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Paul Woodman (London)

THE TOPONYMY OF THE CZECH LANDS AS REFLECTED
IN BRITAIN. A STUDY IN EXONYMS?

Introduction

1. At its twelfth annual gathering in the spring dd02, the Prague Writers’
Festival inaugurated a new award — tagnesia Literaprize — to be presented
annually to the author of its chosen book of thary&hat first year’'s winner was a
German author named Jirgen Serke, whose \B@tkmische Dorfemportrayed the
sometimes confusing circumstances encountered by&espeaking writers living in
the first modern Czechoslovak republic, in the gerbetween the two world wars.
The book’s title, which translates into EnglishBxshemian Villagesis adapted from
the German saying “Das sind fir mich béhmische &dif the idiomatic translation
of which is “It's all Greek to me!” but which tralages literally as “That's Bohemian
villages for me!”. Why should the villages of Bohiamand more specifically their
names, be thought to spell such confusion? Thismpattempts, from a British
perspective, to throw some light on the subject.
The story up to the 19 Century

2. In what is now Britaill, toponymic knowledge of and interest in the Czech
lands can be traced back at least as far as thefetie 9" Century AD, when the
English king Alfred the Great compiled a list oinéis and peoples in which he
includedMaroara (Moravia), Sysyle(Silesia), and th®aeme(Bohemians). Several
English chroniclers over the following centuries niened Bohemia and its
inhabitants, aBemeor Boeme and contact between the two countries increased
markedly in the early 1% Century through sympathetic connections betwedm Jo
Wyclif® and his Lollard movement in England and Jan Hus lis followers in
Bohemia. The Lollards and Hussites both calledrétigious reform, but the Hussite
rebellion was also partly political and thereforé deep concern to established
authority throughout Europe. As a result, after shecess of the Hussite rebellion in
the mid-1%' Century the name of Bohemia was rather traducediduyied authorities
in England to denote a land of heresy, anarchyrahdllion. Not until the Protestant

Y This paper uses “England” and “English” up to #8&" Century; “Britain” and “British”
afterwards.

2 http://yalepress.yale.edu/yupbooks/excerpts/03086%81.pdf Baemeas the name for the
Bohemians derives from the Lafoii.

% Wycliffe in modern spelling.




Stati 177 Acta onastica XLVIII

Reformation of the English king Henry VIII in theidnl6™ Century did the “heretic”
lands of Bohemia once more begin to receive favgaramention in England.

3. The land of Bohemia was central to English plagwtriWilliam Shakespeare’s
play The Winter's Talgfirst performed in 1611. In Act Ill, Scene Ill,nfigonus,
ordered to take a child out to sea to be left anesdesert shore to perish, memorably
asks his mariner whether “our ship hath touch’drugee deserts of Bohemia?”, to
which the mariner replies in the affirmative. Givéime good knowledge within
England of Bohemia’s location, Shakespeare’s aftion of a coastline and desert to
that country should be put down to his well-attéstiense of humour rather than to any
ignorance.The Winter's Talas in any case a comedy, and “Bohemia” seems te hav
been used simply to denote some exotic and diktaation which might capture the
imagination of an audience — in much the same Wway 23" Century audiences might
have considered “Timbukt? The play was performed in 1613 at the marriage of
Elizabeth, daughter of James |, to Frederick, CdRalatine and future King of
Bohemia; it is unlikely to have been deemed sugtdibt an occasion so closely related
to the real Bohemia if the contents had been basetynorance. Interestingly, the
other principal location iThe Winter's Talas “Sicily”, usually considered to be the
island of that name in the Mediterranean, yet widohld, applying the same exotic
imagination as produced Bohemia, possibly be Boasnmeighbour Silesia, which as
we have seen had been note@gsyleby Alfred some seven centuries previously.

4. It is perhaps already apparent that, up to the toh Shakespeare, first-hand
English knowledge of Bohemia, Moravia and Silesid ot seem to extend much
beyond the names of those lands themselves. fiésthat Bohemia’s main city had
appeared in English chronicles, Bsaga and was later to adopt the French word
ending and becomBrague But until the early 17 Century there was little detailed
mention of place names in English chronicles. At oint, however, the Czech lands
moved to the forefront of Europe’s attention as @pytation increasingly both
Protestant and restless stirred in 1618 againsCatholic Habsburg rulers, who
responded by defeating the Bohemian “rebels” atBhtle of the White Mountain
(Bila horg) outside Prague in 1620 This battle was part of the much wider and
ruinous Thirty Years War (1618 — 1648), and it vilas German-speaking army of
Wallenstein, fighting for the Habsburgs during thiar, which had great difficulties

Y This would not be the first time that an Englistmensidered Bohemia to be a distant
location, though — as we will see in paragraph h-the second occasion the circumstances
were brutally different.

® The Habsburg ruler Ferdinand said of Bohemia is preriod: “Better a desert than a land
full of heretics”. Had Ferdinand read of the “de’ser The Winter's Taleone wonders? (See
paragraph 3).
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with orientation in Bohemia through hearing unfaamlCzech names, rather than
familiar German names, of the villages they enceratt .

5. So, rather suddenly, and especially with voluntseldiers travelling from
England and elsewhere to participate in these lliestj there was a need abroad for
more detailed knowledge of the place names of theck lands. In 1620 John
Harrison, an English courtier, brought out thetfEEsglish chronicle of Bohemidhe
Historie of Bohemiain which he judged that “Bohemia is one of thehest, civilest
and strongest nations of Europe” and noted, withaegnt approval, that “It has had
more wars with the Pope and won more victoriesregdiim and his partakers than
any other natior’. This work was followed in 1626 by the first détdi English map
devoted solely to Bohemia, entitled®lohemia newly describedproduced by the
celebrated English mapmaker John Speed and ingumhnits reverse a text entitled
The Description of the Kingdom of Bohemithe interesting aspect of this first
detailed appearance of toponyms was that they essentially written in a German
language form. For example, Speed’s map sha@adethau, SchlamndLaunwhere
today we would expect to see the Czech for@tsomutoy Slany and Louny
respectively. The reason for this selection wag tharman toponyms were more
readily available than their Czech equivalents, endnderstand why this was so we
need to look briefly into the political developmesitthe Czech lands from the mid-
17" Century.

6. The Czech language had already existed for mantuges at this point, and
was used locally alongside the German languageespbiy( the substantial number of
Germans who had settled in the Czech lands sired3h Century. The language of
administration had initially been Latin. German veh®ady a powerful language, and
by the 18" Century Czech too had developed into a languagditevhiture and
education. The Hussite period of the mid"XBentury even saw the sophistication of
Czech orthographic reform and the elevation ofGaech language to official status in
Bohemia. But the events of the early to mid*IJentury — White Mountain and the
Thirty Years War — very largely negated this Czéobuistic progress and imposed
German, the language of the Habsburgs, in its plélsas, whereas in the towns and
villages of the Czech lands either Czech or Germauld still have been found, the
language of administration was now principally Geerman of the Habsburgs, largely
superseding the many centuries of Latin. For HaniiSpeed, and subsequent English
chroniclers of Czech affairs, the documentary résaavailable for toponyms were

® This answers the question posed in paragraph 1.
) Quotation courtesy of J. V. Poliensky, BritairdaBzechoslovakia, revised edition,
Prague 1968, p. 32.
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those of the Habsburgs, written in German and perfag likely to be encountered in
Vienna as in Prague. Throughout thd" I8entury too, maps such as that of Bohemia
by Jan Krystof Muller (1720) displayed the Germanduage forms of toponyms.
Furthermore, the Industrial Revolution gave enhdneeonomic significance to the
localities it affected, and these were for the nuest in the German-speaking rather
than Czech-speaking portions of the Czech landsnTin 1784

German was proclaimed the only official languageech as an official language
fell into disuse because the élite was either afna@ origin or voluntarily German-
ized. A large part of the population with Czechnéthroots was bilingual, using
German in official situations and Czech in priviifie®.

The story of the 19" Century

7. A century later, though, and as part of a moreegnCzech national revival,
the Czech language began to make renewed inroddsthimns German literary
hegemony. Many of the founding fathers in the rdltabon of the Czech language
actually wrote in German or even Latin, rather tiGzech. Thus in the late &nd
early 19" Centuries the Bohemian philologist Josef Dobrovsk§te important works
in both those languages about the historical robtee Czech language and literature.
Likewise, the mid-18 Century five-volume history of the Czech natiomitten by the
Moravian historian FrantiSek Palacky, was writtérstfin German and only later
translated into Czech. Writing in German or Latirthas historical juncture has often
been interpreted simply as a marker of the deatitewhich the Czech language had
fallen. It is true that knowledge of the writterrfoof Czech had declined disastrously
by this point, some two centuries having elapsettesiformal education in that
language had ceased, though the language wasbesgtil spoken in Czech villages.
But in fact writing in German and Latin represengedsery practical and sensible
measure designed to secure the widest possiblerae]isince arguably the cause of
the Czech language was not best advocated in adgegwhose written form would
not be widely understood. On the other hand, tlvegee scholars who did indeed
prefer to write in Czech at this time, as exemgdlfiby Josef Jungmann in his
important 1825 history of Czech literature.

8. Neither the Czech language form of the name “BaaertCechy nor the
Czech language form of the name “Czectiegky was much encountered in Britain
until the mid-18' Century. The first appearance of either word & Emglish language
seems to have been when John Bowring, a renownedidi, politician, diplomat and
acquaintance of the poet Byron, assembled a ttadsfzoetry collection in 1832 for

® B. Tornquist-Plewa, Contrasting Ethnic Nationaisiastern Central Europe; in S Barbour
— C. Carmichael (eds.), Language and NationalisEuirope, Oxford 2000, p. 208.
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which he chose the titI€heskian Anthologyilt is likely that Bowring consciously
devised the word “Cheskian” in order to replicate the English language the
distinction present in Czech, where in general #Hdjective cesky denotes a

geographical area larger than Bohemia, incorpagatiioravia and part of Silesia as
well?. Later, the adjective “Cheskian” became “Czech’spelling taken from the

Polish language. To this day, of course, Bohemmaras a valid exonym in the
English language, relating to the endongiechy Moravia (forMorava) and Silesia

(for Slezsky® remain valid exonyms in English too.

9. An initial toponymic effect of the 19 Century renaissance of the Czech
language can be seen in the 188dpa Kralovstviceského(Map of the Bohemian
Kingdom), which carries a mix of perhaps 80% Gerfsanguage toponyms (for
example Prag and Pilsen rather thanPraha and Plzei) and 20% Czech-language
toponyms (for exampl®ribram rather tharBiebersdorf. Much of the British press,
however, was not well disposed to the perceivedlliels nature of the Czech nation
at this time, and there was therefore perhape lititlination to search for Czech
toponyms even if they were available. Also, Britrelap and atlas publication was at
the end of the ®Century largely founded on German origins — foaraple the first
Times Atlasof 1895 sourced its toponyms indirectly from th88Qs Andrees
Allgemeine Handatlaspublished in Leipzig — and those toponyms wertunadly
German. In fairness, though, given that the Aubtumgarian Empire remained the
supreme authority in the Czech lands and the atid®in Vienna determined the
language of administration, foreign countries sashBritain had little option but to
maintain their traditional use of German languagmohyms. The Czech historian J V
PoliSensky concedes as much:

Up to 1918 practically all Austrian official and rseofficial atlases and other
geographical publications gave German names ordysanEnglish writers are hardly
to blame, as they had no Czech sources at theiost".

The story of the 2¢" Century

10. Yet by the dawn of the #0Century times and attitudes were beginning to
change. Revolutionary fires around Europe broughhymexiles to Britain, among
them Czechs who sparked in London and elsewhernatarest in their side of the
Bohemian story. The Czech population of Bohemia,wdier all, some 70% of the
total, and British sympathies gradually changethwir favour. The First World War
(1914-18) inevitably encouraged this new-found ctoce to reflect Germanic

% Though Derek Sayer notes that on occasion the desklymay mean simply “Bohemian™:
see D. Sayer, The Coasts of Bohemia: A Czech HisRinceton 1998, p. 56.

19 Much of Silesia is in Poland; in Polish it is knoasSlgsk

D J. V. Poliensky, o. c. in footnote 7, p. 44.
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hegemony over the Czech lands. During the war9it61the Czech politician Tomas
Masaryk visited Britain and further raised Britishterest in his country by
inaugurating the School of Slavonic Studies in Lam@. Following the end of the
war, Masaryk found himself the first leader of tieav Czechoslovak republic, a state
which very quickly sought to assert the primacyCakch and Slovak toponyms at the
expense of the German names which foreign courgtels as Britain had traditionally
used.

11. There was initially some justification for the @©hegovernment’s assertive-
ness. In 1919, for instance, t@&ographical Journabf Britain’s Royal Geographical
Society (RGS) published a map of the “Boundariesineéd by Cecho-Slovakia”,
which mainly showed German toponyms. These incluBeap, Pilsen Budweis
Karlsbad ReichenbergBriinn and Olmut2®. But after 1920, by which year the
precise limits of the new Czechoslovakia had mobten established, the Czech
government found in Britain a largely receptive i@aade for its requests. Themes
Survey Atlas of the Worlgublished in 1922 and the first of a wholly n€éimnes Atlas
series independent of its pre-war German publislingins, showed on plate 43 all
seven of these names in their Czech forms, withnf@ar forms following in
parentheses to provide the reader with an histocmatinuity of reference. The RGS
also quickly began to promote Czech toponyms, ab tie newly established
Permanent Committee on Geographical Names (the BC&éhated in 1919 to help
advise the British government on the proper apgrdadoreign toponyms.

12.In the spring of 1924 the Czechoslovak governnménbugh its Minister at the
country’s Legation in London — the diplomat Dr Mast- wrote to the RGS asking for
that Society’s assistance in persuading the remgiBiritish commercial publishers
still using German names to refrain from doingHue letter, dated Aprilt%1924 and
appended as Annex A to this paper, argued thainued use of German toponyms
not only contradicted Czechoslovak policy but wés a poor reflection of British
commercial cartographic practices. The RGS, whiglwa have seen was already a
convinced advocate of Czech and Slovak toponyms,qu&k to respond in a positive
manner, pointing out that the PCGN had alreadyedigsated a selection of Czech and
Slovak toponyms and would be keen to promote tieggeater number and with a

12) Now the School of Slavonic and East European 8sydpart of University College
London.

13 The corresponding Czech names are PrahajiPieské Budjovice, Karlovy Vary,
Liberec, Brno, Olomouc. The German form “Karlsbagdas sometimes encountered in
English as “Carlsbad”.
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wider distributiod®. In this RGS reply, dated Aprif"’71924 and appended as Annex B
to this paper, it is clear that the Society senaedopportunity, for the letter also

inquired whether some financial assistance towdhnds task might be forthcoming

from the Czechoslovak government.

13. On behalf of Dr Mastny, a member of the Legatitaifsnamed Jaroslav Cisa
replied on April 1¥' 1924 that the Czechoslovak government would indeepleased
to help meet the cost of further PCGN lists of @zand Slovak names. This letter is
appended as Annex C to this pdpe’A meeting was arranged between Mr €sad
John Reynolds, Assistant to (and shortly to bec@meretary of) the PCGN, and by
July 1924 it had been agreed that the Czechoslgeakrnment would pay the sum of
£40 towards the publication of PCGN lists of Czemtd Slovak namé8. The
correspondence relevant to this agreement is a&itbels Annexes D and E to this
paper. Accordingly, three successive PCGN listsmafes were published in due
course, all with a note stating that they were pared in collaboration with the
Czechoslovak Legation”:

First List of Names in Czechoslovakia (Bohemia pnBCGN, July 1924

Second List of Names in Czechoslovakia (Moravia &idsia): PCGN, March
1926

Third List of Names in Czechoslovakia (Slovakia a@drpathian Ruthenia):
PCGN, April 1930.

14. 1t will be seen that the first of these lists,atelg to Bohemia, appeared
immediately following the July 1924 agreement betwethe PCGN and the
Czechoslovak government. It contained entries lmoat 400 places and features in
Bohemia. The second list, published in 1926, coethientries for about 250 places
and features in Moravia and Silesia. The third psiblished in 1930, contained entries
for over 400 places and features in Slovakia angb&hian Ruthenia. All three lists
followed the same format, with each main entry mmg the preferred name, a guide
to its pronunciation, the distance to the coungt,send then any variant names. Each
variant name (for the most part German or Hunganaas in turn alphabetically
cross-referenced to the approved name. The appnoaew was almost always the
Czech or Slovak name, though English language cdioreal names were preferred

1Y) Note that at this time the PCGN was a committe¢hefRGS, as it had been since its
creation in 1919. Since 1924 it has been an indpadmental committee of the British

government.

19 Annex D is a scan of a re-typed copy (the origlatter is a faded carbon copy of a letter
handwritten in ink). The other Annexes are all scafithe original letters.

19 This was generous; today’s equivalent would bégyes £1,600, approximately €2,400 or
CZK68,000.
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for international features and also for major naiofeatures such as Bohemia,
Moravia, Silesia, Slovakia and Prague. Surprisingiwen that these lists were
produced in collaboration with the Czechoslovakegoment, a few German language
names such as Grottau occurred as preferred éftries

15.1n 1938 the British Prime Minister sadly comproetushe ever-closer relations
between Britain and the Czech lands that we haea sefold in this paper. Neville
Chamberlain’s decision to deny support to Czechadia in a “quarrel in a far-away
country between people of whom we know nothinghgsi to mind Shakespeare’s".6
Century depiction of the Czech lands as a distadt @most imaginary locatiof,
though this time without the humour. When hosaktiduly followed in any case the
next year, the British approach to the toponymyth® Czech lands adapted to a
wartime environment, with either Czech/Slovak orri@&n toponyms deployed
dependent on the context and purpose of the pkticoap or document involved.
With the cessation of hostilities in 1945, howevéne pre-war British policy
acknowledging the primacy of Czech and Slovak namas unequivocally re-
adopted, and this was reflected in the documasit of Names (New Series): 3:
Czechoslovakiaproduced by the PCGN in March 1958. This docuneamttained
entries for some 1500 places and features in past@zechoslovakia, located by
means of geographical coordinates as well as distém the county seat, and it also
included an introduction and a map. Unlike the ¢hRCGN lists of the inter-war
period, which did very occasionally provide a Gennmame as a main entry, all main
entry toponyms in this 1958 list were Czech or 8loforms, with the exception of a
very few international features. The main entrieted any variant forms which might
exist, and these variant forms featured in sepanatss-reference lists from German
and from Hungarian following the main gazett&er

16. Essentially, therefore, British policy from thecaption of the first modern
Czechoslovak republic in 1918 has been to refleetgrimacy of Czech and Slovak
toponyms. At first a selection of German toponynaswnaintained in a subordinate
manner, for example placed parenthetically on na#fes the Czech or Slovak name,
in order to maintain a continuity of reference, buice 1945 it has been the Czech and
Slovak toponyms alone which have been shown omsBritublications.

17 Grottau is Hradeknad Nisouin Czech. All three lists retailed at a cost of (§tkpence),
translating to about 3p in decimal sterling, whathpresent values would be perhaps £1,
approximately €1.50 or CZK40.

19 See paragraph 3.

19 This 1958 list was for sale at £1 17s 6d, traimsjato £1.87 in decimal sterling, which at
present values would be perhaps £30, approxim@ésyor CZK1,300.
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Annex D
FERSIARENT DOMSITTEE
O QEOERAPHILAL RAMEE.
22 April 1924

Jaroslav Cisaf, Eag,
Cazechaslovak Legation,
B-0 Grosvenor Place, S W1
Drear Sir,

Mr Hinks, the Secretary, R.G.S., has handed me your letter of 17% inst. with a
view 0 my armanging an appomtment with you to discuss the question of publishing a list
of Czechoslovak place-names, for the cost of which He Excellency has so kindly
promised the assistance of your Government. 1 shall be glad o call upon you at any time
You may appoint in this week, so that [ can be in a position to lay the matter before the
Permanent Committee on Geographical Mames at their meeting on April 20%,

Yours farthfully,

[1. H. Reynolds]

Assistant to P.C.GN.
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Conclusion: A study in Exonyms?

17. In examining the manner in which first England atheén Britain have
approached the toponymy of the Czech lands, we bage on an historical journey of
more than a millennium. We began with Alfred thee&r and we should conclude
with a mention of the United Nations Group of Expeon Geographical Names
(UNGEGN), the modern forum for the disseminatiord axchange of toponymic
information among all the countries of our*2Century. But can we say that the
history related in this paper has been a studjenuse of exonyms? Is it simply the
case that until the First World War the toponymedus Britain for the Czech lands
were “German exonyms”, and that afterwards theyew®zech endonyms”? The
reality is by no means so straightforward, andaict the answer to this question is in
the negative.

18. Certainly there does exist a relatively small nembf self-evidently English
language toponyms which do constitute exonyms. @ lencountered most of these
in this paper. Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia, Slovakfrague. But it was noted in
paragraph 6 that the ethnically German communitthefCzech lands had first settled
there in the 18 Century, and it was not until the aftermath of Second World War
that German settlement to all intents and purposased to exist. Seven centuries of
settled occupation surely entitled that communityconsider its own toponymic
reflection of the landscape as endonymic. At timmereover, the German language
carried official status. The UNGEGN Working Group &xonyms considered the
definitions ofendonymand exonymat its 2¢ Meeting in 2003, held appropriately in
Prague, and formulated the following definition thie termendonym adopted by
UNGEGN:

Endonym — Name of a geographical feature in an officialweell-established
language occurring in that area where the feasulecated”.

19. So given the toponymic developments through hys@s outlined in this
paper, and given also the UNGEGN definitionesfdonym four conclusions seem
evident to this present writer:

A: During the period from the $3Century right through to the First World War,
the status of both Czech and German language topoimy the Czech lands met the
necessary criteria to satisfy the UNGEGN definitcd@ndonym

29 The corresponding UNGEGN definition ekonym as adopted following the 2003 Prague
meeting, is:

Exonym — Name used in a specific language for a geograpleediire situated outside the
area where that language is spoken, and differintg iform from the name used in an official
or well-established language of that area whergéuographical feature is located.
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B: In the inter-war period, after the establishmehttle first Czechoslovak
republic, Czech names were both official and wstkblished and were self-evidently
endonyms But German toponyms also continued to satisfy ¢hieria of the
UNGEGN definition as being toponyms of a “well-ddished language”, and so
retained their status as (albeit unofficiaidonyms

C: Since 1945, subsequent to the emigration of thei@tGerman community
from the Czech lands, German language toponyms Ibes@meexonymssince those
names are now neither official nor do they relaieat currently well-established
community. Note though that German toponyms in @mech lands can still be
considered asistorical endonymsalongside their more obvious present status as
exonyms;

D: Given that the English and British approach to thygonyms of the Czech
lands is to have used German names up to the \Wioskd War, Czech names with
subordinate German names in the inter-war period,Gzech names exclusively since
1945, it can be confidently asserted that the apraf England and Britain to the
toponyms of the Czech lands is very largedy a study in exonyms.

Résumeé

Odraz toponymie ¢eskych zemi v Britanii. Zkoumani exonym?

Autor prispivku se zabyva uzivanim toponym z tUzemi dné€&ské republiky v
Anglii/Britanii od raného sedowku do padesatych let dvacatého stoletird2 je
kladen gedevsim na uzivaniémeckych ateskych podob toponym a na vztahy mezi
nimi. Pozornost je 8novana snahameskoslovenské vlady, ktera ve dvacatych letech
dvacétého stoleti usilovala o prosazeéeskych podob ze#pisnych jmen v Britanii
(do té doby byly uzivany ipdevsim podoby émecké). Pechod od #&meckych
endonym kéeskym endonyriim vSak ndl na utv&eni anglickych exonym vliv pouze
ve vyjimeinych gipadech (Bohemia, Moravia, Silesia, Prague).



