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Baltic Studies in the Czech Republic and former
Czechoslovakia

live Zajedova

Abstract

This article offers a survey on how Baltic Statesstudiesare progressingin the Czech
Republic. Referenceis made to the influencing factors behind these developmentsn

Czechoslovakiaand later in the CzechRepublic,after the “Velvet Revolution”. The main
subjectsof this evolutionin modernhistory are the societal groups, publications,fields of

studyat Universitylevel and lecturing relatedto Estonia,Latvia and Lithuaniain the Czech
Universities.The scholarly publicationsfeaturedin this surveymay be seenas representing
the core of what can be called “Baltic Studies”in the CzechRepublictoday.In particular, |

will focus on book publicationswithin history and political science.Their prime common
denominatoris that theyare concernedwith all threeBaltic Statesyrather than with just one
or two of thent.

BALTIC SOCIETY IN ACTION

Generally speaking,Czech society’s and scholars’ interestfor the Baltic Statesafter the
“Velvet Revolution” (1989/90)has grown only slowly. This is understandablé&ecauseof
former Czechoslovakia’snembershipn the Soviet Bloc — any independentocus prior to
1989 0n somethingike “Baltic studies”would havebeenprohibited.The Baltic Stateswere
simply seenasa part of the SovietUnion andthe truth abouttheir independencen the inter-
war period and their annexationprior to World War Il was as much suppressedn
Czechoslovakias in the Baltic StatesthemselvesThus, althoughnot recognisedas such,
somestudiescouldin fact be pursuedat official levelsaswell aswithin the unofficial groups

of intellligentsia.Beforethe stirringsof democraticchangesonly a few publications suchas

1 | will not cover thenumerous journal articles amtnference proceedings that address Baltic quesiofesy,
however,may be mentionednere:Reh&ek, L. and Svec,L. 1997. Cesko-litevskévztahyv pribéhu staleti.Ed
Prague,EuroslavicaSvec, L. 2000. NastoleniautoritativnihoreZzimu v Loty$sku a postoj ¢eskoslovenské
diplomacie a publicistiky. Evropa meziéheckem a Ruskem. Ed. J. Valenty. Prague: Historickgiv AVCR,
pp. 363-373; Zajedova,l. 2004. The Baltic Regionin Transitionand its Foreign Relations.In Collection of
essay®f the conferenceon 'Globalizationand Regionalismin EastCentralEuropeand EastAsia Comparison’
(pp 318-330). Prague: Charles University.
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Miroslav Hroch’sEvropska narodni hnuti v 19. stoleti, (European National Movements in the
19" Century), mentioned Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians alongside other small
suppressedations.However,thesepublicationswere strictly censoredo fit into the official
canon. Onlyafter the “Velvet Revolution” has it been possible to freely propagate knowledge
about what (in the early 1940's) really took platéhe Baltic countries.

Nevertheless,n the 1970’s, among the various underground(dissident) groups
existing in Czechoslovakiathere was, surprisingly, a Baltic Society (calling themselves
Baltsky svaz/Ladnemereliit) The soul of this society was Vladimir Macura, nicknamed
Kreutzwald. Certainly, it was very difficult to decodeall the pseudonymsOther founding
membersvere namedas PerenaingdHostess) Mesilane(Honey-bee) Sitikas (Dung Beetle),
Kalevititar (the daughterof Kalev), Vana-Tigu (old Snail), Kaarditark(Card Shark)etc? In
1974, this group of mostlyanslators, literary critics, writers and other supporteldhree
occupiedBaltic countrieswere operatingin Czechoslovakia both undergroundand, at the
same time, openly. In other words, the Societytsimwn way, was able to promote the Baltic
case.Societymembersvere mostly from Prague put someof themwasfrom Bratislavaas
well known Maria Kusa.

On the one hand, concerningthe themespresentedat the “congress”of the Baltic
Society discussionfocussedon the threeBaltic nations,travel impressionsetc. But, on the
other hand, within the Society other topics were also discussed,and possible future
translationsinto both Czechand Slovak languageswere agreed.How was this managed?
Paradoxicallythey usedsimply the Soviet systemof directives.While officially supporting
the literature of Sovietauthors,they managedo introducethe cultural heritageof Estonia,
Latvia and Lithuania to the Czechoslovak public.sDarting his translations, Macura resorted
to the way of intrigue and translatedEstonianverseunderthe nameof a young unknown
worker. Over the next fifteen years, Baltic Society memberstranslatedand managedto

publish, under the title of Soviet Literature on Fine Arts, about one hundred Estonian, Latvie

®Some nicknames were taken from the Estonian‘&gilevipoeg”.

* Theseincluded,from Baltic literature:Kross, J. 1985.BlazenJehoVelicenstva Praha:Lidové nakladatelstvi
(trans. V. Macura); Kaplinski, J. 198Rzidla zvedaji stinyPraha: Odeon (trans. V. Macura); AvyZius, J. 1976.
Ztracenydomov Praha:Lidové nakladatelstvi(trans.A. VI¢kova); Nadhernéstromy lasky. Milostna poezie
baltickych basnek 1988. Praha (trans. V. Jidi, V. Macura, J. Z&k, R. Parolek);

® The EstonianWorld Council supportedhe publicationof the book, which is written in Czech,by the Charles
University Press.

® ProfessorAdolf Erhart(1926-2003)lecturedin Baltic languagesat Masaryk University Brno throughoutthe
Communist period. His Baltic studies seminarswere a part of Indo-Europeanstudies. He published the
(university) textbookof Lithuanianlanguage Litevstina. 1956. Prague:Statni PedagogickéNakladatelstviand
Baltic languages (Baltské Jazyky) 1984. Prague: Statni Pedagogicke Nakladatelstvi.
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and Lithuaniantitles!!'* Yet no true historical or political literatureaboutthe Baltic States
existed at that time in Czechoslovakia.

The aboveaspectstill hasrelevanceoday,for althoughasan organisationrhe Baltic
Societyhas lost its pertinence, its members continue to take an active part in related activitie
issuing fiction and political literature, along with the encyclopaediaof Baltic writers
(currentlybeingreprinted). This encyclopaedias oneof the bestexamplesf cooperatiorof
all the membersof The Baltic SocietyNadezdaSlabihoudovaAlena VIckova, and Pavel
Stoll. (Slabihoudova et al. 2003).

After the Velvet Revolution,leadingon from the Baltic Society,the Czech-Estonian
Club was foundedin February1991 (Latviansand Lithuaniansalso had their own clubsin
Prague).Many former membersof the illegal group becamemembersof the newly opened
club. The tradition of the Baltic Societyto publishwas preservedhroughthe EstonianClub
in association with the Balt-East publishing ho(lsd by Antonin Drabek). Examples of Balt
- East publicationsinclude Macura’sanalysisof the work of the Estonianwriter Anton
HansenTammsaareand NadezdaSlabihoudova’'sCzechtranslationof Kreutzwald sfairy-
tales. (Macura 1999; Kreutzwald 2000). But interestingly, fine literature did not prosper in th

early aftermath of the Velvet Revolution.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL PUBLICATIONS AFTER THE  “VELVET REVOLUTION ”

After the “Velvet Revolution”in 1989/90in the CzechRepublic,the earliestpublication,in

the field of history, to openly describe the Ballitates’ annexation by the Soviet Union came
outin 1994.1t was a translationof a work by the HungarianauthorEndre Bojtar: Oloupeni
Evropy (The Robbing of Europe)

The first comprehensivesurvey of the history of the Baltic countriesin Czech
language came out in 1996 and was written by Lk, Viadimir Macura and Pavel Stoll
(Svec et al 1996). The latter two authors belongeabth theBaltic Societyand theEstonian
Club, and Lubo3 Svec was a memberof the EstonianClub in Prague.This filled a clear
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information gap in the Czech public consciousness about the Baltic States. The study stretc
from very early prehistorictimes in the Baltic region to the first yearsof re-established
independenceBy focusingon the formation processof modernnationsand statesduring the

19th and 20th centuries the book tracestwo main historicallines from the beginningof the
Middle Ages— the history of the LithuanianGrandDuchy on the onehand,andLivonia and

the Baltic provinceson the other. This enablesone to comparethe history of all three
countries. Moreover, the history of the Baltic countries is not interpreted only as the history ¢
the titular nations(meaningthe ethnic Lithuanians,Latvians and Estoniansunderchanging
rulers), but also includes the histories of ethminorities in the region that contributed to the
specific economic and cultural development of tkigion. Since the Eastern Baltic Sea shore
has always been seenas a very important strategic area, different Westernand Eastern
political and economic interests and cultural influences have met and crossed here. Alongs
political history, the book offers its readerschapterson Estonian,Latvian and Lithuanian
culture.

Since the dawn of the new millennium, the more comprehensivestudieson Baltic
history and politics are gradually being complementedoy more narrowedanalyses.One
example of these is the historical study,LiypoSSvec, of the relations between the inter-war
Baltic Statesand Czechoslovakia(Svec, L. 2001). The author demonstrateshow these
relations were deeply influenced by the main trends of European inter-war politics.
Czechoslovakrelations with Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia can thus be seenonly in the
contextof the country’sview of Russia,Germany,and Poland.Fearof Germanrevisionism
representeca common denominatorwhile the relationswith Russiawere rather dividing
them. CzechoslovaKoreign policy consideredhe Baltic regiona minor, but not a marginal
areaof interestandits significanceincreasedr decrease@ccordingto the developmentsn
EasternEurope as a whole. Looking from the position of an observer,Czechoslovakia
evaluatedCentral Europeas an unstableareadominatedby conflicting German,Polish and
Soviet interests and represented a sensitive barometer of the political mood in Europe.

A recent publication in the field of politics ad Baltic studies is by the author of this
article herself(alsoa memberof both the Baltic Societyandthe EstonianClub). It examines
the various paths towards integration that opened up for Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania in the
“return to Europe”between1991and 1997 (Zajedova2006,2008). In the last decadeof the

20" century,spurredby their efforts to gain internationalrecognition the Baltic Stateshadto
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tackle severalchallengesjncluding the redefining of the tripartite Baltic co-operationand
future mutual relationships, the co-operation between the Nordic and Baltic states in the ent
Baltic Sea area and, finally, the integration into the EU and other international
organizations. Insix chapters,the book focuseson thesethree distinctive and yet closely
linked aspectsf co-operationmappingout the developmenbf relationsbetweenEstonia,
Latvia andLithuania in various spheresd assessing their contributiond®ating a sense of
regionalidentity. The Baltic Statesare considereda geographicalgeopolitical,institutional,
legislative, economic,and socio-culturalentity, yet with homogenousand heterogeneous
elements. Both of thesbmensions contribute to the integration into the wider Baltic Sea and
Euro-Atlantic space.Regardingthe Baltic States,the factors promoting homogeneityare

located not inside, but outside of them.

STUDYING BALTICS MATTERS AT UNIVERSITY LEVEL

Let us turn now to the studyingof Baltic mattersat University level. Prof. Dr. Radegast
Parolek founded the Latvian languageMA (five yearsof study) at CharlesUniversity’s
Faculty of Philosophy in Prague in 1990. His student Mgr. Pavel Stoll opened, in 2007, in tl
sameFaculty, the new three year Latvian and Lithuanian languageBA level studies.The
academicyear 2008/09 saw the openingof a new two year MA degreeprogramme.This
courseprogrammeis categorizedunder East- Europeanstudies,ratherthan Baltic studies,
and Estonian,unfortunately,is the only Baltic (and also European)languagemissingfrom
this programme.

At CharlesUniversity’s Faculty of Social Studies,in the programmeof International
territorial studies,underRussianand Eastern-Europeastudies thereis somematerialon the
Baltic States. An example is the course ‘Baltic States after 1991’, |IBbtyt ubos Svecin
the sameFaculty, but in the Institute of Political Science,inthe faculty of International
relation, courseson Baltic regionalcooperationand Security perspectivesn the Baltic area
are led by livi Zajedova (Zajedova 2000).

In Brno’s Masaryk University departmenif Philosophythereis a Baltic languages
course,initiated by Prof. Adolf Erhart, available under the specializationof historical -

comparativestudies’® The courseswere subsequenthhandedon to Doc. Toma$Hoskovec,
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and once the field of Baltic Studieswas established,Doc. Hoskovec (a Baltic Society
member), encouraged the language scientists to start Lithuanian language teaching in 199¢
the academicyear 1999/2000,Doc. TomasSHoskovecand Doc. PavelBocka initiated Baltic
studies under the name “Baltistika” at BA and MA level. This is part of a broader programm
incorporating history and cultural studies and involving combinations of other languages su
as Polish, Latvian and Lithuanianand also, from October2009, Estonian. Lithuanianand
Finnish are currently thieading languages in tl&rno Faculty, to be joined, as of 200&Iso

by Estonian. Latvian is offered as a supplementarguage.

Brno is also home to a special project, which producesan on-line peer-reviewed
guarterly “Central EuropeanPolitical StudiesReview” and incorporatesarticles about the
Baltic region (Z4jedova2005). This peer-reviewean-line journal editedby the International
Institute of Political Scienceof the Masaryk University in Brno (CzechRepublic) hasthe
servicesof the threepolitical scientistsBretislavDancak, lvo PospiSiland Adam Rakovsky,
who publishedin 1999 an analysisof the Baltic political transition processegDanték et
al.1999). Their analysiswas, and arguablystill is, the best sourceavailablein Czechfor
complex descriptionand evaluative information on the transition processesn the Baltic
region. The volume was the result of long-term researchin the field of comparative
democratic transition in Central Europe and the Baltic States. Based on a profound theoreti
knowledgein the field of “transitology” and democraticconsolidation,the volume covers
political changesand economictransition,aswell asparticularfields suchascitizenshipand
minority policies. It uses,besidesothers,sourcesand literaturein the original languagesA
deep awarenessof the difficult destinies of the Baltic nations during their historical
developmentpervadesthe whole book, which combinessingle case studies with more
comparative pieces.

Anothermore narrow analysis,this time in the field of political sciencewas publishedin
2005 by Maximilian Strmiska, Vit HlouSek, Lubomir Kopetek and Roman Chytilek
(Strmiskaet al 2005). Their joint researchwas the productof a strongtradition of party
systemresearchprovided by the political scienceand Europeanstudiesdepartmentf the
Facultyof Social Studiesof MasarykUniversityin Brno. The analysisis not confinedto the
Baltic party systemsonly, but looks at all the party systemsof the EuropeUnion, including
the ten countriesthat joined the EU in May 2004.However,onelonger sectionof the book,

written by Vit HlousSek,is devotedsolely to the party pluralismsof the Baltic States.The
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various country chapters also cover the histodealelopment from the emergence of modern
mass partiesin the 19" century until the presentday. The party systemsare analyzed
accordingto relevantcriteria, such as the format and type of the party system,cleavages,
impact of electoralrules etc. and somemain partiesare discussedThe book exceedsthe
frameworkof a textbookby attemptingto painta complexpicture of party systemdiversity
within the Europearpolitical traditions.The main part of eachcountrystudyis dedicatedo

the period after the break-up of the Communist Party rule.
CONCLUSION

Summingup, we can seethat thereis no concreteacademicinstitution, chair or research
program in Prague, focusing on the Baltic region exclusively. At Charles University’s Facult
of Philosophyin Praguethereopened,in 2007, the new three year Latvian and Lithuanian
languageBA level studies and in 2008/09, a new tyear MA degree programme. However,
Estonianlanguageis missing from this programme.Neverthelessthe Baltic Society has
nurturedtalentedscholarswith the ambitionand ability to createBaltic Studiesprogramsin

the CzechRepublic,andtherearea numberof interestingmonographsyolumesandarticles
publishedin the Czech language.The impetusto build up Baltic studiesin the Czech
Republicseemsto have come predominantlyfrom the personswho were membersof the
one-time illegaBaltic SocietyBaltsky svaz/Ld&nemereliby from the Estonian, Latvian and
Lithuanian clubs. The most flourishing at presentis "Baltistika" at Brno’s Masaryk
University, especially with its study programme complementing the wide variety of language
to betaught,amongthemLithuanian,Latvian, Finnishandnewly in the academicyear2009-
2010, Estoniantoo. However, scholarly-aimedinterestsin the Baltic countriesremain a
rather exotic enterprise in historical and social science studies. Their general perception of

Baltic States is as successful countries successfully liberated from the Soviet occupation.
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