). Michal Pavlásek 
(2011b) speaks about the so-called principle of a “double 
rescue”, when the Czechoslovak state’s interwar care for 
compatriots consisted in sending not only teachers, but 
also Evangelic pastors to compatriot villages in south-
eastern Europe with the aim to build a Protestant na-
tional identity combining national and religious principles. 

The issue of “Czech compatriot communities” under-
went a significant theoretical shift through the adoption 
of the modern theoretical schemes and methodological 
approaches of socio-cultural anthropology. In terms of 
methodology, this concerns the application of the “mul-
tisited ethnography” (Marcus 1995) approach that not 
only questions the older idea about the possibility of re-
searching in a single location understood as an isolated 
and self-sufficient community, but at the same time also 
points out the necessity of combining various layers of 
reality in the research – beginning with the national and 
global levels to, for example, the level of media pres-
entation. It might propose, for instance, to follow social 
media, and the flow of subjects, things, and thoughts. 
Following this approach, Michal Pavlásek, who original ly 
studied the Serbian village of Veliko Srediště, noticed the 
“inter-local interconnectivity” and discovered the “forgot-
ten” Czech community in the village of Clopodia in (the 
present-day Romanian part of) Banat (Pavlásek 2013). 
Similarly, other researchers noted the interconnectivity 
between various colonized villages based on religious 
and kinship ties (Jakoubek 2013a, 2015b).

The perspective of mutual interconnectivity was most 
noticeably reflected in texts inspired by the discourse of 
transnationalism, which strives to better understand so-
cial relations in the globalized world through overcom-
ing methodological nationalism (Wimmer – Glick Schil-
ler 2002). This perspective was applied, for example, by 
the anthropologist Lukáš Hanus, who built on his field 
research in Romanian Gernik between 2009 and 2011. 
Hanus considers the ways of approaching the situation 
of Czech villages in Romanian Banat and that of re-set-
tlers who return to the “country of their forefathers”. He 
rejects the use of the term remigration, as it is anchored 
in the nationalistic discourse and does not aptly depict 
the situation of these people, and tries to apply the term 
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diaspora to these communities (Hanus 2009). As one 
of few authors he does not focus on post-war remigra-
tion (i.e., after 1945), but on a newer phenomenon – the 
mass departure of many inhabitants of Czech villages in 
Romanian Banat in search of a better life in the Czech 
Republic since the 1990s. He demonstrates that most of 
the working-age population left the aforementioned small 
Romanian villages in Banat at that time to settle in the 
economically stronger region of western Bohemia. At the 
same time, according to Hanus, the Czech compatriot 
community in Banat does not cease to exist despite the 
decline in the local village population and the assimila-
tion of the “remigrants” in the Czech Republic: on the 
contrary, it is still a viable cultural network, whose mem-
bers have remodelled their relations within the transna-
tional space (in which people, remittances, information, 
and stories circulate) to adapt themselves to the reality of 
a globalized world (Hanus 2011). The research conduct-
ed by Zdeněk Kresl and Tereza Freidingerová (2016) 
both in Romania and in the Czech Republic had a simi-
lar focus. In their analysis of present-day migration, they 
pointed out, for example, the frequent narrative among 
informants about ancestral return.

The presentation of Czech enclaves in the Balkans 
has been increasingly ciriticized that shows them as 
romantic destinations safeguarding authentic and un-
spoilt “traditional Czech culture”, a kind of image of the 
nineteenth-century Czech village (Štěpánek 2016: 129). 
Current agro-tourism, or ethno-tourism, is concentrated 
mostly in Romanian Banat, which offers beautiful natu-
ral scenery and a quite viable local Czech community, 
which is able to provide guests from the Czech Republic 
with accommodation, catering, and an illusion of contact 
with authentic Czech culture, all in their mother tongue. 
Several authors have tried to apply the concept of au-
thenticity from the discourse of the anthropology of tour-
ism to this issue (see Klvač – Hoření – Krylová 2009, in 
English Hoření – Krylová – Ulčák – Klvač 20103). They 
show how the advertisements of travel agencies that at-
tract Czechs to Romanian Banat use references to tradi-
tions and authenticity, creating an idea about a “noble 
villager”. In these authors’ opinion, this contributes to the 
creation and reproduction of the myth of “Czech Banat”. 
Using the example of Czechs in Romanian Banat, Michal 
Pavlásek (2015a) also identifies several forms of con-
structing otherness in the Czech compatriot discourse, 

which we could describe as “authentic original Czech 
culture”, “a fossilized form of Czechness”, and an “exam-
ple of noble natives/villagers”. In all these approaches, 
including the approach of non-profit organizations striv-
ing to develop local communities through development 
cooperation, he finds a common denominator, the power 
inequality in the relationship to the homeland. To analyse 
these approaches, he applies the concepts of allochro-
nism, oriental ism, and balkanism. 

The discussed topic is given a certain impetus from 
the discourse of memory and memory studies. This dis-
course brings a shift from the positivist historical descrip-
tions of migrations, settlement, and the transformation of 
compatriot communities, to the analysis of ways to pre-
serve some events in the collective memory and of their 
impact on identity. For example, Pavlásek (2015c) shows 
how narratives about the ancestral arrival constitute an 
important source for the identification of Czech-speaking 
Protestants from the Serbian village of Veliko Srediště be-
cause they represent the cultural memory of this commu-
nity. The focus on memory studies is often accompanied 
by the use of the oral history method, which is applied in 
the study of recent history. The remigration of Czechs from 
south-eastern Europe after World War II and their settle-
ment in the Czechoslovak borderlands are well-suited for 
the application of this methodology. There are, for exam-
ple, works focussed on the mechanisms of remembering 
and the narrative strategy of Czechs from Croatia, who 
settled in the Czechoslovak borderlands after World War 
II (Pavlásek 2019), or on the memory of several genera-
tions from families of various origin that were affected by 
post-war migrations (cf. Kreisslová – Nosková – Pavlásek 
2019). For the first time, the post-1945 fates of two dif-
ferent groups from the Czechoslovak borderlands are in-
volved in a direct dialogue: the fate of displaced Germans 
on the one hand and that of Czechs re-settled from vari-
ous corners of south-eastern Europe on the other. Pav-
lásek (2022) observes, for example, how re-settlers from 
Croatian Daruvar who, after the remigration to southern 
Moravia, settled in empty houses formerly belonging to 
displaced Germans, or those who even lived with the Ger-
mans in their houses for some time, came to terms with 
the difficult past of the local region. He also shows how 
resettlers’ narratives about the events after World War II 
concern the question of who will be given the status of war 
victims (Germans vs. remigrants). 
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Conclusion
Should we summarize the changes in the research on 

Czech “compatriots” in south-eastern Europe after 1989, 
it must be said that we encounter both continuity and the 
application of new approaches. Continuity can be seen 
in the fact that Czechs abroad continue to be a popu-
lar subject of interest for Czech researchers and univer-
sity teams of teachers and students. The communities 
in Romanian Banat and Croatian Slavonia are the most 
investigated Czech enclaves in south-eastern Europe. 
Even recently, many authors (Vaculík 2002a, 2002b, 
2009; Kokaisl et al. 2009) followed up the tradition of the 
overview publications of the type published from 1918 to 
1938, which dealt with the history and condition of vari-
ous Czech enclaves abroad. These texts often implicitly 
retell ideas about “compatriots” as forming primordial 
islands of Czechness beyond the national borders. In 
works written by several contemporary authors, we can 
see continuity in their relations to former ethnological re-
search, not only based on the selection of the field, but 
also based on particular themes, such as migration and 
history of settlement (Heroldová 1996; Jakoubek 2010a; 
Pavlásek 2010a, 2010b; Štěpánek 2002, 2003, 2005), 
the educational system (Zeman 2014a, 2016; Preissová 
Krejčí – Stanja Brdar – Kočí 2020), adaptation and iden-
tity (Uherek 2011, Jakoubek 2015a), and folk culture, 
tradition, and life-cycle rituals (Secká 1995, 1996; Císař 
2001; Lozoviuk 2022). 

Although several texts choose compatriots as a well-
tried subject of interest, they proceed from the reflection 
of new research discourses, methods, and concepts. This 
category could include, for example, texts that address 
religiosity as a relevant identification frame and determi-
nant of historical migrations, or which work with intersec-
tionality, perceiving identity as an intersection of various 
perspectives (Nešpor 1999; Nešpor – Jakoubek 2011; 
Jakoubek 2013a, 2015a; Pavlásek 2010c, 2011a, 2011c). 

At the same time, many authors have recently re-
linquished the nationalistic idea about “compatriots” as 
a primordial offshoot of the Czech nation. They analyse 
identity as constructed and created under the influence 
of compatriot politics and the nationalistic discourse, but 
also revival movements in Protestantism. The focus is on 
the politics of compatriot care, identity politics, and the 
ethnic indifference of some communities in the Balkans 
(Pavlásek 2011b, 2012; Jakoubek 2018a, 2018b, 2022). 

In connection with the development of tourism, primar-
ily in Romanian Banat, social scientists note concepts of 
authenticity and power inequality in creating ideas about 
“the Other” (see Hoření – Krylová – Ulčák – Klvač 2010; 
Pavlásek 2015a). Modern memory studies and the oral 
history method have also brought a breath of fresh air in-
to research on compatriots and in particular on post-war 
remigrations after 1945. The inclusion of expelled Ger-
mans in the general image of migration movements in 
the Czechoslovak borderlands after World War II was a 
significant shift, among other things (Kreisslová – Nosk-
ová – Pavlásek 2019; Pavlásek 2022). In turn, the per-
spective of transnationalism has made it possible to take 
compatriots away from a certain timelessness and to 
show that there continues to be a viable culture, even in 
the current globalized world, which is, however, no long-
er located (for example) in the Romanian mountains but 
is present in the transnational space everywhere around 
us (Hanus 2009, 2011; Kresl – Freidingerová 2016). In 
this context, the innovative potential of a new discourse 
that was lacking before 1989, that is, social and cultural 
anthropology, has manifested itself unambiguously. This 
has brought approaches and concepts, such as “multi-
sited ethnography”, ethnic indifference, transnational-
ism, and authenticity, into the discussion. 

Finally, we can suggest some possibilities of further 
research in the field of Czech “compatriot communities” 
in south-eastern Europe. One of the fields that has bare-
ly been addressed in Czech villages in the region is, for 
example, a historical-demographic analysis of the forms 
of family and family household formation. To what extent 
did ideas about kinship, the size and structure of family 
households, or the commonality of life-cycle service (or 
in general the presence of unrelated persons in a house-
hold) differ between Czechs and the surrounding popula-
tion? And to what extent is identity maintained or trans-
formed in current mixed marriages? These are indeed 
questions that permeate almost every contemporary 
study. Similarly, no systematic attention has been paid to 
the issue of demographic characteristics or, for example, 
demographic transition. The ongoing interest in “care”, 
specifically, transnational care, for example, among fam-
ilies of “Romanian Czechs”, the younger generations of 
which are leaving for the Czech Republic while their age-
ing parents remain in the rural environment of Banat, is 
also a theme that has been ignored to date.  Similarly, 
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the consequences of demographic trends, such as de-
population, the ageing of the population, and relative 
depopulation in the form of increasing abandonment of 
the countryside can be observed. As a follow-up to these 
trends, “lifestyle migrants” can be found in many parts 
of Europe (and the situation in south-eastern Europe is 
not different), that is, people leaving for the “good life” 
in remote regions, where they search for authentic and 
genuine life in harmony with nature. How does the meet-
ing of these “old” and “new” migrations manifest itself, for 
example, in the original “Czech” villages in the Balkans? 

Even though we know many things about migrations, 
identity, and ethnic indifference, we begin to face the issue 
of new forms of “Czechness” abroad. What does it mean 
to be a Czech in contemporary Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia, 
or Bulgaria? Are there still discussions in these communi-
ties of whether “Czechness” is passed on biologically (by 
birth) or whether identity is given by one’s country of ori-
gin? Who are the modern “Czechs” active in Czech com-

patriot associations and other compatriot organizations 
in these countries? Can we consider the descendants 
of Bosnian Muslims, whose parents found asylum in the 
Czech Republic in the 1990s and whose children now, in 
the country of their ancestors, claim their allegiance to the 
Czech Republic as their second home, to be Czechs? The 
theme of “cultural heritage”, bound primarily to language 
(but not only to that), is for sure a very fruitful field. Con-
temporary anthropology produces studies that deal with 
de-globalization and the establishment of new borders in 
Europe, with the emergence and spread of disinformation, 
the loss of trust in expert knowledge, and − mainly in the 
post- socialist space − with the spread of the lack of con-
fidence in institutions and state administration. All these 
themes could be applied to Czech compatriot communi-
ties in south-eastern Europe, because − in addition to the 
fact that they maintain (in some cases) their specific iden-
tity − they are part of the post-socialist space in (eastern) 
Europe and the contemporary globalized world. 

* The research was supported by the project Heritage in Depopulated European Areas (HerInDep, No 9F23001), The Joint Pro-
gramming Initiative on Cultural Heritage and Global Change (JPI CH).

NOTES:
1.  In the text I use the terms “the Balkans” and “south-eastern Eu-

rope” as mutually interchangeable geographical terms to describe 
a region including Albania, Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, republics of 
the former Yugoslavia, and European Turkey. I follow the use which 
according to Maria Todorova (2019: 85) predominates among most 
authors after the Second World War. However, I am aware that 
Todorova (2019: 83-92) herself uses the term “the Balkans” (as 
a metaphor or cultural heritage) in some contexts in a narrower 
meaning to specify countries with shared Ottoman heritage. I will 

not use the term “the Balkans” in this narrower meaning here, be-
cause Czech settlements in the region often occurred on the bor-
der between the Austrian and Ottoman empires. 

2. A retirement house, that is, life tenancy with bed and board for retired 
farm/house owners who spent the rest of their life on the prop-
erty with guaranteed bed and board after they had transferred their 
property to a new owner (mostly a family member).

3. I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer from the Journal of 
 Ethnology for pointing out the English version of this text. 
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Summary

The text summarizes results of contemporary research (after 1989) on Czech villages in south-eastern Europe. It analyses re-
search lines that follow the former scholarly interest in Czech communities in south-eastern Europe, and presents new themes, 
theoretical approaches and conceptualization of this issue that have emerged since 1990s. It indicates how latest theoretical and 
methodological approaches have changed the “Czech compatriot discourse”. Although the author focuses mainly on ethnological 
and cultural-anthropological works, she also pays attention to historical, linguistic, and political-science research. An overview of 
the Czech language scholarly texts on Czech communities and Czech cultural heritage in the Balkans is presented. The influence 
of concepts like multisited ethnography, national indifference, memory studies or transnationalism is emphasized.
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REPORTS

THE CZECH ETHNOLOGICAL 
SOCIETY

The Czech Ethnological Society is 
an association of experts working in the 
fields of ethnology, cultural anthropol-
ogy, and related disciplines. Its history is 
closely connected to the establishment 
of ethnology as an academic discipline 
in the Czech lands. The idea for an as-
sociation of those interested in folk cul-
ture first emerged in 1891, and in 1893 
the Czechoslavic Ethnographical Society 
was founded. Its primary goal was to or-
ganize a large ethnographic exhibition 
in Prague, focussed on traditional cul-
ture and vernacular architecture in the 
Czech lands, Slovakia, and other Slavic 
countries, and to publish an ethnographic 
encyclopaedia. After the Ethnographical 
Museum was opened in 1904, the asso-
ciation was renamed the Czechoslavic 
Ethnographical Museum Society. In 1922, 
the Ethnographical Museum’s collections 
were transferred to the National Museum 
and the Agricultural Museum in Prague. 
This change allowed the members of the 
Society to develop mainly their research 
and publication activities. In the interwar 
period, the Society focussed on gather-
ing materials for an ethnographic ency-
clopaedia and an ethnographic atlas of 
the Czech lands. The members of the 
Society published regional monographs 
and methodological literature, organized 
courses for local amateur ethnographers, 
and carried out research work. At that 
time, members of the Society included 
not only ethnographers and folklorists, 
but all leading figures in Czechoslovakia’s 
academic and cultural life. 

In the late 1950s, the development 
of the Society was hindered by the po-
litically motivated foundation of the So-
ciety of Czechoslovak Ethnographers 
at the Czechoslovak Academy of Sci-
ences, which took over most research 
activities in the field. In 1963, the Society 
of Czechoslovak Ethnographers swal-
lowed up the Ethnological Society, whose 

 original name and structure ceased to ex-
ist. A new stage in the Society’s develop-
ment began only after the fall of the Com-
munist regime in 1989. The Society re-
turned to its original democratic principles 
of membership, threw off its ideological 
shackles, and opened up to professionals 
and partially also to amateurs interested 
in ethnology. After 2000, the association 
was registered at the Ministry of Interior 
under the name the Czech Ethnological 
Society and integrated into the Council of 
 Scientific Societies of the Czech Repub-
lic, which works at the Czech Academy 
of Sci ences. In 2014, due to a change in 
legislation, the legal form of the Czech 
Ethnological Society was further modi-
fied, and, in accordance with the new Civil 
Code, it became a registered association. 

The Society currently has 210 mem-
bers of different ages, professions, and 
specializations; it is very diverse in gen-
der and regional respects. Membership 
in the Society can be regular, extraor-
dinary, honorary, and collective; all key 
academic, university, and museum insti-
tutions in the Czech Republic are collec-
tive members.

The Society is an independent, vol-
untary non-governmental organization 
of scholars; research, pedagogical, and 
professional workers; students of ethnol-
ogy; and those interested in this disci-
pline from other related fields. Its mission 
is to support the development of ethnol-
ogy and the implementation, promotion, 
and popularization of this discipline, and 
to contribute to the improvement of the 
professional quality of its members. The 
Czech Ethnological Society is a repre-
sentative and supporter of a wide range 
of activities related to ethnology. These 
are mainly scholarly (theoretical and re-
search) activities; publishing, documen-
tary and presentation work (e.g., in mu-
seum institutions); the provision of peer 
reviews and expert opinions; and the pro-
motion and popularization of results in the 
field of ethnology and folkloristics. The 
Society also organizes surveys and com-
petitions to assess research,  collecting, 

lecturing, exhibition, and publishing ac-
tivities, and contributes to enhancing the 
professional competence of its members 
through seminars, conferences, and lec-
tures. All these activities are carried out in 
accordance with the Code of Ethics of the 
Czech Ethnological Society, which articu-
lates the basic principles of ethnologists’ 
professional responsibilities in relation to 
research objects, ethnology as a disci-
pline, and research partners.

The highest body of the Society is the 
General Assembly, which meets every 
three years and sets the principles of the 
Society’s activity. In the meantime, be-
tween General Assembly meetings, the 
Society is managed by the nine-member 
Main Committee, headed by a chairper-
son who is elected in a ballot by the mem-
bers of the Society at the General Assem-
bly. In addition to the chairperson and 
vice-chairperson, the Committee includes 
a secretary for science, a treasurer, and 
five members. The vice-chairperson is re-
sponsible for international relations; the 
other members are in charge of specific 
areas (e.g., digitization of the Society’s 
archival collections, cooperation with cor-
respondents, website administration). 

The publication activity of the Czech 
Ethnological Society and its predeces-
sors has included several journals and 
dozens of books whose texts contribut-
ed to the development of Czech ethnol-
ogy in the previous decades. The Soci-
ety has made these specialized printed 
materials, published from 1897 onwards, 
accessible on its homepage (www.naro-
dopisnaspolecnost.cz) in a so-called 
virtual reading room. Twice a year, the 
Czech Ethnological Society publishes the 
 Ethnographic Journal as its major periodi-
cal. This peer-reviewed journal focusses 
on the study of traditional folk culture in 
the Central European region, current cul-
tural forms developing from folk traditions, 
and themes in the field of historical ethnol-
ogy. The  Ethnographic Journal is the sec-
ond-longest-running Czech  ethnological 
 periodical; the first issue came out in 
1906. The j ournal is  published in printed 
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form, but its contents are freely accessi-
ble online in accordance with the BOAI’s 
definition of open access. 

Since the mid-twentieth century, the 
Society has been systematically work-
ing on bibliographical inventories map-
ping the production of ethnological peri-
odicals in the Czech lands and papers 
with ethnological themes published in 
regional periodicals. The items of biblio-
graphical inventories are accessible as 
an electronic database in the Society’s 
virtual reading room. There are currently 
more than 16,500 records there. 

Since 2018, the Society has admin-
istrated a donor fund, named after Ale-
na Plessingerová and Josef Vařeka, the 
purpose of which is to fund students’ 
ethnographic field work in the Czech Re-
public, both in the realm of tangible cul-
ture and intangible cultural expressions. 

For more than fifty years, the Czech 
Ethnological Society and its predecessors 
have been dealing with questionnaire 
surveys that are implemented through 
a network of correspondents, which in 
some periods has included hundreds of 
collaborators. The texts of the question-
naires, focussed on sub-topics from the 
field of tangible and intangible culture, are 
prepared by leading figures in Czech eth-
nology, and even today they are valuable 
support to field research and other docu-
mentation of traditional folk culture. 

In its effort to raise the awareness 
about events within the Society and the 
discipline, the Czech Ethnological Society 
publishes for its members two to three is-
sues of a newsletter each year, through 
which it also organizes a survey for the 
most significant accomplishment in the 
field of ethnology in the last year. The sur-
vey covers the following categories: aca-
demic publication, exhibition, conference, 
and ethnographic event. An honorary 
prize, awarded by the Main Committee of 
the Society for an extraordinary achieve-
ment, goes across these categories. 

According to the statutes, the Socie-
ty’s Main Committee may establish com-
missions responsible for  coordination 

and cooperation with other scientific so-
cieties and scientific and research insti-
tutions. Only regular Society members 
may become members of these commis-
sions. Currently, two commissions exist 
within the Society: The Commission for 
Folk Customs and the Commission for 
Vernacular Architecture, Settlements, 
and Habitation. 

In the area of international coop-
eration, the Czech Ethnological Society 
maintains regular contacts with the Eth-
nographic Society of Slovakia, Polskie 
Towarzystwo Ludoznawczne from Po-
land, and the Folklore Society from the 
United Kingdom. Since 2010, the Czech 
Ethnological Society has been accred-
ited to the UNESCO Convention for the 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage and fulfils advisory functions 
for the Intergovernmental Committee 
of this Convention. It is also a member 
of an NGO forum made up of accredited 
organizations in order to implement the 
Convention and the work of the Intergov-
ernmental Committee. In 2011, the Czech 
Ethnological Society became an affiliate 
member of the ICCN − the Inter-City In-
tangible Cultural Cooperation Network – 
an international organization working in 
the field of the safeguarding of intangible 
cultural heritage, and is a member of the 
WCAA − the World Council of Anthropo-
logical Associations (since 2014).

Martin Novotný
(National Institute of Folk Culture)

THE COMMISSION FOR FOLK 
 CUSTOMS OF THE CZECH ETHNO-
LOGICAL SOCIETY – SUB-COMMIS-
SION FOR FOLK CUSTOMS OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL COMMISSION FOR 
THE STUDY OF FOLK CULTURE IN 
THE CARPATHIANS 

The International Commission for the 
Study of Folk Culture in the Carpathians 
and the Balkans (ICCCB), which brought 

together ethnographers and folklorists 
from the countries of the Eastern-Euro-
pean socialist bloc (except for the Ger-
man Democratic Republic) and Yugo-
slavia, was founded in Krakow in 1959. 
The Czechoslovak Sub-Commission for 
Folk Customs, established in 1971 and 
headed by Josef Tomeš also participat-
ed in the fulfilment of scholarly and re-
search tasks in folk culture in the region 
of the Carpathian Mountains as well as 
in their good scholarly results. The Sub-
Commission presented not only a wealth 
of material from the field but also solu-
tions to methodological and terminologi-
cal issues. An international conference 
held in Smolenice in 1977 called “The 
Social Function and the Interethnic Con-
text of Folk Customs in the Carpathians 
and the Balkans” can be considered 
the first successful conference organ-
ized by the Sub-Commission. In Febru-
ary 1979, when the Sub-Commission 
began to work under the leadership of 
Andrej Sulitka, preparations for a sym-
posium in Strážnice began; the sympo-
sium addressed the issue of the con-
temporary state and transformations 
of folk customs. The proceedings of 
the conference held in 1980 were pub-
lished in a book titled Výroční obyčeje – 
současný stav a proměny [Annual Cus-
toms − Current State and Transforma-
tions]. Subsequently, Sub-Commission 
members started to work on the classi-
fication of folk customs (1980 meeting in 
Nový Jičín, 1981 meeting in Rožnov pod 
Radhoštěm). In 1981, the Sub-Commis-
sion organized a conference titled “The 
Wedding Ceremony − Current State and 
Transformations”, in which participants 
from Poland, Hungary, and the Soviet 
Union took part for the first time. Another 
theme − “The Time of Life − Family and 
Social Feasts in a Man’s Life” − was ad-
dressed at a conference held in 1983. 
At that time, Jan Krist began to act as 
a chairman of the Sub-Commission; he 
was replaced by Magda Sigmundová 
for a short time, and in 1985 Jan Ry-
chlík took over the chairmanship. In that 
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 period, other conferences resulted in 
publications: Obřadní obchůzky [Cer-
emonial Door-to-Door Processions] in 
1988 and Bibliografie lidových obyčejů I 
[The Bibliography of Folk Customs I] in 
1989. The latter was the Sub-Commis-
sion’s final act for some time. 

The Sub-Commission was revived 
under the leadership of Ludmila Tar-
calová in 1992, when the management 
of the Section for Folk Customs of the 
 ICCCB agreed with the management of 
the Commission for Folk Customs of the 
Ethnological Society in Prague to fuse 
both commissions and to leave out “the 
Balkans” from the name of the Sub-Com-
mission for Folk Customs. The method of 
the Commission’s expert work was also 
defined; this followed the previous well-
tested method for determining the main 
theme of the research programme on folk 
culture. In 1993, the Commission intro-
duced a system of two-year cycles for the 
solution of research tasks, with a working 
meeting, held in even years, and an inter-
national conference, the results of which 
were always published in a proceedings, 
in odd years. The system of the two-year 
working cycle has continued without in-
terruption to the present day. Although 
the first thematic proceedings titled 
Slavnostní průvody [Festive Parades] 
was published only in 1994, a year later 
the Sub-Commission published, in addi-
tion to the Bibliografie lidových obyčejů II 
[The Bibliography of Folk Customs II], the 
proceedings Světci v lidovém kalendáři 
[Saints in Folk Traditions] (1995). Anoth-
er thirteen publications followed: Magie 
a náboženství [Black Magic and Reli-
gion] (1997), Kult a živly [Cult and Ele-
ments] (1999), Obyčejové právo [Equity 
Law] (2001), Zeleň v lidových obyčejích 
[Greenery in Folk Traditions] (2003), 
Zvyky a obyčeje socioprofesních skupin 
[Customs and Traditions of Socio-Pro-
fessional Groups] (2005), Dary a ob­
darování [Gifts and Bestowment] (2007), 
Tělo jako kulturní fenomén [Human Body 
as a Cultural Phenomenon] (2009), Svět 
mužů a žen. Muž a žena ve svědectvích 

lidových tradic [The World of Men and 
Woman] (2011), Zoomorfní tematika 
v lidové tradici [Zoomorphic Themes in 
Folk Tradition] (2013), Léčení a léčitelství 
v lidové tradici [Treatment and Healing 
in Folk Tradition] (2015), Erotika v lidové 
kultuře [Eroticism in Folk Culture] (2017), 
My a oni. Domácí a cizí v lidové tradici 
[Us and Them. Familiar and Unfamiliar 
in Folk Traditions] (2019), and Tradiční 
kulturní kontexty pití alkoholu a kouření  
[Traditional Cultural Contexts of Drinking 
Alcohol and Smoking ] (2021). 

The published papers not only pre-
sented a wealth of material from the 
field, but also contributed to the solution 
of methodological and terminological is-
sues. Working meetings and conferenc-
es, always with international participants, 
were patronized and co-organized by in-
stitutions whose employees cooperated 
with the Commission. Very close col-
laboration was established with Slovak 
colleagues, which can be confirmed by 
a 2001 international conference held in 
Martin − Vrůtky. Since 1992, the patron-
age, organization of events, and mainly 
publication outcomes have been provid-
ed for by the Slovácko Region Museum 
in Uherské Hradiště, thanks to which 
the Commission was able to publish all 
the fifteen publications mentioned above. 

The Sub-Commission for Folk Cus-
toms has for years worked also thanks to 
mutual professional but above all friendly 
relations between its members. The ad-
ministration, including the organization 
of particular meetings as well as commu-
nication between members, is arranged 
for by its chairwoman. The two-year re-
search programme is suggested by all 
partaking members of the Sub-Commis-
sion, due to which the addressed themes 
are selected and approved by the major-
ity of members. The editorial work on 
edited volumes is undertaken by the 
Slovácko Region Museum in Uherské 
Hradiště, namely by Petr Číhal. Although 
the structure of the Czech Ethnological 
Society’s Commission members has 
changed over the last thirty years, it is 

still built on the pillars of the professional 
work of several significant persons who 
determine the current academic focus of 
the Sub-Commission and who thorough-
ly fulfil the set tasks through the schol-
arly texts they publish. The most promi-
nent collaborators have included Lud-
mila Tarcalová, Alexandra Navrátilová, 
Kornélia Jakubíková, Eva Večerková, 
Alena Kalinová, Jana Poláková, Marké-
ta Holubová, Kateřina Sedlická, Dana 
Motyčková, and Vanda Jiřikovská. In ad-
dition to ethnographers – museum work-
ers, research fellows at the Institute of 
Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sci-
ences, and university teachers − many 
experts from other scientific and aca-
demic disciplines, who specialize in the 
topic being focussed on, have joined 
the ethnographic Sub-Commission. For 
example, theologians (Vladimír Teťhal), 
physicians (Eva Králíková), psychiatrists 
(Tamara Tošnerová), botanists (Jarmi-
la Skružná), and philologists (Marta 
Šimečková) have been involved. Over 
the last ten years, during which Lud-
mila Tarcalová passed on leadership to 
Romana Habartová in 2012 and then 
to Gabriela Směřičková in 2013, it was 
possible to establish cooperation with 
the Department of Slavic Studies at the 
Faculty of Arts of the University of Os-
trava, namely with Jana Raclavská and 
Vítězslav Vilímek, who both take an ac-
tive part mainly in the ethnological ac-
tivity of the Sub-Commission as well in 
searching for professional international 
contacts. 

The cooperation with the Slovak 
Faculty of Arts of the University of Ss. 
Cyril and Methodius in Trnava, namely 
with ethnologist and current rector Ka-
tarína Slobodová-Nováková, is a signif-
icant asset. Due to the active coopera-
tion with this faculty, it was possible to 
involve students in the work of the Sub-
Commission, who attend the meetings 
and some of whom have become regu-
lar researchers involved in the scholarly 
and research tasks of the Sub-Commis-
sion. Currently, the Czech Ethnological 
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 Society’s  Commission has more than 
sixty permanent members, from whom 
 eleven members come from Slovakia, 
three from Croatia, and two from Poland. 

The multiple awards conferred on the 
Sub-Commission by the Czech Ethno-
logical Society indisputably prove the 
success of the Sub-Commission. In 
2003, its conference “Greenery in Folk 
Traditions” was recognized by the Czech 
Ethnological Society as the most impor-
tant one in the field. Two years later, in 
2005, the Sub-Commission received the 
same award for the conference “Cus-
toms and Traditions of Socio-Profession-
al Groups”, and in 2007 for the confer-
ence “Gifts and Bestowment”. The latest 
award is from 2015, when the Society 
awarded the Sub-Commission for the 
conference “Treatment and Healing in 
Folk Tradition”. In 2003, Ludmila Tarcal-
ová was awarded the honorary Five Red 
Roses prize by the Czech Ethnological 
Society, namely for the organization of 
the whole conference cycle of the In-
ternational Commission for the Study of 
Folk Culture in the Carpathians, the Sub-
Commission for Folk Customs. 

Currently, the Sub-Commission for 
Folk Customs is working on a research 
task concerning colours and their sym-
bolism and reflection in folk customs. 
An international conference titled “The 
Colour in Traditional Culture” was held 
in Uherské Hradiště in May 2023. A pro-
ceedings from this conference is now be-
ing prepared for publication. 

Gabriela Směřičková
(The Slovácko Region Museum in 

Uherské Hradiště)

THE COMMISSION FOR VERNACULAR 
ARCHITECTURE, SETTLEMENTS, 
AND HABITATION OF THE CZECH 
ETHNOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

According to the Statutes of the 
Czech Ethnological Society, its Main 

Committee is entitled to establish com-
missions responsible for coordination 
and cooperation with other scientific so-
cieties and scientific and research insti-
tutions. Only regular Society members 
may become members of these com-
missions. Since its foundation in 1991, 
the Commission for Vernacular Archi-
tecture, Settlements, and Habitation has 
continued the activity of the Commis-
sion for Vernacular Architecture of the 
Czechoslovak Ethnological Society of 
the Czechoslovak Academy of Sci ences, 
which fused with a commission of the 
same name working at the Czechoslo-
vak Section of the International Commis-
sion for the Study of Folk Culture in the 
Carpathians and the Balkans (ICCCB) 
and dealing with theoretical, methodo-
logical, and terminological issues related 
to vernacular architecture. 

After the re-establishment of the 
Commission, its members mainly com-
piled inventories of endangered ver-
nacular buildings in the regions of their 
activity, prepared proposals to inscribe 
selected buildings on the National List 
of Intangible Cultural Monuments of the 
Czech Republic, and organized exhibi-
tions focussed on vernacular architec-
ture. Currently, Commission members 
predominantly participate in (field and 
archival) research of vernacular (rural) 
architecture in the Czech Republic and 
the presentation of its achievements in 
professional and popular periodicals or 
separate publications. 

Since 2005, the Commission, in co-
operation with the Department of Euro-
pean Ethnology of Masaryk University 
and another chosen institution, has eve-
ry year organized a seminar or a con-
ference that also includes an expert ex-
cursion focussed on a selected theme 
from the field of vernacular architecture. 
This regular annual event provides an 
opportunity for members and other par-
ticipants dealing with vernacular archi-
tecture (employees of open-air muse-
ums and heritage institutions) not only 
to address professional issues, but also 

to meet. The papers presented there 
are published in printed  proceedings 
or peer-reviewed edited volumes. The 
following working seminars have been 
organized to date: Osobnosti  historické 
fotografické  dokumentace lidové archi-
tektury [Personalities of Historical Photo-
graphic Documentation of Vernacular 
Architecture] (2005); Venkovské sídlo 
a krajina [The Rural Settlement and 
the Countryside] (2006), Současná vý-
stavba a tradiční lidová architektura 
[Contemporary Constructions and Tra-
ditional Vernacular Architecture] (2007), 
Vliv pozemkových reforem na stavební 
vývoj venkovských sídel [The Influence 
of Land Reforms on the Construction-
al Development of Rural Settlements] 
(2010), Slohové ohlasy ve venkovské 
architektuře [Echoes of Styles in Ver-
nacular Architecture] (2011), Tradiční 
hliněné stavitelství [Traditional Earth 
 Architecture] (2012), Sýpky venkovských 
usedlostí a problematika „špýcharového 
domu“ [Granaries as Part of Farm-
steads and the Granary-Style House] 
(2013), Dřevěné a polodřevěné sakrální 
stavby [Wooden and Semi-Wooden Sa-
cral Buildings] (2014), 120 let výzkumu, 
dokumentace a prezentace lidové ar­
chitektury – k výročí Národopisné výsta-
vy českoslovanské v Praze roku 1895 
[One Hundred and Twenty Years of Re-
search, Documentation, and Presen-
tation of Vernacular Architecture − the 
Anniversary of the Czechoslavic Eth-
nographic Exhibition in Prague in 1895] 
(2015), Prezentace venkovského stavi­
telství v muzeích v přírodě a muzejních 
expozicích [Presentation of Vernacular 
Architecture in Open-Air Museums and 
Museum Exhibitions] (2016), Kresebná, 
fotografická a plánová dokumentace 
venkovského stavitelství v muzejních 
sbírkách a v archivních fondech [Draw-
ing, Photographic, and Project Docu-
mentation of Vernacular Architecture 
in Museum Collections and Archival 
Fonds] (2017), Výzkumy, dokumenta­
ce a prezentace venkovské ho stavi­
telství v Československu [Research, 
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 Documentation, and  Presentation of Ver-
nacular Architecture in  Czechoslovakia] 
(2018), Venkovské  stavitelství v oblas-
tech osí dlených národnostními menši-
nami [Rural Architecture in Regions Set-
tled by Ethnic Minorities] (2019), Muzea 
v přírodě a jejich role při záchraně lidové 
architektury [Open-Air Museums and 
Their Role in the Safeguarding of Ver-
nacular Architecture] (2021), Objekty 
venkovského stavitelství na původních 
místech s muzejními či jinými expozice­
mi [Vernacular Buildings in Their Original 
Places with Museum and Other Exhibi-
tions] (2022), and Výzdoba a nápisové 
datace venkovských staveb [Decoration 
and Inscription Dating of Rural Buildings] 
(2023). 

Currently, the Commission has 
about thirty members from a variety of 
research institutes (universities, scien-
tific institutes) and memory institutions 
(archives, museums). Even though the 
Commission is not involved in interna-
tional structures, it keeps close contacts 
with Slovak colleagues who regularly at-
tend its events and publish in the Com-
mission Bulletin that the Commission is-
sues once a year. The Bulletin includes 
studies, information, and bibliography 
from the realm of vernacular architec-
ture. Since 2015, it has been issued as 
a supplement to the Ethnographic Jour­
nal, a peer-reviewed ethnological jour-
nal of the Czech Ethnological Society. In 
addition, the Commission has published 
proceedings containing papers from its 
seminars: Osobnosti historické fotogra­
fické dokumentace lidové architektury 
[Personalities of Historical Photographic 
Documentation of Vernacular Architec-
ture] in 2006; Venkovské sídlo a krajina 
[The Rural Settlement and the Coun-
tryside] in 2007; and Vliv pozemkových 
reforem na stavební vývoj venkovských 
sídel [The Influence of Land Reforms on 
the Constructional Development of Ru-
ral Settlements] in 2011. 

Roman Tykal
(The Czech Ethnological Society)

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC COMMISSION 
OF THE CZECH ASSOCIATION OF 
MUSEUMS AND GALLERIES 

The Ethnographic Commission is 
one of fourteen commissions working 
under the Association of Museums and 
Galleries (AMG). It brings together eth-
nographers and collection managers 
from museums that are AMG members. 
In addition, about one-fifth of its mem-
bership is made up of individual and 
honorary members. The Ethnographic 
Commission is not a legal entity in rela-
tion to the AMG, and the AMG Statutes 
define the Commission as a voluntary 
association of members with a common 
professional interest. The Commission 
therefore organizes its activities in accor-
dance with the AMG Statutes and on the 
basis of its own Rules of Procedure. The 
supreme body of the Commission is the 
Plenary Session, convened by the chair-
man, who chairs a four-member com-
mittee and who is also a member of the 
AMG Senate.

The Ethnographic Commission was 
established in 1990. At a plenary meet-
ing of museum ethnographers, held in 
Boskovice in October of the same year, 
the management of the former ethno-
graphic commission (working at the Cen-
tral Museological Cabinet) relinquished 
leadership, and on 27 July, a new eth-
nographic commission was established 
under the newly founded Association 
of Czech and Moravian-Silesian Muse-
ums and Galleries. In the first years, the 
Ethnographic Commission focussed its 
activities mainly on preparation for the 
centennial celebrations of the Czecho-
slavic Ethnographic Exhibition held in 
Prague in 1895. At that time, prepara-
tory work on compiling much-needed 
terminology for ethnographic collections 
began; this work was managed by the 
Wallachian Open-Air Museum in Rožnov 
pod Radhoštěm. In addition, the Ethno-
graphic Commission also took a signifi-
cant part in preparing the “Ethnography” 

module in the Demus electronic registra-
tion system. 

Currently, the Ethnographic Commis-
sion includes 113 representatives from 
regular AMG members, and 18 individu-
al members. The regular members’ rep-
resentatives, whose number is not lim-
ited for any AMG member institution, are 
mostly managers of ethnographic col-
lections at museums of regional history 
and geography, or − in several cases − 
employees of the ethnographic depart-
ments at such institutions. To a lesser 
extent, members include employees of 
Regional Authorized Departments for 
Traditional Folk Culture. 

Those interested can become ac-
quainted with the activities of the Eth-
nographic Commission on the AMG 
website (https://www.cz-museums.cz/
web/ amg/organy-amg/komise/etnogra-
ficka-komise), where they can find an 
updated list of members and member 
institutions as well as minutes from ses-
sions of the Commission Committee, 
and information about publications under 
preparation and regular expert seminars. 
These are organized by the Ethnograph-
ic Commission twice a year, always in 
spring and autumn. 

Each year, the seminars are hosted 
by two of the AMG member institutions, 
which provide a complete programme for 
the participants in cooperation with the 
Committee. The spring seminar is usu-
ally an expert conference with a principal 
theme specified in advance. The autumn 
seminar, on the other hand, is supposed 
to inform Commission members about 
what is happening in the AMG as well as 
about forthcoming legislation, and also 
to exchange experience from the field 
of ethnographic museology and informa-
tion about achievements in the branch. 

The crucial and only hardly mea-
surable task of the AMG Ethnographic 
Commission is to bring together both ac-
tive and emeritus employees of memory 
institutions who administer ethnograph-
ic collections and to provide a platform 
for the mutual exchange of experience. 



61

Through particular members, the Eth-
nographic Commission cooperates, for 
example, with the Czech Ethnological 
Society and its sub-commissions for ver-
nacular architecture, settlements and 
habitation, and folk customs (Sub-Com-
mission for Folk Customs of the Interna-
tional Commission for the Study of Folk 
Culture in the Carpathians.) 

In 2018, the Committee of the Ethno-
graphic Commission again addressed 
one of the former projects of the Com-
mission, and in cooperation with the 
National Open-Air Museum − the Wal-
lachian Open-Air Museum in Rožnov 
pod Radhoštěm − resumed work on the 
series Názvosloví etnografických sbírek 
[The Terminology for Ethnographic Col-
lections]. Since 2019, one volume of this 
series has been published every year, 
both in printed and electronic form, at 
AMG’s cost, always in cooperation with 
a partner institution − usually the home 
institution of the author of the texts. 
Martin Slaba was the author of the first 
volume in the series, which dealt with 
game keeping and hunting. In 2020, the 
second volume, focussed on the edu-
cation system, was published; Jarmila 
Klímová was the author. A year later, 
Tomáš Hamrlík published within this se-
ries the terminology for neutering, and 
as the last volume, the AMG published, 
in cooperation with the Regional Mu-
seum in Mikulov, the terminology com-
plied by Vilém Křeček and Josef Šuba 
focussed on viticulture and winemak-
ing. In cooperation with the National In-
stitute of Folk Culture in Strážnice, the 
Ethnographic Commission is currently 
preparing the long-awaited fifth volume 
focussed on men’s folk clothing. The 
AMG distributes individual volumes to 
its member institutions every year, and 
the volumes are also freely available for 
study and downloading in PDF format 
on the AMG website. 

Michal Chmelenský
(Museum of West Bohemia 

in Pilsen)

THE CZECH ASSOCIATION FOR 
SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY 

The Czech Association for Social 
Anthropology (CASA) celebrated its fif-
teenth anniversary in 2022. Over these 
years, it has become an established 
organization that brings together more 
than one hundred active members and 
develops a number of activities with na-
tional and international dimensions. 

CASA is a professional associa-
tion of social anthropologists, students 
of this and relative disciplines, and fans, 
who strive for the development of an-
thropology in the academic and public 
spheres. CASA’s purpose is to support 
the development of social anthropology 
in research and education, to represent 
Czech social anthropology in dealings 
with governmental, public, and non-gov-
ernmental organizations and in the in-
ternational scientific field, to popularize 
the achievements of social anthropology 
among the general public, to create ties 
between social anthropologists and ex-
perts from related disciplines in the Czech 
Republic and internationally, and to main-
tain contacts and establish cooperation 
with similar professional organizations in 
the Czech Republic and abroad.  Since 
the very beginning, CASA has considered 
ethical issues in anthropological research 
to be crucial, and for this reason it has 
created its own Code of Ethics and direc-
tives governing its activities. 

CASA offers two types of member-
ship: regular and institutional. Each per-
son/legal entity that is interested in the 
discipline and undertakes to respect the 
Statutes and the Code of Ethics can be-
come a member of CASA. Its highest 
body is the General Assembly. The Pre-
sidium acts as a statutory body and is 
elected for two years; it consists of six 
members: a chairperson, two vice-chair-
persons, a treasurer, and two members. 
CASA is funded predominantly by mem-
bership contributions and subsidies from 
the Council of Scientific Societies of the 

Czech  Republic at the Czech Academy 
of Sciences, of which CASA has been 
a member since 2010.  CASA’s organiza-
tional structure also includes expert sec-
tions − the Section for Medical Anthropol-
ogy and the Section for the Anthropology 
of Religion, Magic and the Supernatural, 
which hold their own seminars and meet-
ings. CASA also offers its members the 
option to set up an ad hoc ethical board to 
audit/assess their research.

CASA was founded at the Prague res-
taurant U Parlamentu (At the Parliament) 
in December 2007, and in July 2008 it 
was officially registered. The immediate 
impetus for founding CASA was debates 
amongst the wider Czech academic com-
munity about ethical practice and, in par-
ticular, about citation conventions in his-
torical and social sciences. These de-
bates resonated strongly among social 
anthropologists at the time and led to the 
need for establishing a professional as-
sociation to serve as a platform for such 
discussions. Efforts to entrench social an-
thropology, which was a quite new disci-
pline in the Czech academic environment, 
were also a motivating factor for CASA’s 
foundation. For this reason, the first activ-
ity of the newly founded association was 
the creation of its ethical guidelines. 

Although CASA is a national organi-
zation, its activities have been oriented 
internationally since the very beginning. 
The first biennale conference of CASA 
was organized in cooperation with the 
Slovak Association of Social Anthropol-
ogy (SASA) in Pezinok in 2009 (theme of 
the conference: What Is Capitalism and 
What Comes Next?). In 2012, CASA be-
came a member of the World Council of 
Anthropological Associations (WCAA). 
Currently, CASA has its strongest links 
to the European Association of Social 
 Anthropologists (EASA) and its net-
works, in which many CASA members 
are active. In 2020, CASA co-organized 
a three-day conference about applied an-
thropology and social movements called 
“Why the World Needs  Anthropologists” 
with the Applied  Anthropology Network of 
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 EASA in Prague. Similarly, CASA mem-
bers have ties to the International Soci-
ety for Ethnology and Folklore (SIEF).

Today, in 2023, CASA has 107 regu-
lar members, a large part of whom work 
at Czech academic institutions − univer-
sities and institutes of the Czech Acad-
emy of Sciences − in the fields of social 
and cultural anthropology, ethnology, 
sociology, and related disciplines. An im-
portant portion of the membership base 
is made up of students of master’s and 
doctoral programmes. 

CASA communicates with its mem-
bers and the wider academic community 
using several channels. CASA operates 
a website (www.casaonline.cz) on which 
important information for members are 
available, such as the Statues, invita-
tions to events, contact information about 
its sections, the Code of Ethics and ethi-
cal guidelines, minutes from Presidium 
sessions, CASA declarations concern-
ing current affairs in the discipline and 
outside it, and a list of members. Those 
interested in CASA membership can find 
documents with information about join-
ing on the website. For effective com-
munication with its members, CASA has 
a mailing list that is used for dissemi-
nating information about current affairs 
(conferences, scholarships, employment 
opportunities, etc.). The CASA Face-
book page, which has eight hundred fol-
lowers, has proven to be a very useful 
instrument for communicating with the 
wider academic community. CASA also 
runs a YouTube channel, mainly to pub-
lish recordings of organized lectures. 

CASA publishes the journal Cargo 
(http://cargojournal.org). Cargo, original-
ly “a journal (not only) about ethnology,” 
came into being as an initiative of several 
students at the Department of Ethnology 
of Charles University, who tried, using the 
journal, to create a space for discussions 
about socio-cultural anthropology and to 
mediate current affairs in the discipline, 
which they were lacking during their study. 
The first edition was published in 1998 in 
a print run of 200  pieces.  Although it was 

a student journal, in subsequent years 
Cargo: A Journal for Cultural/social An­
thropology became a significant platform 
for shaping anthropology in the Czech 
and Slovak academic environments, 
namely because it published peer-re-
viewed articles written by domestic and 
foreign anthropologists, and shorter trea-
tises, discussions, interviews, reports 
from workshops and conferences, and 
reviews. The last number of the “student 
Cargo,” published by the civil association 
Cargo Publishers, was issued in 2009. In 
the subsequent year, the newly found-
ed CASA continued to publish the jour-
nal as a reply to the membership’s de-
mand for an own journal, clearly profiled 
with respect to the discipline. The journal 
is published twice a year with contribu-
tions in English, Czech, and Slovak, and 
focusses on the theory and practice of 
ethnographic research, critical discus-
sion of anthropological theory, and ethi-
cal issues of conducting anthropological 
knowledge. 

Since 2009, CASA has organized 
biennale conferences with international 
attendance, some of which have been 
held in cooperation with SASA. In 2023 
(the date of the conference was shifted 
as a consequence of the COVID-19 pan-
demic) the seventh CASA biennale con­
ference on the subject off “Solidarity” was 
held with a keynote lecture by Professor 
João de Pina-Cabral. In the past, CASA 
also organized workshops on the topic of 
ethics in anthropological research.

CASA also organizes an annual 
Ladi slav Holý Lecture (LHL), accompa-
nying the annual General Assembly. The 
LHL is a memorial lecture established in 
2009 to commemorate Czech anthro-
pologist Ladislav Holý (1933–1997). 
Its purpose is to invite anthropologists 
who made significant contributions to 
the discipline. Among the lecturers have 
been Robert Parkin (2019), David B. Ed-
wards (2018), Ghassan Hage (2014), 
and Piers Vitebski (2009). Throughout 
the academic year, CASA in collabora-
tion with the Czech  Sociological Society 

organizes the Gellner Seminar, which 
will celebrate its bicentennial in 2023. It 
was originally founded by Petr Skalník 
and Jiří Musil in honour of Ernest Gell-
ner (1925–1995) in 1998. The seminar 
provides a platform for the members of 
our anthropological community to pres-
ent their research and offers a space for 
debate where they can meet anthropolo-
gists from abroad who are shaping the 
current state of the field. The seminar’s 
guests have included Nancy Scheper-
Hughes, Michael Winkelman, Thomas 
Hyland Eriksen, and David Henig.

The annual Contest for the CASA 
Award for the Best Bachelor’s and Mas­
ter’s Theses is an important tool to cre-
ate a wider anthropological community. 
The contest is intended for students who 
have defended a qualification thesis con-
cerning anthropology in Czech, Slovak, 
or English. The selected jury assesses 
about twelve theses, and the winners 
can look forward to an award ceremony 
during the General Assembly, free-of-
charge one-year membership, a finan-
cial award, and an opportunity to present 
their research at a Gellner Seminar. The 
award is supposed to encourage talent-
ed researchers at the beginning of their 
careers and to motivate them for their fu-
ture development. 

Markéta Zandlová
(Department of Social and Cultural 

Anthropology, Faculty of Humanities, 
Charles University)

Jakub Grygar
(Department of Sociology, Faculty of 
Social Sciences, Charles University)

Nikola Balaš
(The Institute of Ethnology, Czech 

Academy of Sciences)

Jaroslav Klepal
(Department of Social and Cultural 

Anthropology, Faculty of Humanities, 
Charles University)

Barbora Stehlíková
(The Institute of Ethnology, Czech 

Academy of Sciences)
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Michal Lehečka
(Department of Social and Cultural 

Anthropology, Faculty of Humanities, 
Charles University)

THE 16th INTERNATIONAL SIEF 
CONGRESS “LIVING UNCERTAINTY” 
IN BRNO, CZECH REPUBLIC 

In June 2023, the 16th SIEF (Société 
Internationale d´Ethnologie et de Folk-
lore) Congress was held in the Czech 
Republic. This international conference 
of ethnologists and socio-cultural anthro-
pologists was organized by three Czech 
academic institutions: the Institute of 
Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sci-
ences, the Department of European Eth-
nology of the Faculty of Arts at Masaryk 
University, and the National Institute of 
Folk Culture. The event took place at the 
Faculty of Arts of Masaryk University in 
Brno, which on 7 through 10 June of-
fered almost a thousand participating re-
searchers its renovated premises includ-
ing all the facilities.   

The Congress was opened by SIEF 
President Marie Sandberg, by repre-
sentatives of the co-organizing Czech in-
stitutions, and also by a lecture given by 
the English social anthropologist Marylin 
Strathern (professor emeritus at the Uni-
versity of Cambridge) titled “Uncertain 
Relations: Limits and Possibilities”. All this 
opened up and heralded several-day de-
liberations of the world ethnological com-
munity, which overarched the principal 
topic of the Congress: living uncertainty. 

The topic was not chosen by ac-
cident. Although the uncertainty of the 
everyday world, which is the main re-
search space for ethnology, enters hu-
man lives sometimes with overly strong 
force, it was reflected by human exis-
tence even in the historical perspective. 
Similarly, also the scholarly disciplines 
that study uncertainty have to cope with it 
−  beginning with the collection or genera-

tion of data, the application of methods 
(often new and experimental ones) to the 
interpretation of the studied material that 
often has ties to various conflicts, crises, 

and  sudden situations, as, for example, 
the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic con-
firmed. The Scientific Committee of SIEF 
offered researchers a spectrum of other 
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possible questions that could relate to 
the topic − how do we talk about uncer-
tainty (in common or exceptional ways), 
how do we behave in the transforming 
world, how do we shape and understand 
society, how do we understand our iden-
tities, what are the rites of passage in 
a world with an uncertain future, how do 
we understand frontiers in an uncertain 
time, and many others. However, in the 
end these questions were a small sam-
ple of what the theme of “uncertainty” has 
brought up in various research projects. 
The conference programme (which was 
accessible online – www.siefhome.org/
congresses/sief2023/) included more 
than 130 panels and other congress for-
mats − plenary sessions, roundtables, 
workshops, audiovisual programmes, 
and others. It showed again the enor-
mous variety that we can observe in 
present-day ethnology and related disci-
plines: not only the variety of the world 
under study, but also the wide spectrum 
of approaches, methodological tools, 
and subsequent analyses and interpre-
tations. However, this does not mean an 

 open-ended nature − the purpose is to 
get to know the present in the wake of the 
past, but it is also man in a cultural and 
social context who is of major concern. 

The organizers of the Brno SIEF con-
gress tried to provide the participants with 
an interesting programme even outside 
of the professional meetings. The excur-
sions to local museums, galleries, and 
monuments, such as the functionalist 
Villa Tugendhat by the German architect 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, were supple-
mented with thematic trips around Brno, 
which is not only the  second-largest city 
in the Czech Republic, but also a signifi-
cant historical and university centre. 

The world ethnological forum will be 
hosted by Romania in 2025, so it is pos-
sible to look forward to further academic 
discussions that will not only strengthen 
the participating researchers, but mainly 
develop the discipline, which is one of 
the most thought-provoking in the field of 
the humanities and social sciences. 

Martina Pavlicová
(Department of European Ethnology, 
Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University)

THE 26th ICOM GENERAL 
CONFERENCE “THE POWER OF
MUSEUMS” IN PRAGUE, CZECH
REPUBLIC

“The Power of Museums” was the 
name of a general conference organized 
by the International Council of Muse-
ums (ICOM), a professional association 
of experts from museums and galleries 
all over the world, in Prague between 
20 and 28 August 2022. The themes 
of civil society, sustainability, new tech-
nologies, and the much-discussed heri-
tage of colonialism attracted about 3,000 
professionals from the museum sphere 
to Prague. The meeting took place in 
a situation full of dynamic social chang-
es, which museums cannot stand aside 
from. The conviction about the neces-
sity to take an active role in society was 
logically reflected in the new definition of 
the museum, which was among the cru-
cial and strongly discussed programme 
points of the Conference. The main ar-
gument for changing the definition was 
the lack of everyday life reflection in so-
ciety in the twenty-first century and the 
need to search for updated answers to 
“old” questions, that is, what is a muse­
um and why do we have it, for whom is 
it intended, and how and for what pur­
pose does it function? (See the museum 
definition below.) The need for a new 
formulation is illustrated by, among oth-
er things, the fact that at the previous 
ICOM meeting in Kyoto in 2019, the sub-
mitted formulation of the new definition 
provoked a wave of comments leading to 
its rejection. The vote on the adoption of 
a completely new proposal, which came 
into being through many debates among 
thousands of museum  professionals 
from all over the world, became the cru-
cial point of the agenda in Prague. The 
new definition, adopted by most partici-
pants (92.4 percent of those voting), is 
based on the original mission of mem-
ory institutions, taking into account the 
shift in the needs of present-day  society: 
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“A museum is a not-for-profit, perma­
nent institution in the service of society 
that researches, collects, conserves, in­
terprets and exhibits tangible and intan­
gible heritage. Open to the public, ac­
cessible and inclusive, museums foster 
diversity and sustainability. They operate 
and communicate ethically, profession­
ally and with the participation of com­
munities, offering varied experiences 
for education, enjoyment, reflection and 
knowledge sharing.” (https://icom.muse-
um/en/resources/standards-guidelines/
museum-definition/)

Memory institutions at all levels thus 
keep their original task of collecting doc-
uments on tangible and intangible cul-
tural heritage and safeguarding and in-
terpreting it for a wide spectrum of those 
interested, however, highlighting an ac-
tive and open approach to what happens 
in society. The role of museums as ivory 
towers accessible only to those chosen 
is definitely over. In contrast, societal 
crises (e.g., migration waves), in whose 
solution museums take an active part, 
refer to the forgotten potential of our in-
stitutions and offer answers to questions 
about their existence. This is exempli-
fied by the presentation of the Ukrainian 
delegate who spoke about the necessity 
to archive and document war events in 
museums. Her paper in relation to the 
present-day events in Ukraine illustrated 
the need to update the concept of the 
neutrality/apolitical character of muse-
ums. The lecturers also spoke about the 
possibility of scholarly work at memory 
institutions in the programmes of sci-
ence and research, where participation 
in research projects is an income item, 
important in many cases, within the bud-
get of the organizations. The Conference 
programme in Prague was followed by 
excursions to regions, which allowed the 
participants to see the museum and gal-
lery scene outside the capital. Some par-
ticipants were transported by a historical 
train, which was more than welcomed. 

Moreover, the organization of the 
General Conference had a symbolic 

 dimension for Czech museum practice, 
connected with the work of Jan Jelínek 
(1926–2004), an anthropologist and 
museologist and the director of the Mora-
vian Museum in Brno, who became presi-
dent of the world ICOM in 1971. During his 
tenure (1971–1978), the international in-
stitution, whose members had been up to 
that time only museum directors, opened, 
through newly founded professional com-
mittees, to the wider museum commu-
nity. At the same time (in 1974), a mu-
seum definition was adopted, which was 
in force, albeit with some small changes, 
until 24 August 2022. At the end of his 
chairmanship, in 1977, 18 May was de-
clared International Museum Day with the 
goal to draw the general public’s attention 
to the role of museums in the life of soci-
ety. This goal is still current, as confirmed 
by the ICOM 2022 programme, thanks to 
which the Czech Republic finally became, 
after six decades of unsuccessful candi-
dacies, the venue of the ICOM members’ 
world meeting. 

The official part of the Conference 
was observed by mass media and 

 discussed among specialists. Some-
what detached remained the portion of 
preparations resulting in the festive clos-
ing ceremony, where the Czech organiz-
ers passed the “flag” to the organizers 
of the next 27th ICOM General Confer-
ence, which will take place in Dubai in 
2028. The ICOM National Committee 
Czech Republic took over the symbolic 
“flag” from Japanese colleagues at the 
25th ICOM General Conference in Kyoto 
in September 2019. In Asia, the flag was 
symbolically made of silk. The Czech 
Committee members adopted that idea 
and, according to executive director Mar-
tina Lehmannová, decided to make the 
flag in “a traditional Czech way”. The 
“Czech” tradition was represented by 
embroidery as part of traditional folk cul-
ture. The aim was to apply the simplest 
cross-stitch for the hand embroidery of 
the inscription “ICOM” in the centre of 
the flag. Colleagues in all working po-
sitions, from directors to cashiers, from 
museums throughout Bohemia, Mora-
via, and Silesia joined the work on the 
embroidery. After a part of the  inscription 
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was embroidered and documented, 
the flag travelled to another institution. 
The Czech museum employees cre-
ated a collective work of the ICOM Na-
tional Committee Czech Republic. The 
first stitch was symbolically made at the 
Moravian Museum in Brno, whose Eth-
nographic Institute was a guarantor of 
the event and where the flag and the ac-
companying documentation have been 
stored. On the occasion of the world 
Conference, cultural stereotypes result-
ing from expressions of seemingly long 
disappeared rural culture were manifest-
ed through traditional embroidery even 
in the third millennium. 

Hana Dvořáková
(The Moravian Museum)

 
OLGA NEŠPOROVÁ: FUNERARY 
PRACTICES IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC. 
Bingley: Emerald Publishing, 2021. 
160 pp. 

In 2018, the British publishing house 
Emerald Publishing created a thematic 
series called Funerary International that 
focussed on funerary practices in dif-
ferent European countries. After publi-
cations informing about the situation in 
England and Wales (2018), the Neth-
erlands (2019), and Serbia (2021), this 
series was in 2021 extended with Olga 
Nešporová’s book dedicated to the situ-
ation in the Czech Republic. The author 
deals with the twentieth-century relation-
ship to death, burials, and funeral cer-
emonies on a long-term basis, and her 
book is based, among other things, on 
a research project, funded by the Czech 
Science Foundation, which she has re-
cently implemented at the Institute of 
Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sci-
ences. While partial scholarly studies 
published in academic journals allowed 
her to make deeper research probes 
into particular research areas, her book 
published in English naturally had to be 

conceived in a somewhat more general 
way. This is, in fact, the first comprehen-
sive scholarly text that presents the spe-
cific situation in the Czech Republic and 
former Czechoslovakia during the twen-
tieth century to a foreign readership. 

For this reason, the book − in addi-
tion to a brief historical excursion into 
funerary practices in the Czech lands 
between the eighteenth and the early 
twentieth centuries − also describes 
demographic development and the leg-
islative standards associated with fu-
nerary services. A quite large space is 
devoted to the phenomenon of crema-
tions. The popularity of this form of han-
dling human remains increased mainly 
after the formation of the independent 
Czechoslovak Republic in 1918, be-
ing also quite largely supported by the 
Communist regime in the second half of 
the twentieth century. The democratic 
republican state system in the interwar 
period (1918−1938) and Communist to-
talitarianism (1948−1989), in fact, made 

use of the support for cremations and 
so-called civil (secular) funerals to inten-
tionally speak out against the attitudes 
and practices of the dominating Catho-
lic Church and religious funeral ceremo-
nies in general. For the foreign reader-
ship, these sections will be a very valu-
able source of information about the sit-
uation in Central Europe. Nevertheless, 
when reading these sections, we must 
always be aware of the fact that, despite 
noticeable progression, cremations (de-
spite the ideological support and the 
building of a network of crematoria and 
secular funeral homes) still amounted to 
less than 40 percent of all funeral cere-
monies in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s.

However, at the core of the book is 
the description and interpretation of fu-
nerary practices in the second half of 
the twentieth and the early twenty-first 
centuries. Although the small scope 
of the book limited Olga Nešporová in 
the amount of information that she can 
present to the readers, the publication 
gives a very dense and qualified view of 
this theme. She not only observes the 
issue from the cultural and ideological 
perspective, but also pays attention to 
socio-economic factors (costs associat-
ed with funeral ceremonies and the final 
placement of human remains in public 
burial sites, and so-called social funer-
als paid from public funds), the legisla-
tion associated with funerary services, 
and related technology (building of cre-
matoria and their geographical layout 
and equipment). The author then focus-
es on cemeteries, the phenomenon of 
scattering ashes, and alternative forms 
of handling ashes. The chapter dealing 
with commemorative practices, visits to 
cemeteries, and maintenance of graves 
serves as a full stop to the theme. The 
text about the phenomenon of roadside 
memorials for victims of traffic accidents 
is a kind of appendix, somewhat dis-
tant from funerary practices. Although 
the Czech Republic is not very large, 
throughout the book, the author rightly 
points out the differences in approaches 
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between urban and rural areas, and also 
between individual regions. 

On 160 pages, the anthropolo-
gist Olga Nešporová managed to cre-
ate a comprehensive introduction to 
the study of funerary practices in the 
Czech Republic and the former Czecho-
slovakia. Nevertheless, if a researcher 
wants to gain a deeper understanding 
of the issue in the Czech lands, this is 
not possible without the study of small-
er studies written in Czech and Slovak, 
including ethnological works the author 
did not work with (Zdeněk Hanzl, Mar-
gita Jágerová, and others). In addition 
to the explanation of the situation in the 
Czech lands, the inclusion of the book 
Funerary Practices in the Czech Repub­
lic into a wider international series is of 
another indisputable importance. The 
publication in English provides foreign 
researchers with valuable information 
that can be used for wider comparative 
research on funeral practices in different 
parts of Europe. 

Daniel Drápala 
(Department of European Ethnology, 
Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University)

HELENA BERÁNKOVÁ – HANA 
DVOŘÁKOVÁ (eds.). LIDOVÁ  KULTURA 
NA MORAVĚ V ZRCADLE ČASU 
 [Traditional Culture in Moravia in 
the Mirror of Ages].  Brno: Moravské 
 zemské muzeum, 2021. 327 pp.

Folk culture has been an inexhaust-
ible and inspiring theme for amateur and 
professional researchers for many dec-
ades. The results of their leisure and 
research activities are presented to the 
public using a variety of presentation 
forms − exhibitions, life examples, video 
and audio materials, and mainly publica-
tions. This is also the case of a collective 
work called Lidová kultura na Moravě 
v zrcadle času [Traditional Culture in 
Moravia in the Mirror of  Ages], published 

by the Moravian Museum in Brno under 
the leadership of Helena Beránková and 
Hana Dvořáková, experienced authors 
and editors, at the end of 2021. The book 
in the form of a catalogue preceded the 
long-awaited permanent exhibition Tradi­
tional Culture in Moravia in the Mirror of 
Time installed in the premises of the Eth-
nographic Institute of the Moravian Mu-
seum. The publication is closely linked to 
the exhibition, not only in terms of person-
nel, as a similar team of authors partici-
pated in its realisation. The introductory 
passages of the publication and the exhi-
bition are also similar in structure, that is, 
they attempt to explain the early begin-
nings and professionalization of interest 
in the documentation and presentation of 
folk culture. The essence of both works, 
however, lies in the presentation of a se-
lected large set of exhibits, through which 
the diversity, maturity, and context of the 
manifestations of the culture of inhab-
itants of rural areas and small towns in 
Moravia are communicated. 

The visual contact with original ex-
hibits is an advantage of the exhibition. 
On the other hand, the publication offers, 
in addition to colour photographs, a vo-
luminous verbal commentary, whose 

 volume could only hardly be accept-
able in exhibition premises. However, 
a simultaneous familiarization with both 
the publication and the exhibition is not 
a precondition for understanding the 
examined theme. Both outcomes fulfil 
well their mission independently, pass-
ing a sufficient image of the issue under 
study using their own means.

The publication was compiled by 
a team of ten authors, mostly employees 
of the Ethnographic Institute of the Mora-
vian Museum. In accordance with their 
specializations, they prepared the intro-
ductory chapters and dealt with the se-
quence of descriptive essays presenting 
a varied kaleidoscope of selected collec-
tion items. 

The introductory section of the mono-
graph, which describes the birth of inter-
est in documenting, safeguarding, and 
presenting tangible and intangible ele-
ments of Moravian folk culture, seems 
to be very useful. It explains the circum-
stances of the foundation of the Fran-
cis Museum with its seat in Brno as an 
institution intended to create collections 
and to support educational and scientific 
activities. The text describes the gradual 
transformation of the museum and the 
search for the optimal academic content 
to comply with its mission and approach-
es to the creation of collections, includ-
ing the efforts to systematize them, while 
the history of the museum is brought to 
the current situation represented by the 
Ethnographic Institute as an integral part 
of the Moravian Museum. 

In the introductory text, the author 
has also included a timeline of person-
nel in which she has not forgotten to 
introduce important figures associated 
through their activities with the activi-
ties of the museum. She pays attention 
to amateur ethnographers as well as to 
collaborators and employees of the mu-
seum. She assesses their contribution to 
the foundation and development of the 
institution, and to the formation of its pro-
fessional activities, especially in relation 
to the creation of the collections. 
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Alongside this theme, the author of 
the text introduces the reader into the 
broader context of the development of 
ethnography, the work of those repre-
senting the discipline, and the results 
of their activities not only in the Czech 
environment, but virtually in the whole of 
Europe, evaluating retrospectively the 
influence of those developments on the 
formation of the museum. 

The chapter is accompanied by a set 
of period, mostly black-and-white pho-
tographs that document the exhibition 
and documentation activities of museum 
employees and the museum itself. The 
apposite presentation of circumstances 
under which the museum was founded 
and working for more than 200 years, 
and especially the summarization of 
professional activities, including collect-
ing activity, to such a comprehensive ex-
tent, as presented in the publication, is 
not a common standard for similar publi-
cations focussed on the presentation of 
collection items. From the researcher’s 
point of view, the obtaining of informa-
tion about these developments can be 
classified as a very demanding disci-
pline, since it was not usual for memory 
institutions to document themselves. 
This makes the introductory section of 
the publication even more valuable, as it 
brings a thorough insight into this issue. 

In comparison with the introductory 
section, the follow-up part of the mono-
graph, which features the form of a cat-
alogue, is much more voluminous. This 
has been undoubtedly inspired, among 
other things, by the publication Lidová 
kultura v muzeu [Traditional Culture in 
the Museum], published by the same 
institute in 2013. That publication gives 
an overview of the rich collections of the 
Ethnographic Institute, which are the-
matically divided into groups, whereby 
the authors selectively pay their atten-
tion to significant single items. However, 
the scope of the book and its concep-
tion did not allow the authors to present 
a greater number of particular collection 
items, to describe their past and appear-

ance thoroughly, and to assess their in-
formative value. 

This intention has been fulfilled only 
by the presented publication. Its cata-
logue section provides sufficient space 
for the presentation of more than 100 
artefacts, each being presented through 
a high-quality photograph with a legend 
and a text that mentions not only the de-
tailed characteristics of the item itself, 
but often even the site situation, period 
contexts, interesting facts, and the pro-
duction techniques used. Not all these 
categories are always used in the text, 
which is completely understandable due 
to the varied quality of secondary docu-
mentation of collection items. However, 
the work of different authors, who ap-
proached the description of the items in 
their own way, is reflected here too. 

All the presented items are associ-
ated with traditional culture and were 
found in different places in Moravia. All 
of them, without exception, are exhibited 
at the above-mentioned exhibition in the 
Ethnographic Institute, whereby the ar-
tefacts presented in the book are only a 
fragment of the total number of exhibits. 

It can therefore be concluded that a 
representative sample has been chosen 
for the publication, but in this case the 
monograph lacks any explanation of the 
criteria according to which this selection 
was made. The group of items presented 
in the book shows a strong struggle to 
present mostly beautiful, well-preserved, 
and especially decorated items. It is as if 
the authors returned to the late nineteenth 
century, when such an approach was typ-
ical for the creation of collections, with the 
“ancientness and decorative character of 
the items” being the selection criterion. 
The book includes “common” items only 
exceptionally, whereby these, however, 
clearly outnumbered the “beautiful” ones 
in the households, farm equipment, and 
possessions of our ancestors. Taking this 
approach, the authors created a kind of 
glossy image of the past, which presents 
tangible expressions of folk culture out of 
context and in a distorted way.

On the other hand, it is necessary to 
admit that despite our best efforts to pre-
sent the widest possible range of types 
of artefacts from the past, we will always 
have to make a selection, because no 
publication is able to include the entire 
diversity of all elements that are based 
on folk culture. 

However, the presented catalogue 
section of the publication is an important 
document of the contents of the collec-
tions of the Ethnographic Institute of the 
Moravian Museum, and the published 
items often represent the oldest layers 
of artefacts that are no longer available 
in the field. At the same time, these col-
lections and their form demonstrate the 
technological and artistic advancement 
of our ancestors.

Overall, the presented publication 
can be considered a very successful 
outcome. The aim of bringing a selected 
segment from the field of folk culture to 
the widest possible circle of those inter-
ested in it is supported by the fact that 
the book is bilingual. This monograph 
will certainly enrich the libraries of re-
searchers and professionals dealing with 
the selected theme.

Lenka Drápalová
(National Open Air Museum, 

Rožnov pod Radhoštěm)

PETR JANEČEK: SPRING MAN: 
A BELIEF LEGEND BETWEEN 
FOLK LORE AND POPULAR CULTURE. 
 Lanham: Lexington Books, 2022. 214 pp.

Legends, as a folklore genre, can be 
often witnessed to circulate between dif-
ferent social strata, countries, or even 
continents. While the general topic and 
structure of a legend often remain simi-
lar and allow its identification as a part of 
a narrative complex, its individual mani-
festations undergo variations based on 
local context or even the personality of 
its narrators. Because of this, studying 
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a legend in its diversity can shed light 
on many aspects of regional societies or 
subcultures and can also, for example, 
provide insight into folk hopes, fears, 
and expectations experienced dur-
ing periods of turmoil. The other thing 
about a legend is that it does not exist 
in a cultural vacuum. It touches upon 
the domains of different genres like an-
ecdotes or fairy tales, is both inspired 
by and reflected in literature, and often 
bleeds into popular culture, where it is 
remixed and reinterpreted. For these 
reasons, we often find that a well-known 
legend takes different forms in different 
parts of the world, where it may undergo 
interesting transformations. However, 
the international study of a legend as 
a local phenomenon contrasted with its 
global life is still somewhat limited both 
by language and cultural barriers. For 
example, many historical catalogues 
and collections that internationalized lo-
cal folklore by representing it in world 
languages omitted information about 
what the legend actually meant to the 
local populace. For this reason, well-re-
searched local works can still offer new 
perspectives and open new insights into 
the study of legends.

Petr Janeček’s book Spring Man: 
A Belief Legend between Folklore and 
Popular Culture is an example of such 
a work. The author, who focussed on 
the research of contemporary legends 
for most of his academic career, shares 
the results of his long-term exploration of 
legends about jumping urban phantoms 
in Czechia (and partly also in Slovakia, 
Germany, and Russia) with the interna-
tional public. The book can be seen as an 
English version of his earlier monograph 
published in Czech in 2017 (Mýtus o Pé­
rákovi. Městská legenda mezi folklorem 
a populární kulturou. Praha: Argo) but is 
not just a mere translation; Spring Man 
is streamlined and updated to provide an 
essential overview of the topic while also 
representing its regional context.

The core of the research is repre-
sented by the Czech urban phantom 

called Pérák [the titular Spring Man], 
who gained most notoriety in relation 
to the Nazi occupation of Czechoslo-
vakia during World War II. His charac-
teristic trait was the ability to do long or 
high jumps that he used both to ambush 
people and disappear from the scene of 
where he was sighted. Pérák used to be 
encountered especially after dark in in-
dustrialized urban peripheral areas and 
was a notable cause of local panics. Ex-
planations of the phantom’s origin, mo-
tifs, and skills differed; one of the most 
common was that he had springs at-
tached to his soles. After the war, the no-
tion of Pérák survived and further mani-
fested, for example, as a scary being in 
the folklore of children or as a specific 
semi-serious stereotype for a sexual as-
sailant. However, the character was also 
adopted in post-war media and popular 
culture, where one of the explanations 
– that Pérák was actually a resistance 
fighter – became most widespread. The 
phantom became the protagonist of an 
animated movie and several humorous 

comics and was rediscovered after 1989 
and reinterpreted as a Czech superhero 
by various authors and even turned into 
a symbol of a notable Antifa campaign.

Janeček discusses and explains all 
these developments, but also interprets 
Pérák in a wider international context as 
an evolution of the concept of a prowling 
ghost, a type of character earlier best 
represented by the British Spring-heeled 
Jack. As he demonstrates, spring men 
were present in Czech folklore even be-
fore World War II, and there were also 
other similar less-known characters in 
continental Europe like fosforák [The 
Phosphorous Man], the Russian popry­
gunchiki, or the post-war German Hüp­
femännchen. Janeček considers these 
to be manifestations of a more general 
migratory international legend and eval-
uates the cultural and social functions of 
both the spring men and the Spring Man 
as flexible characters connected to wid-
er cultural issues like the need for ca-
tharsis during a straining period, the lim-
inality of wartime public spaces, or even 
sexual aggression. Examples of osten-
sion where real people were imperson-
ating these ghosts or were considered 
to be one are also taken into account, 
and the shift from folkloric urban phan-
tom to a social hero fully entrenched in 
present-day Czech popular culture is 
documented in detail.

As the manuscript was written in 
Czech, a translation was required, which 
was provided by Melinda Reidinger. The 
translation has no major issues; there 
are just a few small typos in names 
(Brdeček/Brdečka), probably caused by 
uncertainty about the first-person-singu-
lar form of a Czech name versus its de-
clined forms.

In general, the book succeeds in its 
primary objective, which is presenting the 
results of the author’s research to the in-
ternational public and does this with eru-
dition and clarity. While Janeček focuses 
primarily on Czech manifestations of this 
kind of urban phantom, with only some 
selected excursions into other countries, 
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the monograph provides a basis for fur-
ther research into the industrial era or 
later legends in other parts of the world. 
It is also valuable as a case study of the 
relationship between folklore and popular 
culture, where the evolution of a formerly 
dangerous folkloric entity is navigated 
following a notably different course.

Jan Pohunek
(National Museum in Prague)

MARIE HANZELKOVÁ –  PATRICIA 
FUMERTON – PAVEL KOSEK (EDS.). 
CZECH BROADSIDE BALLADS AS 
TEXT, ART, AND SONG IN POPULAR 
CULTURE, C. 1600–1900.   Amsterdam:
Amsterdam University  Press, 2022. 
498 pp.
 

Research on Czech broadside bal-
lads as unique, regional, and cultural 
phenomena has been very popular in 
recent years. Specialized conferences, 
exhibitions, and workshops have been 
organized and scholarly texts written. 
Moreover, various research has been 
carried out on this phenomenon.

One of the contributions to the re-
search of Czech broadside ballads is the 
recently published interdisciplinary mon-
ograph titled Czech Broadside Ballads 
as Text, Art, Song in Popular Culture, 
c. 1600–1900. Its publication was sup-
ported by the project NAKI II Kramářské 
písně v brněnských historických fond­
ech (www.phil.muni.cz/kramarskepisne/
en). The project involved experts not 
only from various institutions and differ-
ent research fields, but it also features 
the cooperation of Czech and foreign re-
searchers. The main editors of the mon-
ograph are Patricia Fumerton, Pavel Ko-
sek, and Marie Hanzelková.

The monograph itself is exceptional 
in its examining of a hitherto not very well 
researched corpus of Czech broadside 
ballads published from the sixteenth to 
the nineteenth centuries, which can be 

found in several memory institutions 
– the Moravian Library, the Institute of 
Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sci-
ences, the National Museum, and the 
Moravian Museum. The individual col-
lections are not only described here, but 
the authors also give us an insight into 
how the actual acquisitions of the prints 
took place and is taking place (beginning 
with the initial amateur attempts through 
efforts to capture all aspects of printed 
production to the current form), as well 
as describing their preservation, cata-
loguing, accessibility, digitization, and 
the challenges associated with it. This 
is an interesting insight into work that is 
invisible to ordinary users, and we are 
therefore pleased that the authors have 
included it in the monograph. 

As already mentioned, this is an in-
terdisciplinary monograph, recognizing 
Czech broadside ballads from several 
different perspectives, which can be 
seen in the structure itself. The book is 
divided into six sections – introduction, 
general overview, topics, musicology 
and transmission, language, and the 

wider context. The titles of the sections 
themselves show how broadly interdis-
ciplinary the publication is. The text of 
the publication is further supplemented 
by the presence of pictorial material and 
tables, which appropriately complement 
and clarify the information described. 

The introductory chapter focuses on 
the history, reception, production, and 
print form of Czech broadside ballads 
including their placement in local, re-
gional, and global contexts. It draws at-
tention to the specificity of Czech broad-
side ballads – sewn into a single book, 
known as a špalíček (“block”). The intro-
duction itself is then followed by a list of 
terms and their meanings in the Czech 
context in order to make them under-
standable to all readers. 

The second part focuses on Czech 
broadside ballads as artefacts and on 
the forms in which they have survived. 
Here we find information about the ma-
terial, length, and types of writing. Fur-
thermore, the social aspects and the in-
fluence on folklore and Czech folk songs 
are discussed. The section also includes 
previous research on Czech broadside 
ballads, mainly from a literary point of 
view. The collective chapter character-
izing the collections of the three institu-
tions and their approach to cataloguing 
and digitization is also very valuable. 

The third and most extensive part 
deals with the topics of the ballads. 
The majority of the production of Czech 
broadside ballads is connected with re-
ligious themes with an abundant repre-
sentation of pilgrimage ballads, which 
are presented in the monograph through 
pilgrimage songs to the Virgin Mary of 
Vranov. In these, the means of promo-
tion and presentation of the pilgrim-
age site are traced. Secular ballads are 
represented by the theme of crime and 
punishment. The truth or falsity of the in-
formation presented in the Czech broad-
side ballads is followed by a case study 
that traces a specific historical event 
(a quadruple murder) and its manifesta-
tions in a number of regional sources. 
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The depiction of  women ( emotions, val-
ues, problems, women’s role in society, 
etc.) and the devil or demons in general 
and their depiction are attractive topics 
as well. 

The fourth section is devoted to mu-
sicology and transmission. What is typi-
cal of (not only) Czech broadside bal-
lads is the absence of musical notation 
– the contributors to this section there-
fore question not only how melodies are 
found, but also whether Czech broad-
side ballads are closer to oral transmis-
sion than to written or printed form. The 
mutual influence of Czech broadside bal-
lads and folk song culture is pointed out, 
especially in the repertoire of religious 
songs. The influence of Czech broadside 
ballads on Slovak hymnographic produc-
tion is explored. 

The fifth section pays attention to the 
language of the Czech broadside bal-
lads. The authors refute the previously 
traditional assumption that it is a low 
decadent language. On the contrary, au-
thors conclude that the language of the 
Czech broadside ballads does not differ 
from other texts of that era (especially 
hymnals and sermons). What is more, 
the contributors also reflect orthography. 
This is the first analysis of the orthogra-
phy of Czech broadside ballads, and not 
only the general development of Czech 
orthography in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries is being observed, 
but also individual phenomena such as 
phonetic changes or punctuation etc.

The monograph does not focus on-
ly on Czech broadside ballads but also 
looks at the production of broadside bal-
lads outside of Czechia, especially in Po-
land and Slovakia – the countries that are 
geographically and linguistically closest 
to Czechia. The contributions show that 
in addition to geographical and linguis-
tic affinities, also places of pilgrimage 
near to the borders (adopting or adapt-
ing Marian hymns, songs about Christ or 
Saints) were important as well as print-
ing houses that often printed bilingually, 
but there was also a mutual  exchange 

of information or strategies that were 
adapted in home environments. 

In addition to the production of bal-
lads in neighbouring countries, the con-
tributors also draw attention to the more 
global context. If we approach the phe-
nomenon from a wider perspective and 
extend the view to more distant coun-
tries, such as Britain or Brazil, we can 
see that Czech broadside ballads are 
related to British broadside ballads and 
Brazilian cordels. All of them reflect the 
concerns of society, but especially those 
of the poor (through text, song, and the 
art associated with them) all over the 
world.

As we have seen, the presented in-
terdisciplinary monograph represents 
a substantial, unique, and irreplaceable 
contribution to the research of Czech 
broadside ballads from their form, pro-
duction, and collecting activities to lin-
guistics and musicology. In conclusion, 
we can only wish all researchers that 
the interest in broadside ballads does 
not subside and that new research con-
tinues to be conducted. Indeed, in the 
monograph, the mentioned authors out-
line further prospects for research that 
can continue to be developed as richly 
and honestly as it has been so far. 

Veronika Jílková
(Department of Czech Literature, 

Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University)

DANIELA STAVĚLOVÁ (ed.): THE 
 WEIGHT AND WEIGHTLESS NESS OF 
FOLKLORE: FOLKLORE MOVEMENT 
OF THE SECOND HALF OF THE 20th 
CENTURY IN THE CZECH LANDS. 
 Praha: Academia, 2021. 694 pp. 

The voluminous ethnological mono-
graph The Weight and Weightlessness 
of Folklore (Tíha a beztíže folkloru) with 
the subtitle “ Folklore Revival Movement 
of the Second Half of the 20th Century 
in Czech Lands”, whose main editor is 

 ethnochoreologist and dance anthropol-
ogist Daniela Stavělová, was created as 
a result of the constructive cooperation 
of a team of authors as part of a research 
project conducted at the Institute of Eth-
nology of the Czech Academy of Scienc-
es in 2021. It is an innovative work in the 
Czech environment, but also in Central 
Europe, approximating the metamorpho-
ses of the development of the folklore 
movement in the most significant period 
of its formation and expansion. The in-
terdisciplinary approach includes a his-
torical, ethnological, anthropological, 
choreological, musicological, and socio-
logical perspective. The publication on 
almost 700 pages presents a syncretic 
view of the historical and social contexts 
of the development of especially the 
scenic form of folklorism in the Czech 
Republic, revealing the hitherto sporadi-
cally named reality of the contemporary 
political context, which so significantly 
determined and “directed” this develop-
ment. In the individual sub-studies, the 
authors present information about its in-
stitutional and personnel representation 
and support the scholarly argumentation 
with archival materials that are relatively 
little published to this day, which repre-
sent the conceptual-strategic founda-
tions of the state’s cultural policy. At the 
same time, they present rare information 
from the field research with informants 
from the generation active in the folklore 
movement in the middle of the twentieth 
century. The publication also includes an 
extensive and comprehensive register of 
persons, collectives, institutions, and ac-
tivities, extremely useful for the practice 
of the folklore movement.

This ethnological-folkloristic syncre-
tism thus brings original source mate-
rial (government directives, resolutions, 
statements in the contemporary press) 
subjected to a complex scholarly analysis 
supplemented with fragments of the his-
tory of everyday life – micro-history sto-
ries, narratives from the lives of the actors 
of this period of folklorism, which charac-
terize their  perception of  contemporary 
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historical reality. Studies include analy-
ses of contemporary choreographic 
works and compositions reflecting the 
development of the movement and con-
temporary social paradigms, as well as 
informative illustrative photographs from 
those periods. The diversity of focuses of 
the authors is also reflected in the not al-
ways equal representation, for example, 
analysis of manifestations of folklorism 
in the field of music and dance, areas/
subjects of research in a geographical 
sense, or historical context. However, 
perhaps it is precisely this heteroge-
neous nature of the publication, with an 
admirable amount of source material and 
informant narratives, that is an inspiring 
springboard and a platform for establish-
ing further research topics and tasks.

In the introduction, D. Stavělová pos-
es the basic research questions of the 
work – was the agitational-ideological 
nature of the post-war folklore move-
ment in the former Czechoslovakia a tool 
of regime propaganda, or a safe island 
of artistic freedom and the fulfilment of 
individual dreams of its actors? What 
was the role of the movement and how 
is it possible that this complicated phe-
nomenon has survived in such an ex-
tensive form to this day? Understanding 
the ambivalence of the perception of the 
folklore movement by the contemporary 
regime and the actors of the movement 
(kind of “internal exiles”) forms the leit-
motif of this work.

Ethnomusicologist Vít Zdrálek analy-
ses the position of “insiders” – authors 
of the monograph in relation to the work 
based on interviews with them – and 
historian Miroslav Vaněk subsequently 
presents the complex historical context 
based on the analysis of contemporary 
documents from the national archive and 
hitherto unknown sources. The studies 
introduce the reader to the complex is-
sues of the development, determinants, 
and perception of the folklore movement 
by institutions and actors. The division of 
the monograph into three methodologi-
cal units reflects the points of view on 

this contradictory and at the same time 
syncretic topic.

The first unit, “Representation of Ide-
ologies”, presents the results of analyses 
of contemporary official documents and 
presents the tendencies to “manipulate 
folklore”. D. Stavělová introduces the 
concept of using folklore as a manifesta-
tion of identity or belonging to a group, 
ethnicity, or nation. It can be a cultural 
text with a socio-communicative mean-
ing, a cohesive element of the commu-
nity, but also a servant of a totalitarian 
regime. She deals with the period of 
the formation of national identity in the 
 second half of the nineteenth century 
also through the use of elements of folk 
culture and identifies the concept of na-
tional dance and dance as a national 
symbol (e.g., polka, sousedská).

Choreologist Dorota Gremlicová 
presents examples of dance-music ex-
pressions transferred to the stage (such 
as the oldest “hanatica” in operas and 
theatre performances from the seven-
teenth century) with the aim of a  symbolic 
 manifestation of belonging to a certain 

class. It also presents the staging of folk 
dance in the context of modern ballet 
and expressive dance from the interwar 
 period. 

Ethnologist Martina Pavlicová pres-
ents the developing club movement since 
the nineteenth century (Sokol, Orel) as 
a platform of expressions of folk culture 
(e.g., as part of balls, parades, gather-
ings, celebrations). She also identifies 
the development of the use of folklore 
elements in mass culture within the na-
tional Spartakiads (since 1955), which 
significantly influenced contemporary 
spatial formations in choreography. 
D. Stavělová characterizes the influence 
of the principles of socialist realism and 
the intentions of the network of educa-
tional institutions in connection with the 
“movement of folklore ensembles”. She 
names the contemporary tendencies of 
the implementation of Soviet models for 
creation in folklore ensembles, whose 
repertoire was supposed to be a politi-
cal-educational tool. She also presents 
the ideological concept of the “new cre-
ation”, identifies the role of festivals as 
a manifestation of mass support for the 
ideas of collectivism, and characterizes 
the selective presentation of folk art as 
a joyful, happy expression of young, 
physically fit socialist workers. This part 
of the monograph has important edu-
cational potential for the practice of the 
folklore movement – it clarifies the rea-
sons for a certain (stereotyped) form of 
choreographic creation from the middle 
of the twentieth century. The presenta-
tion of the resonating question of the lim-
its of new creations and choreographic 
stereotyping from the 1950s based on 
the analysis of programmes is followed 
by the problem of authenticity and styl-
ization. D. Stavělová also deals with the 
aesthetic ideology in the musical cre-
ation of ensembles and briefly identifies 
ways of stylizing folk music and the influ-
ence of radio and the recording industry. 
Ethnochoreologist Kateřina Černíčková 
approaches the phenomenon of ideolog-
ically supported free time spent  together 
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– artistic activity of interest and its central 
organizations. They formed a network of 
methodical centres that organized train-
ing for ensemble leaders, published me-
thodical materials, and organized na-
tional competitions, and were gradually 
specialized and crystallized. It is inter-
esting that the still-living discourse about 
the relevance of the traditional or sceni-
cally recomposed form of folklore mate-
rial appears in materials as early as the 
1970s. The author also deals with the 
creation or transformation of folklore en-
sembles (e.g., from village groups), con-
temporary terminological issues of nam-
ing collectives, including a case study 
of the Prague Ensemble of Songs and 
Dances by J. Vycpálek. She also pres-
ents the birth of children’s ensembles, 
identifies the concept of ensembles as 
a tool for political agitation, and pres-
ents efforts for a kind of rehabilitation of 
folklore in the 1960s. In connection with 
the further growth of collectives in the 
1970s, she also characterizes the need 
for the professional training of leaders 
and the publication of methodological 
materials. D. Stavělová characterizes re-
search and documentation projects me-
diating source material for the practice 
of the folklore movement and method-
ological approaches to dance research, 
and presents educational institutions, 
 scientific organizations, and scholars 
and their published works and method-
ological materials. She also characteriz-
es the development of dance folkloristics 
and ethnochoreology. Ethnomusicologist 
Zdeněk Vejvoda approaches the forms 
and possibilities of education in folk mu-
sic and dance in the environment of pri-
mary schools as well as secondary and 
higher art education, and identifies con-
temporary problems in the approval of 
pedagogues and so forth. D.  Gremlicová 
presents the reflection of the movement 
and the activities of ensembles in peri-
odicals and professional magazines and 
also presents specific topics (normalizing 
ideological goals for folklore ensembles, 
forms of material  processing,  professional 

and  non-professional  presentation, etc.). 
Ethnologist  Lucie Uhlíková deals with 
the influence of mass media – a tool for 
spreading Communist ideology in the 
folklore movement in the second half 
of the twentieth century, starting with 
Czechoslovak  Radio and its professional 
music ensemble (the  Brno Radio Orches-
tra of Folk Instruments), which became 
the goal of the work of Moravian cimba-
lom bands. She also introduces the topic 
of radio censorship, emphasizes the es-
sential role of radio in the popularization 
of folk songs, and identifies the break-
through period of the 1990s (reduction of 
staff, radio orchestras disappearing, and 
reorganization of workplaces). Together 
with ethnomusicologist Matěj Kratochvíl, 
they present the role of the film medium 
in the folklore movement. Ethnomusicolo-
gist Zita Skořepová presents the propa-
ganda discourse about the “imperialist 
threat” even within the mass-organized 
multi-genre World Festival. Its ideologi-
cal-political background also determined 
the selection of participants from coun-
tries mainly from the Eastern bloc and 
programme ideas. The author mentions 
the influence of professional Soviet en-
sembles on the development of the folk-
lore movement in our country in terms 
of “political education”. L. Uhlíková also 
characterizes the development stages of 
this platform for the presentation of the 
folklore movement from folklore festivals 
at the turn of the twentieth century. She 
characterizes the case of the iconic In-
ternational Folklore Festival Strážnice, 
conveying rare source materials, and 
identifies the ideological metamorpho-
ses of the festival as well as political in-
terventions in its organization since the 
1950s as well as the creation of a well-
thought-out dramaturgical form of the 
festival by a team of experts. She also 
gives examples of other festivals in the 
context of the specific impulses of their 
creation, contemporary efforts to “ideolo-
gize” them, and liberation from it with the 
aim of prioritizing the presentation of tra-
ditional culture.

The second thematic unit of the 
monograph is opened by D. Gremlicová’s 
analysis of the contemporary discourse 
on the authenticity (originality) and styl-
ization of the stage production of folklore 
ensembles and identification of the im-
portance of artistic activity for members 
of ensembles. She also identifies chang-
es in the perception of artistic creation 
and the dichotomy of the creative pro-
cess of the professional ensemble’s cho-
reographers (dance-theatre approach) 
and ethnochoreologists. She also pres-
ents the key characters mentioned in the 
narratives, influencing the form of cre-
ation of folklore collectives. M. Pavlicová 
presents narratives of informants about 
the impulses of membership in ensem-
bles, the “neuralgic point” of the post-
war folklore movement (“new creation”), 
and active participation in the nation-
wide Spartakiad. Some narrators iden-
tified the influence of Spartakiad on the 
formation of a unified version of Czech 
dances. The performances of the en-
sembles, from local celebrations to com-
petition and festival presentations, were 
also characterized by ubiquitous regime 
slogans and political speeches. Based 
on the principle of “something for some-
thing”, they had to perform also at vari-
ous political agitation events. The author 
identifies the function of folklore ensem-
bles as an effective “representative arti-
cle” for foreign countries (“strengthening 
the fraternal relations of the countries of 
the socialist camp”, etc.). International 
festivals and social exchanges were 
managed by the state authorities, and 
the principle of selection was success 
in competitions, but also the ensemble’s 
loyalty to the regime. Through the narra-
tives of informants, M. Pavlicová analy-
ses the relationship of ensemble mem-
bers to tradition, the feeling of collective 
identity, and the phenomenon of self-
realization, and also identifies the differ-
ent motivations of informants from rural 
and urban environments. Z. Skořepová 
characterizes the folklore ensemble as 
a place of  interaction of a certain com-
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munity with functions similar to those 
of a family and a place for the creation 
of friendly, partner relationships, and so 
forth (a “second life” was lived here). 
She also presents statements charac-
terizing the impact on the relationship to 
the real family, identifies different strate-
gies during pregnancy and motherhood, 
and reveals the less discussed aspects 
of the folklore group as an intimate com-
munity. The ensemble is a platform for 
socialization, sharing of support and 
(lifelong) help, and solidarity, which ex-
ceeded even potential conflicts condi-
tioned by the diverse political beliefs of 
the members. The feeling of belonging 
and the need for self-realization are also 
factors of activity in senior (“old stars”) 
ensembles. D. Stavělová also identifies 
the dichotomy between public proclama-
tions and real life in the period of normal-
ization and characterizes the contem-
porary issue of the political involvement 
of ensembles as exemplary “socialist 
collectives”. The members themselves 
prioritized the ensemble’s functions as 
a cultural platform and a micro-world of 
“their own”. However, the saying “some-
thing for something” did not only refer to 
performances at political events, but also 
the censorship of song lyrics. She also 
cites cases of demonstrating different at-
titudes (e.g., Hradišťan) and the prioriti-
zation of the scrutiny of the party author-
ities over the festival in Strážnice. The 
supervisors appointed by the regime 
were also present on foreign trips. K. 
Černíčková presents the reality of folk-
lore events as platforms for meeting and 
the self-realization of people persecuted 
by the regime and reveals the function 
of the folklore movement as a kind of 
“own world”, where, like the slogans on 
the stage, political events were ignored. 
Joint trainings, experiences, trips, and 
relationships made it possible to create 
a kind of safe and popular micro-world 
outside of everyday reality. D. Stavělová 
identifies the balancing attitude of the 
informants towards their activity in the 
folklore movement. The positives prevail 

– the acquisition of experiences, values, 
skills, relationships and belonging/par-
ticipation, and self-realization – over the 
negatives centred around the topic of in-
terference in private/family life.

The third part of the publication, 
with the symbolic title “A Safe Place in 
an Uncertain World”, is presented by 
D. Stavělová, raising questions of the 
motivations and attitudes of the ac-
tors of the movement in the context of 
the contemporary political atmosphere. 
Z. Skořepová characterizes the move-
ment as a space for personal and col-
lective creativity, identifying the phenom-
enon of flow in the strategy of choosing 
activities. She also applies other theo-
retical concepts (Turin’s “cultural cohort” 
and F. Clark and DeNora’s concept of 
a “biotope” – a common environment 
created and inhabited by members of the 
“folk ensemble community”) and imple-
ments the concept of “technology of the 
self” (a kind of twenty-first century ideal 
of kalokagathia) and the phenomenon of 
“cultural immunogen” – the relaxing and 
therapeutic function of the folklore en-
semble. At the end, D. Stavělová pres-
ents the factor of nostalgia, collective 
memory, and romanticizing nationalism 
in the context of the choice of leisure ac-
tivities. 

This interdisciplinary monograph with 
a so-called symbolic title is also a dia-
chronic platform reflecting the approach 
of different generations of researchers 
with different interests. Based on long-
term research, analysis of previously un-
known narrative sources, and non-gen-
eralizing micro-history research using 
the oral history method, the ten-member 
author team created a unique collective 
work mapping the metamorphoses of 
the social, cultural, and political contexts 
of a phenomenon as contradictory and 
extensive as the folklore movement in 
Czechoslovakia in the second half of the 
twentieth century. 

Katarína Babčáková
(National Centre for Culture 

and Further Education, Bratislava)

FROM FOLKLORE TO WORLD  MUSIC: 
Twenty Proceedings of the Interna tion-
al Colloquy in Náměšť nad Oslavou 
(2003–2023)  

Whenever looking back at many 
years of continuous activity of people 
or institutions in any field, one consid-
ers the overall significance, contribu-
tion, and other possible cultural overlaps 
that arise in the context of the assessed 
activities. Naturally, the same “bench-
marks” may be taken into consideration 
when reviewing the international collo-
quium From Folklore to World Music, the 
twentieth edition of which took place this 
year traditionally during the Folk Holi-
days festival in Náměšť nad Oslavou.

Initially conceived as a biennale, 
the colloquy has been organized every 
year since 2003, with the exception of 
2004. The annual discussion connects 
those who are interested in various is-
sues in and of ethnic music, traditional 
folk music, contemporary folk music, 
and world music. It is not merely the 
local and international academic com-
munity (ethnologists, ethnomusicolo-
gists, ethnochoreologists, musicologists, 
and aestheticians) who are invited, but 
also performers and music media peo-
ple who share their opinions on colloquy 
themes. Furthermore, the colloquy is 
open to early-career scholars who can 
present and discuss their current re-
search in a friendly and stimulating en-
vironment. Even though the topic differs 
every year (the colloquy subtitle, to be 
more specific), all the participants are – 
as foreshadowed above and by the col-
loquy title itself – united by the musical 
field “from folklore to world music” and 
their willingness to discuss issues that 
bring new impulses and ideas, not only 
to the academic discourse. The found-
ers of the colloquy are ethnologists Mar-
tina Pavlicová (Department of Ethnology, 
Masaryk University) and Lucie Uhlíková 
(Institute of Ethnology, Czech Academy 
of Sciences), in close cooperation with 
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Americanist and music journalist Irena 
Přibylová ( Masaryk University). They 
ensure continuity not only through their 
research expertise, topic inventiveness, 
and overall supervision, but also through 
the editorial preparation of the annual 
proceedings (2003–2009; available in 
Czech-English versions), both in printed 
format and in public online versions on 
the festival website (https://www.folko-
veprazdniny.cz/program/kolokvium).

Regarding the specific themes (hence 
the colloquy subtitles), individual years 
have dealt with many challenging ter-
minological questions and definitions, 
as well as specific intercultural issues 
related to the development of folk and 
popular music especially (but not solely) 
in the Czech Republic (or former Czech-
oslovakia). Simultaneously, some of 
the colloquy editions called for broader 
– and perhaps even more poetic – re-
flection on the various contexts of the 
above-mentioned musical genres. The 

first edition, as well as the 2013 edition 
subtitled “What Should Be in Encyclo-
paedias”, dealt extensively with various 
terminological nuances and ambigui-
ties that evolve in parallel with the con-
stantly changing field and its research. 
Seven editions have directly and explic-
itly addressed the relationship of music 
with different phenomena: ritual (2010), 
memory (2018), spirituality (2019), space 
(2020), capital (2021), and words (2022). 
Diverse musical, social, media, linguistic 
and other approaches to folk material, as 
well as the scenic perception and recep-
tion of the genres discussed, were the 
focus of the 2015 colloquy subtitled “On 
and Off Stage”, while the connections of 
musical expression and sadness and joy 
across multiple interdisciplinary contexts 
were covered in the 2009 edition subti-
tled “Laugh and Cry”. More philosophical 
perspectives were offered by the 2008 
(“Searching for Roots: A Journey Unin-
terrupted”), 2011 (“Journeys to Vision”), 

and 2014 (“The World Is in Us, We Are in 
the World”) editions.

The topics above make it more than 
apparent that the thematic range of the 
colloquy has been very broad. However, 
every volume of proceedings remains 
quite consistent, despite the varied mo-
saic of papers ranging from reflections 
on and of folk and ethnic music through 
country music, spirituals, bluegrass, 
blues, and wind music to the most con-
temporary forms of (popular) music and 
even classical music. In their variability, 
some contributions offer detailed aca-
demic studies with erudition and precise 
argumentation, while others enrich the 
overarching themes with popularizing 
and original essays, or journalistic, yet 
solid articles. Furthermore, the variety 
of chosen themes has been appealing 
enough to attract an interesting and di-
verse range of authors, some of whom 
have become longtime contributors. 
 Variety also defines and specifies the 
assignment so that the speakers’ reflec-
tions are directed towards connecting 
as well as differentiating considerations 
related to local and global themes and 
contexts.

In conclusion, it is necessary to em-
phasize that the colloquy has estab-
lished thought-provoking questions and 
enriched the literature on the wide range 
of music genres in both the academic 
and non-academic sphere. In that sense, 
all the twenty published proceedings 
serve as an initial guide when reflecting 
on their discussed topics. For the dec-
ades to come, it is fitting and proper to 
wish for unceasing creativity, organiza-
tional commitment and – perhaps above 
all – the continuous interest of both the 
contributors and attendees.

Jiří Čevela
(Department of Musicology, 

Faculty of Arts, Masaryk University)
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Dear Readers,
The new issue of the Journal of Ethnology contains studies presenting the results of research carried out by eth-
nologists, anthropologists, and historians. All these studies are linked by the fact that their themes come from areas 
where the interests of several disciplines meet, one of them being always ethnology. The first two studies deal with 
Czech reenactment. The study by Petr Wohlmuth about Czech reenactors in their roles of Estonian soldiers in World 
War II demonstrates one of the forms of coping with Czech history. The text by Přemysl Vacek, using the example of 
Czech historical reenactment of the early Middle Ages, discusses the issues of authenticity and temporality. In her 
study, Eva Šipöczová enters the sphere of current political life in Czech society. Within the limits of the theoretical 
approaches of memory studies, she deals with inscriptions on banners used at anti-government demonstrations. 
These verbal expressions of a folklore nature served those participating at the demonstrations to communicate with 
each other, and also provided the author with noticeable insights into shared historical memory. The last study was 
written by Lenka Jakoubková Budilová. In her text, she observes the results of research on Czech communities in 
south-eastern Europe. This theme is again at the intersection of several disciplines. In the study, the author focusses 
on how the theoretical and methodological approaches in this area have changed since the 1990s.

Short reports in this issue will introduce you to Czech associations that are active in the fields of ethnology and 
anthropology. Although these are not the only institutions in these fields, they are crucial. They work on a non-profit 
basis and bring together experts across universities, research institutes, and memory institutions. Perhaps they can 
become your research partners in the Czech Republic. 

The last two reports discuss important international conferences that have recently taken place in the Czech 
Republic. This issue also includes reviews of publications by Czech authors, which are available to an international 
readership or summarize a wider theme. 

Roman Doušek
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