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Musical Contexts and the Habsburg Rehabilitation 
of Czech Saints

The conversion of the predominantly Protestant population of the Czech 
lands by the Roman-Catholic victors of the Thirty Years War is the sub-
ject of much scholarly enquiry and debate, though the role of music is less 
frequently discussed. The rehabilitation of Czech patron saints to adhere to 
Catholic dogma also needed to preserve elements of a Czech character in 
order to be successful and the music for these new devotions also needed 
to follow suit. The parallel-Mass phenomenon (see below) provides some 
evidence that the vernacular itself does not necessarily need to be present in 
order for vernacular practices (and therefore the styles) to be present. Even 
during an era when Czech composers were at the forefront of stylistic move-
ments (especially the new Italian style in the early eighteenth century) a 
different character altogether would be employed not only for works that 
used the Czech language, but for those that evoked some aspect of Czech 
character, even in Latin. Liturgical and devotional works on the subject of 
national saints often fell into this category.

The linking of Czech-language liturgical music during this period with 
something that might be termed a ‘Czech style’ was also (largely) a result 
of Jesuit zeal. They had fostered a rather unusual tradition of what might 
be term ‘parallel Mass’, where Mass was said (or sung) in Latin while the 
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said in Latin and then the congregation responded with a vernacular song 
roughly paraphrasing the relevant Mass text. This rather bizarre solution 
(probably unique within the Catholic world) gives evidence of some spirit of 
accommodation, allowing earlier traditions to continue, provided that they 
are properly contextualised within a Latin Mass. The physical proximity 
implied by this scenario could mean that a high style (of the Latin tradition) 
worked in close alteration with a vernacular style. This is something which 
deserves special attention—often the use of the vernacular language result-
ed (or was more likely to result in) the use of a vernacular musical style. One 
such example is an offertory and a gradual by the Prague-based Šimon Brixi 
(1693–1735) which contains music in both Latin and Czech; the Latin music 
is in the high Italian style of the time, whereas the Czech-language mate-
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rial is rather more rustic and tuneful in character.1 It is important to high-
light that this is a Christmas piece—and that represents a special category 
in Catholic music, particularly in Austrian crown lands—but nevertheless 
it works as an explicit example of a liturgical work that combines Latin and 
Czech each with their corresponding musical style.

JAN OF NEPOMUK

The cult of Jan Hus (c.1369–1415) was enduring in the Czech lands and 
provided a major challenge for the Catholic authorities to transform, but the 
rehabilitation of Neopmuk was to provide a useful diversion to the popula-
tion as a more acceptable (and Catholic) object of national obsession. The 
preoccupation with Nepomuk was already noted by foreign visitors in the 
early seventeenth century.2 By the time of the popular musica navalis cele-
brations on the river Vltava in Prague from around 1715, the cult of Nepo muk 
was recognised by locals and foreigners alike.3 Devotions to the saint were 
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Foreigners, such as the German travel writer and adventurer Baron Pöllni-
tiz, wondered if Nepomuk might even rival Wenceslas as the national saint:
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almost forgotten their old patron St. Wenceslaus. There is no church where St. John 
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 2 In 1617 the travel writer and MP for Grimsby, Fynes Moryson, noted a number of monu-
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Nepomuk) of one in particular. He describes seeing ‘the Monument of a Bishop, who 
being the Queens confessor, was cast into the Molda because he would not reveale her 
confession to her husband Wenceslaus. They doe so reverence the Monument of this 
Bishop (since made a Saint by the Pope) as they think he shall die with shame, that pas-
seth by it without reverence’. Fynes Moryson, An Itinerary. Containing His Ten Yeeres 
Travel (London, 1617), 16. The popular confessional story is now widely discredited and 
Nepomuk was probably murdered for being meddlesome in the affairs of the crown. 
See Robert Pynsent, Questions of Idenity—Czech and Slovak Ideas of Nationality and 
Personality (New York, 1994); Robert John Weston Evans, The Making of the Habsburg 
Monarchy, 1550–1700: An Interpretation �\�$"��������{����������

 3 The musica navalis celebrations on the river Vltava form an important sub-category to 
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women, wear his picture as if it were the badge of an order, which hangs on a ribbon 
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short, St. Nepomucene is the only saint in vogue; and he is overwhelmed with presents to 
such a degree that if it continues in this way, he will be as rich as Our Lady of Loretto.4

The making of the Nepomuk legend is especially revealing in that the 
myth aspect of the story is that he died being tortured for keeping the con-
fessional secrets of the Queen and his body was thrown into the river Vlatva. 
Most of it was completely fabricated of course, and the reasons for the mur-
der were primarily political.5 Although stories of, and devotions to, Nepo-
muk were common well before the Thirty Years War, it was his rehabilita-
tion following the war that helped lead to his canonisation. Although many 
continued to believe the Nepomuk myth, it was only a matter of a few dec-
ades after his canonisation that publications began to emerge that questioned 
it. By 1764 Gelasius Dobner (1719–1790) denied that the person of Nepomuk 
had ever existed.6

The rehabilitation of Czech saints such as Nepomuk (d. 1393), Prokop (d. 
1053) and Wenceslas (d. 935) presented substantial challenges to the Catholic 
endeavour.7 While Nepomuk was mostly a created myth, the historical per-
son of Prokop was anti-German, advocated the Slavonic Rite over the Latin 
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Wenceslas was less problematic, but again there are issues of vernacular 
liturgy and service books; moreover, the Christianity in which he was raised 
came from Constantinople, not Rome.

 4 Karl Ludwig Pöllnitz, Nouveaux mémoire du baron de Pöllnitz, contenant l’histoire de 
sa vie et les relation de ses premiers voyages, 2 vols., i (Amsterdam, 1737), 233. ‘La con-
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riche que Notre Dame de Lorette’.

 5 The most recent discussion of Nepomuk in the context of Bohemian conversion is in 
Howard H. Louthan, Converting Bohemia: Force and Persuasion in the Catholic Refor-
mation (Cambridge, 2009).
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(eds.), The Renaissance in National Context (Cambridge, 1992), 154. On the dispute 
between Dobner and Dobrovský on the subject of the saint, see Josef Haubelt, ´�	>{�
osvícenství ���
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 7 The subject of the rehabilitation of Wenceslas is far too large to be addressed here in 
detail.
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MUSICAL DEVOTIONS
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ventory was complete without a number of devotional or liturgical works 
on Nepomuk. Even apart from devotional songs and hymns that become 
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���"�����kancionalý there is an anonymous 
‘Missa S. Joanis Nep.oni’ already recorded in the 1693 inventory at Slaný, 
amongst other early examples.� In literary circles the patriotic narrative of 
Nepomuk’s story is more conspicuous that in musical ones.9 One theatrical 
�"�+� $�"������� $�
������ 
����"���
��
������ ��&���������� ����������� �
��~�
(ª�����	>^), ‘Providence’ (_���@������	�) and ‘Justice’ (Spravedlnost) dis-
cussing Nepomuk’s triumph in martyrdom.10 To the baroque mind, these 
parallels between devotion and nation are easier to draw on the stage than 
at the altar, where decorum and Roman law subjugate perceptions of veri-
similitude. Nevertheless, there is evidence of these traits in at least some of 
the surviving musical works.

LITURGICAL WORKS

Vernacular litanies are still fairly rare in the early eighteenth century— 
even in Protestant circles—but in the Roman-Catholic context they are rare 
indeed.11�\$
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tation: those of the Holy Name of Jesus, the Sacred Blood of Jesus, the Bless-
ed Virgin Mary (Litany of Loreto), St Joseph, and the Litany of the Saints. 
Many other litanies survive, but were probably only permitted in private 
devotions. In the case of the Nepomuk litanies, it must be considered that 
at least some of them were used as part of the musica navalis celebrations 
that marked the Saint’s day, and so don’t fall into the category of liturgi-
cal music.12 There is a fair amount of evidence to suggest that some of the 
 
 � CZ-Pnm, no shelfmark, Inventarium Rerum et Instrumentorum Musicalium Chori Slanensis 

Schol. Piar. (1713); hereafter ‘Slaný’. Twentieth-century typesricpt copy in CZ-Bm G. 293.
 9 There are examples of similar work’s for other Czech saints too, but space does not per-

mit their discussion here. 
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works with devotional texts that fell outside of the bounds of Roman ac-
ceptability were provided with less contentious alternatives.13 It seems that 
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lis festivities.14 Structurally, the Czech litanies tend to follow Italian models: 
a homophonic opening chorus, followed by vocal solos, and concluding with 
an imitative chorus.15

MUSICAL TRAITS

In order to achieve success in the transference of national adoration from Hus 
to Nepomuk, the devotions to the latter needed to carry a similar sort of na-
tional zeal.16 The earliest of the works to be discussed here is the motet Flos-
cule majalis �����{��@��
�����>����
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��c.1660–1725). The text is in 
Latin and generally strophic in form and this pattern helps give the music a 
metrical regularity generally associated with later styles (ex. 1). The pattern 
also reveals evidence of melodic structures associated with folk music—no-
tably the construction of a melody from shorter motifs in an AABA form (or 
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���#����"�������"${�17 The motivic construction also results in frequent 
V–I cadential patterns and combined with the texture of two treble voices in 
parallel thirds with multiple instruments playing colla parte results in a rus-
tic tunefulness that is often associated with vernacular kanonicál traditions.

 13 Amongst others, the 1706 (Jihlava) source of Floscule majalis has an alternative text in 
German for a section of the tenor part; the bass part preserves parts of two other Latin 
texts, one on St Sebastian and another for the Virgin Mary. Š. Brixi’s offertory with a 
partly-Czech text contains (written on the back of one of the parts) a Latin alternative. F. 
Brixi’s Litanie in D ad S.am Joanem Nepomucenem is preserved with an alternative text 
on the Litany on the Name of Jesus.

 14 Ibid.
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in the country. Some think that a fourth part of the inhabitants are of this sect, which has 
also spread widely in Moravia.’ Johann Kaspar Riesbeck, Travels Through Germany in 
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 17 This form is associated with Central-European Slav folksong in general. 
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EXAMPLE 1. Vojta, Floscule majalis (1706), 2 sopranos (violins, oboes colla parte), 
b.c., bars 16–23��
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These central characteristics continue to be found in devotional works 
about Nepomuk in the middle of the eighteenth century. A remarkably good 
�����|�
���
������
�@��&�"�
��@���$"�������{���#"�����"���&"��+��
����������
to Jan Josef Brixi (1719–1762), also employs the unison sonority (violins) with 
 
 �� CZ-Bm MS 361. There is also a copy of this motet in the hand of Antonín Krimer (1740–

1797) with a different text on the same subject in the Czech language [‘Jene Nepomucz-
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copied from a common source because they both reproduce an error in the continuo 
part—the error was corrected in the 1706 source.
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the consequent phrase in parallel thirds, anticipating the vocal duet that fol-
lows (ex. 2).

EXAMPLE 2. attr. J. Brixi, '��������*[�	>��(c. 1750), bars 16–31
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organist at the church of Sts Simon and Jude in Prague, has left one offer-
tory which also owes much to its predecessors (ex. 4)19. Although strings 
doubling vocal parts colla parte is a common trait in music of this time, 
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with ‘the music of our ancestors’.20 This practice and understanding carries 
on well into the second half of the century (ex. 5 and 6).

EXAMPLE 3. Koutník, Litaniae boëmicae de Sancto Joanne Nepomuceno �����{� 
bars 43–54
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EXAMPLE 4��Ì�������Offertorium de Sancto Joanne Nepomuceno (c.1750), 
bars 24–31
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EXAMPLE 5.���¯°�`���+�����������{��Lytaniae de Sancte Joannes Nepomucene, 
bars 1–621

EXAMPLE 6. Linek, Lytaniae, bars 63–69

PROKOP
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and his clear associations with expressions of Czechness.22 This problem 
was circumnavigated by a general avoidance of most aspects of his per-
sonal life, leaving more generic praise for his devotions. This is in sharp 
 
 21 CZ-Pu 59 R3301.
 22 For his rehabilitation see Evans, The Making of the Habsburg Monarchy, 226–227; 

Alfred Thomas, Anne’s Bohemia. Czech Literature and Society, 1310–1420 [Medieval 
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contrast to Nepomuk, whose gory death is often recounted in varying de-
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more likely (yet inconvenient) aspects of Prokop’s life went unmentioned. 
Prokop’s story follows that of many saints, including the performance of 
miracles, banishing of devils, and, importantly in this case, the banishing of 
the German monks and with them, the Latin Rite in favour of the Slavonic. 
The earliest vitae of Prokop reveal these traits in all their patriotic fervour:23

Let us request him [Procopius] to defend us, drive our enemies from the land, and af-
ford us peace and quiet, for he is our defence and the patron of the Czech land. Close 
to the German lands, Bohemia would have perished long ago if Saints Procopius and 
Wenceslas had not protected it.24

Although Prokop never received anything close to the musical attentions 
paid to Nepomuk, a Litaniae sancte Procopius (c.����{�$�"��^Å���+���#�
���
similar attributes. It is remarkably galant in style and texture and, once 
again, this owes much to its Czech character—especially the preponderance 
of unisons in the texture as well as the triadic vocal writing (ex. 7). Another 
galant characteristic can be seen in the way the composer uses a single me-
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entire piece and also reveals a brief periodic structure—taken together these 
are remarkable characteristics for a work of the time (similar can be said for 
the Vojta work above). The evocation of Czech antiquity is achieved by simi-
lar means at the start of the century as it is in the middle (and probably later 
too); as a result, works of this category sound strikingly similar to each other 
in stylistic terms, even though half a century separates them.
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be carefully considered. The mixture of antiquarianism with the latest musi-
cal styles resulted in a fascinating phenomenon that may have contributed 
to the continued use of the Czech language and other practices in certain 
devotional contexts, rather than diminish them, as if often argued.

 23 There are three extant versions of his vitae in Latin, the oldest of which is the Vita s. 
Procopii antiqua from the eleventh and twelfth centuries, purported to be based on an 
earlier version in Old Church Slavonic (now lost); Old Church Slavonic had been the 
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EXAMPLE 7����"����^Å���+{��c.1730, Litaniae Sancte Procopius, 
bars 46–5525

EXAMPLE 8����"���^Å���+{��c.1730, Litaniae Sancte Procopius, 
�
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