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PhiliP N. haBerkerN, Patron Saint and Prophet: Jan Hus in the Bo -
hemian and German Reformations, Oxford Studies in historical The -
ology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), xii + 334 pp. iSBN 978
0 19 028073 4. £47.99

This work originated in a dissertation by the author, who now teach-
es in Boston, and sets out to investigate the reception of Jan hus in the
contexts of the Bohemian reform movement of the fifteenth century
and the German reformation of the sixteenth. The programmatic
brevity of the chapter headings leaves an impression of contrivance,
but by collecting together these titles we gain a rough sense of the var-
ied processes of retrospection and appropriation during the century
and a half under consideration: ‘The Saint’, ‘The Founder’, ‘The
Patron’, ‘The apocalyptic Witness’, ‘The Prophet’, ‘The Catholic’, and
‘The exemplar’ are the keywords used to mark the changing roles
ascribed to hus.

a comprehensive introduction presents the book’s central ques-
tions and the current state of the field, establishes the subject matter’s
potential to produce new insights, and offers a brief overview of the
life of Jan hus. The first of the main chapters is then devoted to the
battle over hus’s memory and the interpretation of his personality
and career which commenced immediately after he was burned at the
stake in 1415. Following some interesting preliminary reflections on
theories of memoria and kulturelles Gedächtnis, haberkern analyses the
early texts which debate hus and his martyrdom from the perspective
of his supporters. Of these, the Relatio of hus’s confidant, Petr of
Mladoňovice, achieved particular longevity. But from a very early
stage the image of a pious hus, who had achieved a clear affinity to
Christ and the saints and who was praised by his followers in songs
and sermons, was opposed by an orthodox perspective which vehe-
mently condemned veneration of hus in any form. This commenced
the struggle for control of the interpretation of the person and teach-
ings of the Bohemian theologian. The invocation of ‘Saint Jan hus’ (p.
66) played a central role in the hussite movement, which began to
spread immediately after his death, and in the armed conflict which
began around 1420. For his followers, the memory of hus’s martyr-
dom became the foundation on which a new ‘Czech church’ (p. 67)
was to be built.
Trans. Ben Pope.
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The second chapter deals with the period 1419 to 1436, which was
dominated by the military clashes of the hussite revolution. hus
was transformed from casus belli to the founder of a stable, Bohemian
nationalist Utraquism. haberkern demonstrates that throughout the
long conflict hus was deployed by both sides as either a martyr and
witness to the true faith or as a heretic and false prophet who had led
the Bohemians away from their old faith. During the negotiations
conducted by the Council of Basel, which produced at least an inter-
im agreement in the Compactata of 1436, hus remained, as previous-
ly during the hussite Wars, a central precursor, patron, and protec-
tor of the hussites’ Bohemian–Utraquist church. The following chap-
ter examines the way in which hus was venerated in this church and
the role played by 6 July, the anniversary of his death. New sermons,
songs, and prayers recalled hus as ‘patron’ of the Utraquist move-
ment. This veneration expanded in the 1470s. hus was now stylized
as a holy warrior for God and the Czech people. alongside the mem-
ory of hus and his martyrdom, the chalice constituted a central sym-
bol of hussite–Utraquist identity. Besides the textual witnesses,
haberkern investigates certain Utraquist works of arts which evi-
dence the widespread remembrance of hus and his enduring vener-
ation as a saint of the hussite movement. in the late fifteenth centu-
ry the author sees an increasing use of ‘new media’ (p. 146) such as
illustrations. Thus the fifteenth-century hussite and Utraquist com-
memoration of hus relied very much on the standard forms of
medieval saints’ cults. July 6 was celebrated as a particularly impor-
tant anniversary with a special rite.

The first part of the book, with its focus on the Bohemian situation
in the fifteenth century, ends on the question of how the commemo-
ration of hus would change under the completely altered conditions
which arose in the reformation era of the sixteenth century. The ini-
tial answer is that commemoration in the form of a saint’s cult gave
way to a more historically focused memorial culture. The Wittenberg
reformation was associated with a rediscovery of the figure of Jan
hus, beginning with the leipzig disputation of 1519. Johannes eck
attacked luther’s ‘heresy’ by accusing him of being a hussite. This
gave luther cause to engage more closely with hus’s life and teach-
ing. luther and the evangelical movement subsequently took a posi-
tive approach to the Bohemian theologian. in 1520 luther had On the
Church, hus’s chief work, printed, and further writings by hus fol-



lowed. Whilst evangelical authors increasingly represented hus as a
precursor of luther and an early fighter against the papal antichrist,
the orthodox side saw luther’s proximity to hus as proof of his
heresy.

The increasing interest in hus during the 1520s is shown by the
printing of his works and of eyewitness accounts of his execution and
of other events at Constance. hus’s supposed prophecy that he, the
goose, would be followed in one hundred years by a swan, or luther,
was especially popular. This legend was taken up and disseminated
in the 1530s by luther and his followers. By this means hus became
a prophetic forerunner of luther who had proclaimed the German
reformation in advance. When a council was called to Mantua in
1536, evangelical authors repeatedly pointed to hus and his tragic
end at Constance as an example of the conniving of papal councils,
the pronouncements of which could not be trusted. as proof, hus’s
prison letters from Constance were printed, amongst other texts, in
multiple editions. Johannes agricola penned a play based on Petr of
Mladoňovice’s version of events which brought the sentencing and
mistreatment of hus to a wider audience.

in the sixth chapter haberkern turns to the Catholic theologian
and polemicist Johannes Cochlaeus, one of the most significant of the
publicists and theologians in opposition to luther and the
reformation. Cochlaeus’s strategic aim originally consisted in fore-
grounding what hus and luther had in common in order to prove
the heresy of luther and his followers. This line of argument was
employed by many other orthodox authors. But in the mid 1530s
Cochlaeus began to redraw his image of hus. he now emphasized
the differences between luther and hus. in comparison to luther,
hus appears as a relatively faithful Catholic, albeit one who eventu-
ally had to be executed on account of his heresy. But hus, Cochlaeus
now argued, had adopted much more moderate positions than the
Wittenberg heretic. Cochlaeus’s answer to the previously mentioned
play by Johannes agricola is a further example of the expertise and
originality involved in the polemical sparring around the figure of
hus. in his own theatrical work Cochlaeus stressed the differences
between hus and luther. The plurality and vitality of the disputes
over hus are well expressed in these battles over his memory and
meaning. haberkern’s recognition of a ‘shifting strategic imperative’
(p. 231) in Cochlaeus’s interpretation of hus is one of the most com-
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pelling sections of the book. however, no matter how far Cochlaeus
went in his re-interpretation of hus, his strategy never represented
hus’s ‘rehabilitation’ (p. 239), as a subheading suggests.

The final chapter, titled ‘The exemplar’, focuses on the crisis of
Protestantism from the mid sixteenth century. On the orthodox side,
Conrad Braun and Johannes Cochlaeus warned against placing any
trust in and making peace with the empire’s Protestants. The history
of hussitism was ever present as a cautionary example. Simul -
taneously, an effort was made to present the ‘heresy’ of luther and his
adherents as singular in its intensity. luther’s death, the Schmal kaldic
War, and the augsburg interim tipped the reformation within the
empire into a crisis. On the evangelical side this gave rise to a need for
historical self-reassurance. haberkern describes an ‘explosion of his-
torical texts . . . across europe’ (p. 276). hus was at the centre of many
historical works. Matthias Flacius included him in his Catalogus
testium Veritatis. haberkern correctly stresses the central place accord-
ed to hus in the creation of a Protestant historical tradition. The volu-
minous edition of hus and Jerome of Prague’s complete works com-
piled by Flacius in 1558 underlines the role envisaged for hus as a
witness to evangelical truth.

The extensive list of sources and bibliography, including Czech
titles, makes clear the study’s large evidential base and follows the
main text together with a substantial index, which constitutes a
meaningful and helpful addition to the work. in his choice of sources
the author has necessarily concentrated on certain areas. Person -
alities such as Cochlaeus, agricola, and Flacius dominate the second
half of the study. The opportunity could certainly have been taken to
include others who engaged with hus and thus to complete the pic-
ture. But given the broad chronological scope of the study this is per-
haps an unrealistic aspiration.

Overall, Patron Saint and Prophet evinces a winning formula of
clear prose and cogent argumentation. The author indulges repeat-
edly in playful language, such as when he speaks of an ‘early mod-
ern “axis of evil” ’ (p. 164). he is always able to relate the reception of
hus to the major political events of the fifteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies and to reconstruct its structures in detail. The tremendous sig-
nificance of Jan hus in the memorial culture and historical self-posi-
tioning of the Bohemian reform movement and the German refor -
mation is established through a thorough source analysis. The par-
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ticular motives underlying each reference to hus are elucidated with
precision and represent a valuable advance in understanding. Brief
summaries at the end of each chapter help the reader to follow the
thought processes, lines of argumentation, and conclusions. The
author also seeks to carry the reader with them through the more
complicated issues. Connections with other disciplines, for example,
with literary studies, are made with apparent ease and enrich the
final product.

The term ‘Bohemian reformation’ (p. 6) is used by haberkern as a
solid and presupposed concept, although one which is never further
defined. Whether or not it might be better with respect to the hussite
movement in Bohemia to speak of a ‘reform movement’ distinct from
the reformation of the following century remains a matter for dis-
cussion. The author nonetheless makes reference to an ‘era of the
european reformations’ (p. 2), a point of view which should be rec-
ognized as controversial, at least within German research on the
reformation. The two halves of the study could also have been more
closely linked together—as it is, they sit rather monolithically along-
side one another. Thus it remains to be seen whether the sixteenth-
century reformation did not, in fact, inaugurate a new phase in the
reception of hus which had few connections with the late medieval
Bohemian phase. The multimedial qualities of the commemoration of
hus form a clear focus of the study in the first half, but receive only
very cursory treatment in the second. a more incisive investigation,
going beyond the well-known examples, would have been desirable
here.

regardless of these queries and points of disagreement, the
author has succeeded in producing a thoroughly researched and well
thought through monograph which, drawing on a rich source base,
provides a lucid overview of the commemoration of hus in the fif-
teenth and first half of the sixteenth centuries. This represents a first
step in closing the still plentiful gaps in research on the reception of
hus. This monograph both establishes a reliable foundation and sets
the standard for all subsequent work in this field.

arMiN kOhNle is Professor of late Medieval and reformation
history and Territorial Church history in the Faculty of Theology at
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the University of leipzig. among his many publications is (ed. with
Thomas krzenck) Johannes Hus deutsch (2017), and his Martin Luther:
Reformator—Ketzer—Ehemann (2015) was published in english trans-
lation in 2017.

eike ThOMSeN is a research Fellow at the institute for Church
history in the Department of late Medieval and reformation history
in the Faculty of Theology at the University of leipzig. his publica-
tions include ‘aspekte der bildlichen Darstellung des Jan hus zwi -
schen Wandel und kontinuität’, in Marius Winzeler (ed.), Jan Hus:
Wege der Wahrheit. Das Erbe des böhmischen Reformators in der Ober -
lausitz und in Böhmen (2015).
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