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|. A. Comenius, 1670-1970

A Bibliographical Commemoration
Milady Souckova

AsT year the three-hundredth anuiversary of the death of Come-
nius, the grear Czech humanist and educator, was commem-
orated throughout the world, with Czechoslovakia as the
leader. John Amos Komensky, the last bishop of the Old

Moravian Church, lived in an age as turbulent as our own; political

unrest and religious intolerance interfered with many of his projects;

ill fortune dogeed him wherever he went, Even so, his fame spread
i throughont Christendom during his lifetiime, and his educational re-
forms were well known in the New World, The story that he was
considered for the presidency of Harvard in 1654 will be touched on
later.

Hc was 2 great educational innovator, but his ideas, like those of
many great men, were {ounded so solidly upon common sense that
once adopeed, the wonder is that they ever seemed strange or ncw.
Thus when Comenius suggested that children should be taught Latin
by being told the meaning of the words, the concept was revolutionary.,
A picture book ilfustrating Latin words and sentences does not seem
wildly original to us, but Orbis Pictus, published in 1658, established
an cntirely new system of lcarning, and was so popular in its time that
it could be found wherever Latin was taught.

Although Comenius is now less widely known than during his own
century, anniversaries of important events m his life have been ob-
served during recent years in Poland, Bulgaria, Germany, Italy, Huu-
gary, Japan, China, and even in war-plagued Viemam, Fxhibits opened
in. Leningrad, Moscow, Johannesburg, Montevidco, and many other
citics, as well as in small Czechoslovak towns. The (ceneral Con-
| ference of Unesco, at its minth session, held in Delhi in 1954, decided
| to publish a volume of selections from the warks of Comenius to ccle-

brate the third centenary of the publication in Amsterdam of his Opera
Didactica Ommia. 'The volumes appeared in 1657 and were reissued in

1657-
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The modern Czech rcader prefers his work written in Czech.
Labyrint svéte (The Labyrinth of the World) has for many ycars
been read as a classic of Czech literature; K¥afz anirajict matky Jednoty
bratrské ("The Bequest of the Unitas Fratrum) has becn interpreted by
the Czechs as a bequest to the Czech nation whenever it might find it-
self in difficulties or suffering from oppression,

His contemporaries recognized in Comenius a towering mind. His
Janua linguarum reserate was the book meost often published in the
seventeenth century; his jnnovative educational system, as well as
his enlightened humanism and his love of truth and peace, made him
known on all the frontiers of intellectual progress. The policics of the
Counter-Reformation forced him to leave his country; the cxile, how-
ever, opened avenucs of communication which would have closed if
he had stayed home. He was asked to go to England, the Netherlands,
Sweden, France, and America. Perhaps not many Harvard men know
that in 1654 John Winthrop, Jr., is supposcd to have extended an
invitation to ‘‘that brave old man [ohanncs Amos Comenius, the fame
of whose worth hath been trampetted so far as more than three lan-
guages . . . could carry it . .. to comc over to New-England,
and illuminate this Colledge and country in the quality of 2 President;
but the sollicitations of the Swedish Ambassador, diverting him another
way, that incomparable Moravian became not an American.”*
Strangely enough — for our contemporary imagination — Comenius’
supporters thought that he might be instrumental in the missionary
and educational work among the Indians.

The Comenius anmiversary seemed an appropriate time for the Slavic
Division of Harvard College Library to check the Library’s holdings
of his works., Three hibliographical sources were chosen: first Déjiny
ceské literatury (Prague, 1954, pp. 440-454); sccond, the bibliography
atcached to the book Jan Awmos Komensky, by ]. Kopecky, ]. Pa-
tocka, and J. Kyrasek (Prague, 1957); and finally the bibliography
Knizni dilo Jana Amose Kownrenskéhbo by J. Brambora, (Prague, 1957).
The first is primarily oriented toward the student who wants to ac-
quaint himself with material for the study of the great pedagogue; it
includes not merely Comenius’ works and books about him, hut also
essays and articles in various books and periodicals. This bibliography, |
which concludes the chapter about Comenius in Déjiny Seské litera-

t Roberr Fitzgibbon Young, Comenius and the Indians of New England (Lofdon,
1010), Pp. I-2.
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tury, lists 124 titles, of which the Harvard College Library lacks
only 28. These figurcs appcar in an even more favorable light if one
considers that 18 of the 28 titics represent either different editions or
translations and that the remaining ten are articles of no great signifi-
cance. Here, perhaps, it should be said that the Harvard College Li-
brary has the two most relevant periodicals dedicated to Comeniologi-
cal studies: Archiv pro bidant o Zivoré o spisech . A. Kowenského
and Moenatshefte der Comrenins-Gesellschaft, Similarly gratifying
results can be reported from the checking with the chronological
bibliography of Comenpius’ works in Jan Azros Komensky and with
the alphabetical list in J. Brambora’s study, which covers all of Come-
nius’ works {even those that were lost), their editions, and translations
into Czech. It showed that Widener has Veskeré spisy J. A. Konten-
ského, the collected works, of which publication began in 1892, the
two-hundredth anniversary of the birth of Comienius. The frst
volumcs appeared only two decades later, but they and their seqac] con-
tinuc to be of major importance. The Library has the facsimile edition
(1957) of Opera didactica owmia (1657) as well as its translations.
g Marcover, the scarch brought to light a number of collecetor’s items.
Harvard hbrarics have thirty-six seventecnth-century cditions, pub-
lished mostly in Amsterdam or in London between 1631 and 1685,
Rare indeed 15 the Houghton Library’s first cdition of Manndlnik, pub-
lished in Amsterdam in 1658; the catalogue refers to the Crzech bibli-
ography by Tobolka (IV, 4238), and the book has a prehistory: orig-
inally a thousand copies of it were printed in Le$no, but all of them per-
ished in 2 fire. In the language and style of Comenius’ period one may
say: Habeant sua {ata libelli. Of special interest Is also the 1669 edition
of Janua linguarunt vesevata aureq, published in Prague, which at that
time was one of the centers of the Furopean Counter-Reformation,
Such was Comenius’ intellectual authority that his fierce ideological
opponents published his work. The Historia persecutionunt Ecclesiae
bobensicae, probably a reissue of the 1647 edition, 1s partcularly valu-
| able. Among the carly translators, the English arc the first; the Library
has A Reformation of Schooles, a veanslation of Pansophine Prodronis,
published in London in 1642. To the English and for that macter to
the Dutch and the I'rench, Comenius was not only a teacher-innovator,
but a man able to seize the progressive vision of his time, It was be-
causc of this that invitations came to him from such diverse sources as
Cardinal Richelicu and John Winthrop. In Comenius™ age a new

LTS S

Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XIX, Number 4 (October
1971)



J. A. Comenius 415

Europe, our modesn world, was on the risc, and he was among those
who collaborated in 1ts making. "Lhis is the achievement for which he
was and 1s honored.

‘The part which the United States toolk in the 1956-1958 celebra-
tions was unfortunately very minor. In April 1957, Salem College in
Winston, North Carclina, had an exhibit, and the Science Digest
printcd a transiated and adapted article originally issued by Unesco. It
is not by publicity, however, that ideas snrvive their anthor. It is not
the bronze monument erected in Naarden, where Comenius was
buricd, that keeps his memory abve, but his writngs. And in this
respect, the Harvard College Library was not found wanting; its li-
braries are well equipped to meet the requirements of a student or
scholar. Its collccrion of Comeniana may commemorate without re-
proach the anniversary of a man who three centuries age might have
become the University’s president.
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