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The Father of Modern Education
Imagine, for a moment, that the Father of Modern Education, one of the
most brilliant educators in western history, based his educational theories
on views of human nature, the world, truth, and learning which are alien to
most modernists and to most postmodernists, to most Marxists and to most
capitalists, to most atheists and to most Christians. Imagine, further, that
the spokesman for a tiny, persecuted, almost extinguished, religious minority might find himself compelled to think most deeply about the matters
that concern us all, turning him from a prophet for the few into a philosopher for the general society.1 These claims are worthy of serious consideration by many thoughtful people; and a good book that makes this claim in a
concise manner is worth reading by many of us. That most brilliant educator/prophet was Jan Amos Comenius. Dr. Jan Hábl has written the concise
book to explain the fascinating and profound worldview which supports
Komenský’s educational and societal theories.
I have intentionally used both his Latin name, “Comenius,” and also his
Czech name, “Komenský,” because the two versions of his name nicely
lead us into one of the creative tensions in his life and world, as well as in
our life and world. That is the dynamic relation between the questions that
arise very broadly in human existence, whether in the seventeenth century
or the twenty-first century, and the answers offered by a particular historical tradition. As “Comenius” he attempted to address the educational, cultural, religious, and political needs of the entirety of the western world,
which had dramatically self-destructed in the cataclysm of the Thirty Years
War; as “Komenský” his answers were deeply rooted in a very particular
historical tradition, the relatively unknown little Czech Protestant Church,
the Unitas Fratrum, in interaction with various currents of western thought.
Universal questions were answered by means of historical particularity in a
manner that is surprising and rich.
This same creative tension exists in Hábl’s book and in Jan Hábl as a
person. On the one hand, he is writing about Komenský to address a particularly Czech set of questions, those related to the humanization of edu1

An ironic possibility to consider is that thinkers rooted in persecuted religious minorities may find themselves especially capable of articulating general principles
that become important for entire societies. Another example would be Roger Williams (1604-1685), also from a small marginalized religious community, who articulated principles that contributed massively to the basis of democracy through
writing the constitution of Rhode Island.
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cation in a post-totalitarian cultural situation; on the other hand, he is representing Comenius, really speaking in the name of Comenius, to address
one of the overwhelming and unanswered questions of western culture
(and maybe of the entire developed world), “What is a human being?” The
French political philosopher Chantel Delsol writes, “The twentieth century
is the story of the dismantling of the idea of humanity, a process that gave
rise to the disintegration of the essential common world that took so many
centuries to build. This disintegration served as the prerequisite and foundation for the possibility of totalitarianism.”2 If Delsol is right, a deficient
grasp of our fundamental humanness both led to totalitarianisms and remains as one of the deepest cultural/religious/philosophical/political problems of our time.3 It is a central question in the philosophy of education.
And it looks like any profound answer to this question of what makes us
human will be rooted, in part, in the intellectual assets of a particular community or tradition.
The issue today is not exactly that of Lessing and secular modernity,
how the accidental truths of history can become the necessary truths of reason, with the assumption that our perception of the truths of reason will
control our appropriation of any truths offered in history. The issue today
seems to be how to appropriate the wisdom of a particular historical tradition in answer to the intellectual and spiritual needs of a questioning world.
In our post-secular society, we need a new relationship between the universal questions of human experience, which can be articulated by reason, and
the truth claims offered in history as potential answers. The answers proposed by Comenius are obviously conditioned by history, but consider the
possibility that he really answers the questions of our time. And that will
include a serious consideration of the transcendent dimension of human
life.
So what is really distinctive about the perspective offered here? Some
scholars may understand if we talk about Comenius articulating a fresh
pre-modern perspective on the subject-object question and also the is-ought
question in conscious response to the onset of modernity (after Comenius
talked personally with Rene Descartes). But that may not communicate
with all. So put it this way: Comenius was truly holistic in multiple ways.
2
3

Chantal Delsol, The Unlearned Lesson of the Twentieth Century: An Essay on
Late Modernity (Wilmington: ISI Books, 2006), p. 15.
I have also argued that this deficiency is closely connected with the economic crisis which began in 2008. See The Spirit of the Protestant Work Ethic and the
World
Economic
Crisis,
(MBS
Text
137),
available
at
www.bucer.eu/international.
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He thought there are principles in nature and in human nature that we can
recognize and that we should follow in order to reach our earthly and spiritual destinies. These principles are important for education as well as for
life in society, and because they are given by God to all people, they
should not be separated from their transcendent source. On this basis we
are able to distinguish those parts of human nature that are our best from
those parts that stand in conflict with our best nature. And the careful observation of creation outside ourselves will help us to understand how human nature should unfold and how educators can best attend to their valuable work.
To say more would distract from reading the text. Be prepared for a real
alternative, a deep pre-modern voice that can help us find a healthy and holistic post-critical stance to education, society, and faith.
Prof. Dr. Thomas K. Johnson

1. Introduction:The Problem of Humanity
and Educational Humanization
This work is a contribution to the contemporary discussion of pedagogical
humanization,4 which is a key principle of renewal in the contemporary
distinctly Czech educational situation but which has applications in almost
all educational contexts. The discussion of “humanization” arises from the
specific situation in which Czech pedagogy finds itself: On one hand, the
totalitarian heritage, which still exercises its influence, needs to be addressed and overcome. The dehumanizing tenets of communist totalitarianism have left deep traces upon Czech pedagogy. On the other hand, new
social and cultural challenges, with dehumanizing and depersonalizing potential, have emerged after the fall of totalitarianism. They are related to a
specific ambivalent dichotomy within all of western society. On one hand,
we are witnesses to unprecedented advances in science and technology
which have provided extraordinary possibilities and potentials for the progress of civilization – even allowing overabundance. On the other hand,
the newly developed society faces massive ecological, economical, political, social, and other problems; millions of people are living in poverty on
the edge of society, starving and dying without any medical care. Relying
on foreign sources as well as on her own observation Jarmila Skalková
states: “The technocratic optimism of the ‘50s and ‘60s is being reevaluated today. It appears that science and technology, as they have functioned in the resulting society, bring about a number of antihuman symptoms: objectification (zvěcnění) of human beings, one-sided development,
and neglect of spiritual needs. The key problematic motifs are the alienation of personality under the pressure of bureaucratic structures, a mass
consumerist culture, and technocratic progress.”5 In the same way, Zdenek
Helus recalls socio-critical analysts who speak about our era as a “period
4

5

See for example: Skalková, J.: Humanizace vzdělávání a výchovy jako soudobý
pedagogický problém (The Humanization of Education as a Contemporary Pedagogical Problem), UJEP 1993; Walterová E.: Humanizace vzdělávání jako
prostředek kultivace člověka (Humanization of Education as a Means of Cultivation of the Human Being) in: Pedagogická revue, 43, 1991, V, pp. 327–333; Harbo
T.: Humanizace vzdělání a současné teorie kurikula (Humanization of Education
and Contemporary Curricular Theories) in: Pedagogika, 41, 1991, III, pp. 247–
255.
Skalková, Humanizace vzdělávání a výchovy jako soudobý pedagogický problém,
pp.46-47.
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of great disruption” in which we are disturbed by realities such as the conflict of civilizations, potentials for global self-destruction, uncontrolled
demographic explosions, the decline of moral literacy, a dramatic decrease
in social capital, joined with political and religious extremism.6 Along the
same lines, Jan Sokol speaks about human beings as an “endangered species,” whose personality is endangered by the “uniformity of mass consumerism” which institutionalizes and bureaucratizes itself and thus “replaces personal relations with impersonal ones.”7
As a response to this condition, according to J. Skalková, there has
emerged the so called “new humanism” in pedagogical circles; she notes,
“the issue of humanism reappeared with new intensity in the last decade of
the twentieth century.”8 Not surprisingly, Komenský’s old motto describing school as the “workshop of humanity” has been resurrected and frequently quoted. Post-totalitarian Czech pedagogical literature abounds with
various innovative plans and proposals, in which “the crystallizing axis of
transformation is the idea of humanization.”9 Along the same lines,
Vladimíra Spilková makes a clear overall statement: “The idea of humanization is one of the leading principles for the transformation of the contemporary Czech school system . . .”10
What is meant by humanization? The precise wording may differ, but
the common principle is “the significant strengthening of an anthropological orientation, increased attention to the child, to his or her needs, interests, and potentials of development.”11 Likewise L. Holkovič defines the
core of humanization as an “adequate adjustment of the whole system of
6

7
8
9

10

11

Helus, Z.: Culture of Education at the Beginning of the New Millenium, Current
Educational Challenges, (unpublished paper presented at conference called The
Legacy of Johanne Amos Comenius to the Culture of Education, Prague 2007).
Sokol, J.: Filosofická antropologie, Člověk jako osoba (Philosophical
Anthropology, The Human Being as a Person), Portál, 2002, pp.15-16.
Skalková, Humanizace vzdělávání a výchovy jako soudobý pedagogický problém,
p.41.
Švec, Š.: Humanistická didaktika a školovanie (Humanistic Didactics and Schooling) in Khun, P.(ed.): Humanizácia výchovy a vzdělávania (Humanization of Education) Bratislava, SPÚ, 1994, pp.24-48.
Spilková, V.: Pedagogika na Pedagogické fakultě UK – současný stav a perspektivy (Pedagogy at Pedagogical Faculty of UK – Contemporary State and Perspectives) in Česká pedagogika: Proměny a výzvy (Czech Pedagogy: Changes and
Challenges), Praha 2004, p.25.
Spilková, Proměny Primárního Vzdělávání v ČR, p. 33. For more details on the
question of humanization, see also Historie a perspektivy didaktického myšlení
(History and Perspectives of Didactic Thinking), Karolinum, Praha 2004 or
Skalková, Humanizace vzdělávání a výchovy jako soudobý pedagogický problém.
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education and its particular parts to the needs of students.”12 K. Rýdl expresses it similarly when identifying humanization as an “approximation to
the needs and expectations of the individual, so that he or she participates
in shaping the form of educational processes.”13
However, though it has been two decades since the fall of the totalitarian regime, the desired “humanization” has not yet arrived. It is true that
the contemporary school succeeds relatively well in equipping learners
with the various pieces of pragmatic information, skills, and competencies
necessary for their efficient self-assertion in life and more currently in the
marketplace, but, claims Pavel Floss, it fails to form an authentic humanity
on either a personal or an interpersonal level. He continues, “Such schools
are reduced merely to the functional aspect of education, producing efficient employees or experts, but failing to cultivate the whole humanity of
an individual.”14
Thus, the failure of schools to effectively achieve their humanizing
goals is commonly viewed as critical.15 It is said that the problem is that
school “has failed to fulfil its role in preparing human beings for living in
our contemporary dynamically changing society, [changing] particularly its
goals and values,” asserts J. Skalková.16 The psycho-didactic principles of
the past, such as one-sided intellectualism, verbalism, formalism, encyclopedism, learners’ passivity, manipulation, and authoritativeness, are still
dominant in the Czech school system. She contends “that both the process
of education and school management fail to provide adequate room for the
cultivation of human potentials and talents, for development of moral, aesthetic,and emotional aspects of character, for the development of interper-

12

13
14
15

16

Holkovič, L..: Perspektívy humanizácie vzdělávna na vysokých školáchí (Perspectives of Humanisation of Education at the Universities) in Historie a perspektivy
didaktického myšlení (History and Perspectives of Didactic Thinking), Karolinum,
Praha 2004, p. 311.
Rýdl, Didaktické perspektivy inovujících procesů v rámci humanizace výchovy a
vzdělávání. p. 351.
Floss, Poselství J.A.Komenského současné Evropě, p. 26.
However, it should be mentioned that the failure is still interpreted as temporary
and provisional. Its achievement is expected as soon as some new technically better method is generated and implemented – whether political, economic, structural,
curricular, or other. Cf. Prázný, A.: Krize výchovy (Crisis of Education),
unpublished paper presented at a conference called The Legacy of Johanne Amos
Comenius to the Culture of Education, Prague 2007.
Skalková, Humanizace vzdělávání a výchovy jako soudobý pedagogický problém,
p. 52.
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sonal relations and for self-realization of the individual.”17 Moreover, observes K. Rýdl, the problem is that humanization is becoming a mere slogan, “in which almost anything might be covered,” he continues, “providing convincing arguments are supplied, which is not difficult in the concontemporary state of affairs concerning the quantum of knowledge and
information.”18
The critical question is why? Why is humanization not arriving? Is it a
lack of appropriate pedagogical methodology? Is it a lack of financial resources? Or is it a lack of human resources, i.e., teachers’ motivation,
skills, or abilities? Briefly, are the problems structural, pedagogical, economic, political, or other?
Without downplaying the importance of these aspects for effective education, my argument is that the main reason for the failure of the contemporary Czech educational system to achieve the desired “humanization” is
philosophical. Therefore, a similar problem will probably be found in most
western educational systems. It is the problem of the modern understanding
of humanity determining the definition of humanization. Since the Enlightenment and the onset of modernity, the anthropological paradigm, the definition of humanness, has been determined by a self-imposed restriction on
metaphysics, which has deprived humanity of a transcendent dimension.
Human autonomy, intrinsic goodness, rationality, epistemological objectivity, moral subjectivity, and overall progress have constituted key doctrines
of the modern metanarrative and the modern definition of humanness. Its
fundamental crisis, which we are experiencing today, calls for a new definition of humanity.
Hence arises the relevance of Komenský and his anthropology, which
we will sketch in this work. Despite an antiquated language and premodern philosophical apparatus, his notion of the human being, taking into
account the transcendent dimension of humanity, brings fresh insights to
the contemporary dehumanizing situation. In fact, since it is modernity
which is in crisis today, Komenský’s ideas are most insightful to us by the
very fact that they are non-modern, really pre-modern. Or as Jan Patočka
prophetically declared, perceiving the problems of modernity as early as
1941: “Komenský can render us service by those things which are foreign
17
18

Skalková, Humanizace vzdělávání a výchovy jako soudobý pedagogický problém,
p. 52.
Rýdl, K.: Didaktické perspektivy inovujících procesů v rámci humanizace výchovy
a vzdělávání (Didactic Perspectives of Innovative Processes within the Framework
of the Humanization of Education) in Historie a perspektivy didaktického myšlení
(History and Perspectives of Didactic Thinking), Karolinum, Praha 2004, p. 351.
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to us. For they disclose the limits of our spiritual universe.”19 My intention
is to recover Komenský’s “foreign things” and show their relevance to our
postmodern situation.20
By revisiting Komenský, I do not suggest replacing modern education
with that of Komenský, but rather complementing it. Instead of ignoring
the transcendent dimension of humanity, my proposal intends to develop a
constructive approach to educational philosophy which both draws on the
experience of modern pedagogical science and also takes into account the
natural transcendence of humanity which is, I believe, highly relevant to
the contemporary discussion concerning pedagogical humanization.

19

20

Patočka, J.: O nový pohled na Komenského (On A New Perspective on Komenský) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh,
Praha 1997, p. 21.
In this work I will not deal with the specifics of modern and post-modern philosophy and culture, but rather rely on authors who studied this area in greater detail,
such as: Dockery, D.S., ed.: The Challenge of Postmodernism: An Evangelical
Engagement, Baker. 1997; Eagleton, T.: The Illusions of Postmodernism, Blackwell Publishers, 1996; Erickson, M.J.: Truth or Consequences: The Promise and
Perils of Postmodernism, IVP, 2001; Geer, R.C.: Mapping Postmodernism, IVP,
2003; Grenz, S.J.: A Primer on Postmodernism, Grand Rapids, Michigan: William
B. Eerdmans, 1996; Greer, T.H.; Lewis, G.: A Brief History of the Western World,
7th ed., Harcourt Brace & Comp., Florida, 1997 (1st ed.1968); Harvey, D.: The
Condition of Postmodernity, Blackwell Publishers 1990; Lyotard, J.F.: The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984; Moreland, J.P.; Craig,W.L.: Philosophical Foundations for a
Christian Worldview, IVP, 2003; Murphy, N.: Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism: How Modern and Postmodern Philosophy Set the Theological Agenda,
Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 1996; Murphy, N.;
McClendon, J.W.Jr.: “Distinguishing modern and postmodern theologies,” in
Modern Theology Vol. 5 No. 3, April 1989, 191-214; Murphy, N.: AngloAmerican Postmoderniity: Philosophical Perspectives on Science, Religion, and
Ethics, Westview Press, 1997; Murphy, N.: Theology in a Postmodern Age, IBTS
Prague 2003; Parushev, P.R. comp.: “The Practice of Ministry in the Post . . .
World: What is all about?” Journal of European Baptist Studies. Volume Three,
No. 2 (January 2003), 33-49; Wright, Religion, Education and Post-modernity.

2. Sources of Humanity in Komenský’s Biography
For the frequent reader of Jan Amos Komenský, I will traverse familiar territory in this chapter, however, only that territory that has relevance for
Komenský’s understanding of the human being. My intention is not to outline the general and familiar biographical data but to trace the spiritual
roots or sources of Komenský’s notion of humanity, which he lived out
himself.
Tracing the roots of Komenský’s thought is not an easy task, for the
various influences which influenced his thought throughout his life are
plentiful and mutually interwoven. Therefore, in this part, I will study the
sources of his anthropology both synthetically and analytically; that is, I
will follow Komenský’s biographical line and observe the interrelated formative factors, whether historical, political, philosophical, or theological,
and analyze how they influenced Komenský’s notion of humanity in different stages of his life.

2.1 Source One: The Reformation, the Brethren
Tradition, and His Academic Studies
Jan Amos Komenský was born on March 28, 1592, most likely at Uherský
Brod in Moravia. He spent his early childhood in Nivnice (a little village
close to Uherský Brod), where his family owned a mill.21 There were five
children in the family of Martin and Anna Komenský, four girls and a boy
(the boy being the youngest). They were quite affluent burghers who enjoyed considerable respect not only in the area surrounding Uherský Brod,
but also in the Unitas Fratrum (Unity of Brethren), the church to which
they belonged.
The Unitas Fratrum was a specific branch of the Czech reformation
movement founded in 1457. Inspired by Petr Chelčický’s (c.1380 –
c.1460) visions of radical piety and religious simplicity, the Brethren (as
the Unitas Fratrum was often called) separated from the national Hussite
movement. They were dissatisfied with the moral condition of the national
church and wanted to restore the radical tendencies of the original Hussite
movement. However, it should be underlined that by being conscious fol21

The little neighboring village of Komňa gave the family its origin and name.
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lowers of Petr Chelčický, the pacifistic rejection of force in matters of faith
and conscience was always an integral part of their radicalism. Josef
Smolík rightly reminds us that the Brethren never accepted the principle of
“cuius regio, euis religio,” which always implied the use of force by the
local authorities to impose their religion on all the subjects of their realm,
as the Brethren knew from their personal experience.22 It was their radicalism and separatism that caused much persecution of the Brethren right
from the beginning of their existence. The characteristic noncompromising desire for spiritual purity included, in their early periods,
rejection of magisterial power, oath-taking, and participation in war. They
also avoided worldly education and vocations such as commerce, which
they considered a hindrance to consistent following of the Lord.
The emphasis on practical piety did not, however, prevent the Brethren
from developing and cultivating their theology, which reflected both its
inner life as well as its relationship to Catholicism and Utraquism at home,
and Protestantism outside the borders of Bohemia and Moravia. Out of this
interaction gradually emerged some characteristic Brethren theological accents, which Komenský inherited.
One of the key theological concepts the Brethren held – besides the traditional Christian doctrines – was a precise differentiation of things essential to salvation from those which are merely ministrative or incidental.23
The concept was elaborated by the second principal leader, Lukáš Pražský
(1458–1528). Terminologically, the categories of substantialia, ministerialia, et accidentialia can be traced back to medieval scholasticism. What
was unique in Brethren theology, however, according to Jarold K. Zeman,
was the utilization of these categories within a soteriological24 perspective
and a consistent classification of all matters of faith and practice under this
trichotomy.25 According to the Brethren, the things essential to salvation
were: 1) “on God’s side” – the grace of God the Father, the merit of Jesus
Christ, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit; 2) “on the human side” – faith,
love, and hope. The things ministrative to salvation included the Holy
22
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Smolík J.: Theologické a ekumenické motivy v Komenského všenápravném
díle (Theological and Ecumenical Motifs in Komenský’s Panemendation Work),
Praha: Křestanská Revue, 7 (LIX), 1992.
A.Molnár has called it “the formal principle of Brethren theology.” See Molnár,
A.: “O bratrské teologii” (On Brethren Theology) in R.Říčan’s Dějiny Jednoty
bratrské (History of the Unitas Fratrum), Kalich, Praha 1957, p. 424.
The term soteriological means “concerning salvation.”
See Zeman, K.J.: Restitution and dissent in the late medieval renewal movements :
The Waldensians, the Hussites, and the Bohemian Brethren in Journal of the
American Academy of Religion 44 Mr 1976, pp. 7-27.
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Scripture, sacraments, discipline, and the church as such. Liturgy and
church government were considered incidental.26 The implied hierarchy of
values assigned to the respective concerns in Christian life had, according
to the Brethren, an important bearing upon the unity of Christendom.27
The issue of unity constitutes another theological motif which Komenský inherited from the Brethren tradition, which proved to be important for his future work, especially for the irenic elements of his restoration
anthropology. Josef B. Souček observes that the Czech reformation theologians “had to deal with no other so pressing question as the one of what
constitutes true unity, and what does not.”28 As indicated, the reasons for
interruption of the external bond with the established church were not arbitrary or incidental;29 it was the soteriological concern expressed in the
well-known phrase “the need of salvation” (nouze spasení) which moved
Brethren to the separation. But it was not an exclusivist separation. Article
VIII of the Brethren Confession best illustrates their ecumenical vision. It
clearly states that each denominational part (e.g., Roman Catholic, Lutheran, or Ultraquist) is to be viewed as “united.” Each is a mere branch of
the one Universal Church for which is reserved the term “Ecclesia.” For
the local church the Brethren used the word “sbor” (congregation).30 Thus
the Brethren did not claim themselves to be the one universal catholic
church, but one of many expressions of the catholic church; and, at the
26
27

28

29

30

For further details, see, for example, Molnár, A.: Bratr Lukáš, bohoslovec Jednoty
(Brother Luke, the Theologian of the Unity), Praha 1948.
A.Molnár comments on this by saying that “the Brethren were convinced that a
lack of discrimination among these categories had created the greatest confusions
in the history of Christian thinking.” See Molnár, A.: “O bratrské teologii” (On
Brethren Theology) in Říčan’s Dějiny Jdnoty bratrské, p. 424.
Souček, J.B.: Hlavní motivy bratrské theologie ve světle novějšího biblického
bádání (Main Motifs of the Brethren Theology in the Light of Newer Biblical Research) in Od reformace k zítřku (From Reformation towards Tomorrow), Kalich,
Praha 1956, p. 106.
It should be also mentioned that the separation took place with a certain amount of
hesitation, for some traditional doctrines seemed to be deeply rooted in Brethren’s
ecclesiological thinking. Thus, when in 1467 the Brethren chose (by lot) their own
ministers independent of the apostolic succession in the Roman Church, they
sought a confirmation of this act by a Waldensian elder. They appear to have accepted the legend about Peter Valdes as a contemporary of Pope Sylvester and
mediator of the uncorrupted line of a kind of “counter-succession.” For more details see Molnár, A.: Valdenští, Kalich, Praha 1991.
Or Gemainde in the German-speaking Brethren circles. See Bratrské vyznání
(Brethren Confession) in Čtyři vyznání (Four Confessions), Komenského Evangelická Bohoslovecká Fakulta, Praha 1951.
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same time, this theological framework granted to every denominational
body its legitimacy. This attitude discloses quite a degree of theological
“modesty,” in J. B. Souček’s judgment.31 And J. K. Zeman further infers
that the consistent use of the terminology jednota, církev, sbor (Unitas, Ecclesia, Congregatio) served as “a reminder of the dialectical tension between the ecumenical and separatist motifs in [the Brethren] ecclesiology.”32
Another theological motif which needs to be mentioned because of its
implications for Komenský’s specific notion of human engagement within
the world is justification by faith. The doctrine evolved gradually, especially through the work of Lukáš Pražský. By the end of the fifteenth century, he made it clear that there is only one righteousness that is of any
value: “the righteousness merited through Christ the Lord.”33 The Brethren
listened with great interest and understanding to Luther’s radical soteriology. They did not, however, embrace his views without any reservations.
According to the Brethren, there is not as sharp a discord between law and
grace as Luther claimed, for grace presupposes law and confirms it. That is
why his polemical statements concerning the Epistle of James were foreign
to the Brethren. They fully employed the Reformation concept of remission
of sins by the imputation of Christ’s righteousness through faith alone, as is
clear from the second redaction of the Brethren Confession of 1564.34 But
at the same time, they retained their old emphasis that justification and
sanctification belong inseparably together.35 This characteristic emphasis,
which was part of their original doctrinal heritage, according to J. B.
Souček,36 was expressed by the term “living faith.” They derived this con31
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Souček, J.B.: Hlavní motivy bratrské theologie ve světle novějšího biblického
bádání (Main Motifs of the Brethren Theology in the Light of Newer Biblical Research) in Od reformace k zítřku (From Reformation towards Tomorrow), Kalich,
Praha 1956, p. 107.
See Zeman, Restitution and dissent in the late medieval renewal movements, p. 24.
Quoted from Strupl, M.: Confessional Theology of the Unitas Fratrum in Church
History, 33 S 1964, pp. 279-293.
See article VI in Bratrské vyznání (Brethren Confession) in Čtyři vyznání (Four
Confessions), Komenského Evangelická Bohoslovecká Fakulta, Praha 1951,
pp.137-140.
See article VII in Bratrské vyznání (Brethren Confession) in Čtyři vyznání (Four
Confessions), Komenského Evangelická Bohoslovecká Fakulta, Praha 1951,
pp.141-144.
Souček, J.B.: Hlavní motivy bratrské theologie ve světle novějšího biblického
bádání (Main Motifs of the Brethren Theology in the Light of Newer Biblical Research) in Od reformace k zítřku (From Reformation towards Tomorrow), Kalich,
Praha 1956, p.112.
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cept from James’s polemic against “dead faith.”37 In the Brethren view,
good deeds are necessary “manifestations of living faith.”38 We shall see
that this emphasis on human deeds and action became one of the key aspects of Komenský’s anthropology concerning the emendation projects.
The last theological theme to mention because of its relevance to Komenský’s anthropology is the Brethren eschatological expectation. Their
eschatology was closely connected to the actual existence of the Unitas, as
A. Molnár observes when quoting the editor of the writings of the Brethren
archivist Jaroslav Bidlo: “I came to the conviction that one of the main reasons the Brethren established their own church order was their firm conviction that the end of the world is nigh, and therefore they were called to
form a circle of morality in the midst of the overall decline, and thus preserve the rightly renewed church until the approaching end of the world.”39
A. Molnár observes that to identify such an expectation with chiliasm
would be too hasty, for the conviction of the Brethren that a sanctified way
of life was appropriate for the coming judgment had nothing to do with
impatient millennialist calculations of the date of the final events. The
Brethren watched the signs of the eschatological press in their own situation very carefully. As a result, they felt a calling to radical holiness, but
they knew that “such things have always been present.”40 The true church
knows that “for the whole time of her existence she is in an eschatological
situation.” Thus, she should not be restlessly concerned with worldly and
temporary things. In other words, the radical desire for purity was not a
“programmatic escape from the world,” as A. Molnár puts it. Rather, it was
an “attempt to serve the world so that it recognizes its state before God and
his judgment.”41 Nevertheless, the anticipation of the apocalyptic conclusion of the times was not dark and depressive in the Brethren understanding, as one could expect. This is especially true when considering the difficult context in which the Brethren theology originated. Perhaps it was the
dark circumstances which caused the Brethren to focus their attention on
the “joyful hope and coming fulfilment of the delightful will of God.”42
37
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See the Epistle of James 2:26.
See article VII in Bratrské vyznání (Brethren Confession) in Čtyři vyznání (Four
Confessions), Komenského Evangelická Bohoslovecká Fakulta, Praha 1951,
p.142.
Molnár, A.: Eschatologická naděje české reformace (Eschatological Hope of the
Czech Reformation) in Od reformace k zítřku (From Reformation towards Tomorrow), Kalich, Praha 1956, p. 63.
Molnár, Eschatologická naděje české reformace, p. 64.
Ibid.
Ibid.

22

Lessons in Humanity

These theological accents emerged gradually and underwent significant
development as the Unitas interacted with various churches and theological
views during the first 200 years of her existence.43 As hinted above, the
Brethren did not hesitate to correct their past errors. At the same time, they
had the courage to make definite pronouncements which were to determine
their future theological course. Thus, we can distinguish, with M. Strupl,
six more or less clearly delimited periods of the Brethren theological development, with varying doctrinal emphases, within the overall history of
the Unitas Fratrum. They were not of the same length, nor were they
marked by an equally intense theological productivity.44 A. Molnár comments on this:
The Unitas never proclaimed the exchangeability of its dogmatic expression.
The Unitas was convinced that the continuity of its theology was given primarily by its attachment to the essential tenets of the Christian faith, as they
are attested in the midst of Christ’s confessors by the Holy Scripture. Although the ecclesiological and theological exposition of the essential principles among the Brethren was based on the Apostles’ Creed and the dogmatic
tradition of Western Christendom, it did not lay claims to being a changeless
rule.45

It is important to remember that the quest for theological identity had been
pursued against the backdrop of almost constant religious persecution. The
Brethren were well aware of the threats connected to their doctrinal convic43
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For further details on the Brethren interaction with Calvinism, Lutheranism, and
other theological influences, see, for example: Molnár, A.: Martin Luther a Jednota (Martin Luther and the Unity) in Acta Reformationem Bohemicam Illustrantia III, Kalich, Praha 1984, pp. 109-128; Říčan, R., Molnár, A., Flegl, M.: Bratrský
sborník (The Brethren Collection), Komenského Evangelická fakulta bohoslovaecká, Praha 1967; Říčan, R.: Od úsvitu reformace k dnešku (From the Dawn
of the Reformation Till Today), YMCA, Praha 1947.
M. Strupl dates these periods as following: First period 1468-1495; second period
1495-1531; third period 1531-1546; fourth period 1546-1574; fifth period 15741628; sixth period 1628-1662. Each period is usually tied to a particular leading
theologian or theologians such as brother Řehoř, Jan Klenovský (first period),
Lukáš Pražský (second period), Jan Roh, Jan Augusta (third period), Matěj Červenka, Jan Augusta (fourth period), Jiří Strejc (fifth period), and, of course
J.A.Komenský (sixth period). The theological productivity of the Brethren was
different in each period, but on the whole, they produced almost 40 official confessional documents (including apologies) within fewer than 200 years. For details, see Strupl, Confessional Theology of the Unitas Fratrum in Church History,
pp. 279-293.
Molnár, O bratrské teologii, p. 409.
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tions; in spite of that, they dared not only to hold them but also to publish
them, live them out, and suffer for them. From this it follows that they cannot be suspected of enacting any doctrinal changes for opportunistic or
pragmatic reasons, whether ecclesiological, political, social, or economic.
In other words, the relentless push for constant reformulation of their confessional statements was motivated by nothing less than an inner need for
genuine consistency or, in František M. Dobiáš’s words, “a conscious and
obedient yielding to the newly recognized and newly formulated truth.”46
Such was the theological heritage of the Brethren which Komenský
came into: emphasis on saving faith and knowledge of dependence on God,
pacifism, desire for religious unity, fundamental openness to the truth, desire for spiritual purity, active moral consistency, and hopeful eschatological expectations. Besides traditional Christian doctrines, these motifs seem
to be the most important formative factors in Komenský’s anthropology
and in his overall work.47
When the boy Komenský found himself in the Unitas at the end of the
sixteenth century, it was, as result of the above-mentioned developments,
quite a different church from the one of the previous period. It was different from both theological and practical points of view. Though the accents
on spiritual purity remained strong, as the Brethren theology deepened, it
found a more conciliatory relationship to the ‘world.’ According to Brethren historians, “they critically affirmed the social responsibility of the believer.”48 The original primitivism was practically gone; there was no problem with receiving as members rich or educated people, even aristocracy,
providing they showed signs of purity in their lives.49
At the age of 12, Jan Amos quickly lost his father, mother, and two sisters, probably from the plague. His improvident guardians (the family of
46
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Dobiáš, F.M.: Víra a vyznání českých bratří (Faith and Confession of the Czech
Brethren), Vydavatelské oddělení KSML pro Evangelické dílo, Praha 1941, p. 21.
Cf. Neval, D.: Die Macht Gottes zum Heil, Das Bibelverständnis von Johann
Amos Comenius in einer Zeit der Krise und des Umbruches (God’s Power to
Blessing, Jan Amos Komenský’s Understanding of the Bible in the Time of Crisis
and Turns), unpublished dissertation submitted to the Theological Faculty of University of Zürich, 2004.
See the article on History of Unitas Fratrum published at www.jednotabratrska.cz.
It is estimated that during this period the Unitas had about 150 congregations in
Bohemia and Moravia and represented about 2-3% of the overall population. The
members of the Unity consisted mainly of craftsmen, peasants, and intellectuals of
the middle civic class. See Králík, S. and col. of authors: Otázky současné komeniologie (Issues of Contemporary Comeniology), Academia, Praha 1981, or Říčan,
R.: Dějiny Jednoty bratrské (The History of Unitas Fratrum), Kalich, Praha 1957.
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Jan’s aunt) engaged Komenský fully with manual work in the mill and thus
deprived him of primary education.50 Not until age 16 was he sent, by his
church, to the Grammar School of Přerov.51 His natural talents and aptitudes were soon discovered by the rector and by Bishop Jan Lánecký, who
accepted the orphan into his household as a son and gave him the name
Amos, meaning Loving.52 Through the Bishop, Komenský was brought to
the favorable notice of the leading nobleman protector of the Brethren, Karel ze Žerotína, who made further university studies possible for the boy.53
At age 19 Komenský was sent with other young men to the Reformed
University of Herborn in Nassau where he studied philosophy and Protestant theology.54 Here the foundations of his specific philosophical and
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In fact, Komenský attended in this time the Strážnice School (where he first met
Drabík), but it did not fulfill his intellectual needs. Komenský lets us know that
this unfortunate experience made him think about the positive aspects of his orphanhood, which made him forever aware of the preciousness of an appropriate
education. See Molnár, A., Rejchrtová, N.: J.A.Komenský o sobě (J.A.Komenský
about Himself), Odeon , Praha 1987, pp. 32, 34.
The field of Brethren activity was quite large before the fatal year of 1620. There
were more than 50 Brethren Schools in the beginning of the seventeenth century.
J. Vomáčka describes the Brethren schools as “incomparable to the conventual and
cloistral schools for their virtuousness, folksiness, openness to the world, bright
approach (prozářený) to life and thoughtful use of the mother tongue.” (Proměny
školního vzdělávání v našich dějinách, p.31). For further details, see Molnár, A.:
Českobratrská Výchova před Komenským (Brethren Education before Komenský),
Praha 1956.
Kvačala alerts us to the different interpretations of the name Amos. It might be a
translation of the Czech ‘Jan’, that is ‘Miláček Páně’ (Loved by the Lord), who
was ‘Jan Evangelista’ (John the evangelist). Thus the intention of Bishop Lánecký
may have been to tell Komenský that his task was to use his ability primarily for
the glorification of God. See Kvačala, J.: Jan Amos Komenký, jeho osobnost a
soustava věd pedagogických (Jan Amos Komenský, his Personality and System of
Pedagogical Sciences), Praha 1920, p. 14.
It was in the Přerov period, too, when he first encountered the teachings of the
Polish Socinians which, as Komenský himself later recalled, caused the first great
shock to his inherited faith. See Molnár, Rejchrtová, J.A.Komenský o sobě, pp. 3537.
Patočka reminds us that the Brethren would not send their youth to Prague University, because the relationship between the Unitas and the University was not very
good at that time. See Patočka, J.: Jan Amos Komenský, Nástin životopisu (Jan
Amos Komenský, A Biographical Sketch) in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, pp. 396-397.
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theological scholarship were laid. In a remarkably short time (two years),55
Komenský managed to acquire a proper university education, attending the
courses of outstanding teachers such as Alsted, Guberleth, and Piscator.
Through them (especially through Alsted), Komenský received not only
classical learning in philosophy and theology; he also became familiar with
the latest events in the scientific and academic world. It is not without biographical significance to observe that young Komenský at the end of his
studies could afford the original manuscript of the famous and controversial De revolutionibus orbium caelestium by Copernicus. The fact that
Komenský bought the expensive original is particularly instructive, for it
reveals something about his scholarly attitude toward obtaining knowledge.
The original manuscript contained the original introduction by Copernicus,
where he discloses his scientific intentions, but it was so revolutionary and
controversial that the publisher replaced it with the one of A. O. Hosmann,
a Lutheran theologian, who suppressed the most problematic issues (published in 1543). Komenský evidently knew that and therefore bought the
original, even though it took all his money and he consequently had to
walk all the way home to Moravia.56
Among the most significant formative influences which should be mentioned are Johann H. Alsted’s encyclopedism, Wolfgnang Ratke’s famous
educational reforms, helio/geo-centric disputations, and Johann PiscatorFischer’s chiliastic expectations and irenism.57 After a brief holiday in Amsterdam, Komenský spent one year of study at the University of Heidelberg. Here his irenic ideas were further strengthened under the influence of
Johannes H. Althusius, who fought against all forms of tyranny, and David
Pareus, who strove to reconcile the disunited Protestant parties in Germany. Jan Patočka summarizes this period of Komenský’s studies: “There
is no doubt that during those three and half years spent abroad [Komenský]
made an extraordinary effort to assimilate as much knowledge as he could.
He missed no opportunity to learn. He visited Amsterdam, he witnessed a
public autopsy, he observed life in the United provinces which were eco-
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Sadler explains this as a result of Komenský’s “intense sense of purpose and excellent teachers.” See Sadler, J.A.Comenius and the Concept of Universal Education, p. 15.
For more details, see Patočka, J.: Jan Amos Komenský, Nástin životopisu (Jan
Amos Komenský, A Biographical Sketch) in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, p. 398.
The term comes from Latin irene, meaning peace. For details, see Glossary of special terms, p. ix.
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nomically and socially the most developed in Europe, he went to Marburg
to meet famous scholars such as R. Goclenius.”58
When Komenský returned home to Moravia, he enthusiastically began
to implement the plans he had conceived during his studies. He wanted to
raise the general level of Czech literacy and culture, because, at the time, it
lagged behind the rest of Europe. In addition to other works,59 he embarked
on two major projects: an encyclopedic Latin-Czech glossary called Thesaurus linguae Bohemicae, a phraseological, grammatical, and stylistic dictionary. He worked on this project for more than 40 years, until 1656,
when it was lost in the fire at Leszno. Unfortunately, the second project,
Theatrum universitatis rerum, suffered the same fate. It was planned to be
a gigantic encyclopedia of 28 volumes that should have provided the readers with an overview of the general knowledge of all things. As Komenský
prepared the materials for his works, he read influential thinkers such as
Nicolaus Cusanus, Jakob Böhme, and others,60 who stimulated him to new
creativity.
In 1614 Komenský became a schoolmaster in Přerov, where he had begun his studies only six years earlier. Two years later, he was ordained as a
Minister of the Unitas Fratrum, and his first pastoral appointment was to
the church at Fulnek in Northern Moravia. Here he also worked as a rector
of the local Brethren school. Before moving to Fulnek, he married Magdalena Vizovská, a girl from a reputable and affluent family. There followed
a relatively peaceful period during which the family settled into the new
place and was well received by the congregation of Czech/German speak58
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Patočka, J.: Komenského duchovní biografie (Komenský’s Spiritual Biography) in
Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha
2003, p. 368.
Eg..Grammaticae facilioris praecepta (Principles of a Simpler Approach to
Grammar), De antiquitatibus moraviae (On Antiquities of Moravia), De origine et
gestis familiae Zierotin (On Origin and History of the Zerotin Family), Retuňk
proti antikristu (Against the Antichrist), Map of Moravia, etc.
Komenský knew most authors from primary sources. As for Cusanus, it is a question whether he knew him only from Ulrich Pinder’s anthology Speculum intellctuale or whether he read some of Cusanus directly. However, it is clear, as J. Patočka well demonstrated, that Cusanus’ influence on Komenský was particularly
significant, for his concept of harmony or unity in which contradictions fuse –
coupled with other philosophical assumptions – became one of the foundational
aspects of Komenský’s pansophy. See Patočka, J.: Komenský a hlavní filosofické
myšlenky 17.století (Komenský and the Main Philosophical Ideas of the 17th Century) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh,
Praha 1997, pp. 138ff or Králík, S. and col. of authors: Otázky současné komeniologie (Issues of Contemporary Comeniology), Academia, Praha 1981.
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ing believers. Within a year their first child, Jan, was born. The joy in his
personal life and relative wealth did not, however, dwindle Komenský’s
sharp sensitivity to the social and political problems of his time, as reflected in his Listové do nebe (Letters to Heaven). In these letters, he
showed a great solicitude toward the poor, and he encouraged the rich to
emendative action.61 During this period, Komenský became acquainted
with the work of a remarkable German Lutheran thinker, Johann V. Andreae, who inspired Komenský by his grandiosely outlined reformative
projects.62

2.2 Source Two: White Mountain and the Thirty
Years War
The Czech insurrection against Emperor Ferdinand II, which marked the
beginning of the Thirty Years War in 1618, was the beginning of Ko-
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For further details on this subject, see J. V. Novák’s Introduction to Listové do
nebe (Letters to Heaven), in VSJAK, vol. XV, Brno 1910, p. 3-5; Patočka, J.: K
sociálním názorům mladého Komenského (On Social Views of Young Komenský)
in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha
2003, pp.431ff; Lášek, J. B.: Komenský kazatel (Komenský as Preacher), TR HTF
1992, č. 4, 56.
Andreae was a very able critic of his contemporary social problems, such as the
immorality of clergy, the means of upbringing and education, and the political organization of states. His literary style was lively and colourful, reflecting the forms
he adopted, such as drama, dialogue, or allegory. His thought was originally related to Rosicrucianism, and the authorship of three tracts regarded as manifestos
of Rosicrucianism (Fama Fraternitatis, The Confessio Fraternitatis, Chymishe
Hochzeit) is ascribed to him. Later, however, he distanced himself from the Rosicrucian Brotherhood for its mystical and esoteric tendencies and elaborated his
own emendative projects, such as Christianopolis (an ideal utopian Christian city)
and Societas Christiana, an international society of Christian scholars, which Andreae himself founded in 1619. Komenský’s interest in Andreae’s thought was so
great that he initiated and kept up correspondence with him. Later, when Andreae
lost some of his manuscripts because of the too often devastating conflagrations
caused by the Thirty Years War and announced his search for any surviving copies
of his earlier, hitherto unpublished dialogue called Theophilus, Komenský offered
to him his own personal copy, and thus the work could be published in 1649. For
details, see Kopecký M.: J.V. Andreae a J.A.Komenský: literární analogie a diference, (J.V. Andreae a J.A.Komenský: Literary Analogies and Differences) in
Studia Comeniana et Historica, 18, 1988, č. 35; Polišenský J.: Jan Amos Komenský, Svobodné slovo Praha, 1963.

28

Lessons in Humanity

menský’s life afflictions.63 The consequences of the fatal defeat of the Bohemians at White Mountain in 1620 reached Fulnek one year later. For a
number of years, the city was devastated by various troops of the Habsburg
armies. These armies overran the land, and, in their wake, the plague usually followed. Being a cleric of the Protestant church, Komenský was
forced to flee his family, church, and school. He was forced to hide in
various locations in northern Moravia. In 1623 disastrous news reached
Komenský in his hiding place on the estate of Karel ze Žerotína in Brandýs
nad Orlicí. He had lost virtually everything: his home, his congregation, his
library,64 and his family. His young wife, having just delivered their second
child, died of the plague, along with the two babies.65
In the following period, Komenský had to continue to hide with other
ministers in various places in Bohemia. As a consolation for the others and
probably himself as well, he wrote books which Patočka describes as those
“which have no precedent in Czech literature.”66 Probably the most famous
ones are Labyrint světa a ráj srdce (The Labyrinth of the World and the
Paradise of the Heart) and Centrum Securitatis (The Center of Safety), in
which the old literary themes67 are remolded into a new and original
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Komenský naturally sided with the anti-Habsburg camp, the so called ‘corpus
evangelicorum,‘ which was formed at the beginning of the Thirty Years War by an
alliance of Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Netherlands, England, and the northwestern German princes. His open participation in this alliance caused the persecution
that followed.
It was publicly burned by Jesuits on Fulnek’s square.
His wife had never received Komenský’s letter of consolation, which was accompanied by a little book of reflections called Přemyšlování o dokonalosti křesťanské
(A Contemplation on Christian Perfection). It is the well-known (and only) letter
to his wife, Magdalena, that was preserved; the sad circumstances make every
word of the letter particularly moving. Note, for instance, Komenský’s opening
address to his wife: “klenote můj po Pánu Bohu nejdražší” (my gem, after the
Lord God most precious). For the full letter, see Molnár, A., Rejchrtová, N.:
J.A.Komenský o sobě (J.A.Komenský about Himself), Odeon , Praha 1987, pp. 5657.
Patočka, J.: Jan Amos Komenský, Nástin životopisu (Jan Amos Komenský, A Biographical Sketch) in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III),
Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, p. 400.
Although Labyrinth is not a traditional allegorical utopia, there are evident links to
Andreae, Campanela, Moore, and others. An interesting fact of literary history is
that one copy of Andreae’s Peregrini in patria errors, which is stored in the Norimberg Museum, is ascribed to Komenský. J.Skutil, in agreement with
J.V.Novák, says that “although we must accept the possible influence of the above
mentioned works on Comenius’s Labyrinth, we must declare that this work remains entirely original not only in the realization of the themes . . ., but also in the
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form.68 The experience of great affliction wedded with the rich imaginative
spirit of Komenský gave birth to an unusual allegory that struggles to understand human wandering in the world.69
The years before the exile to Poland were busy for Komenský. Without
a doubt these years were filled with anxious expectations. As a pastor, he
had to keep faith and hope alive in his troubled co-believers. Some hopes
were raised by prophecies of K. Kotter and K. Poniatowská, who predicted
an early fall of the anti-reformation oppressors and ultimate deliverance of
the nation. Komenský was at first distrustful and even “suspicious,” according to his own words, but after overcoming the initial hesitations of a
theological nature,70 he gladly received and even passionately defended
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69
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masterly adaptation of it into the contemporary events and morals of the Czech
conditions.” See Skutil, J.: Comenius’s “Labyrinth of the World” as the Culmination of the Pedagogical, Didactic, and Patriotic Ideas of Žerotín’s Apologia in
Symposium Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984, p. 126. See also: Kopecký
M.: Komenský jako umělec slova (Komenský as an Artist of Word), MU Brno,
1992; Novák, J.V.: Labyrint světa a ráj srdce J.A.Komenského a jeho vzory (The
Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart of J.A.Komenský and Its
Models), ČČM Praha 1895, pp. 56-70; Čapek, J.B.: K otázkám kořenů, stavby a
funkce Labyrintu Komenského (On Questions of Komenský’s Roots, Structure,
and Function of the Labyrinth), in Několik pohledů na Komenského (Several
Views on Komenský), Karolinum 2004, pp. 71-89.
In Centrum Securitatis Komenský combined two pictures from Cusanus’ Ludus
Globi, according to J.Patočka. Patočka deals with this issue several times in his
writings. See, for example, his Hlubina bezpečnosti a Cusanus (Centrum Securitatis and Cusanus) in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III),
Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, pp. 262-273. J.V. Novák also reminds us of the influence
of the German theosoph J. Böehme; see Novák’s Introduction to Centrum Securitatis, in VSJAK, vol. XV, Brno 1910, p. 383. The result is not a mere allegory of
human wandering in the world – as in Cusanus – but also an examination of its
cause. Komenský sees the cause in so called “samosvojnost,” that is, the fact that
humans have divorced themselves from the center of all being and movement
(which is God) and strive to reach the essence (center) of being by their own might
and way, which is deficient, and thus causes all the observable worldly evils,
which leads to damnation.
Other works Komenský wrote in this period are eg. O sirobě (On Orphanhood)
and Truchlivý (I., II. – smutné a tesklivé člověka křesťanského nad žalostnými
vlasti a církve bídami naříkání (The Mournful vol. I, II.– a Sad and Lonely Complaining of a Christian Man on the Grievous Misery of his Native Country and of
the Church).
In 1629 Komenský wrote a polemical tract of 63 paragraphs called De veris et falsis Prophetis (On True and False Prophets), in which he theologically deals in detail with all disputed questions such as: Who is a prophet? The subject and form of
prophecy. Why and when God sends prophets? How to distinguish true and false
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them.71 The revelations caused much controversy among both Komenský’s
contemporaries and later among the interpreters of Komenský.72 There is
no dispute about the problematic nature of the prophecies – some were
very specific, some multivalent, even ambivalent, some were fulfilled (supernatural origin or an accident?), and many were never fulfilled.73 How
does Komenský’s faith in such doubtful visions fit into his overall thought?
Modern interpreters, approaching Komenský through the Enlightenment
prism, tended to condemn Komenský’s faith in revelations as an irrational
side of his personality or even as mental deviation, which spoiled an otherwise quite positive picture of the great thinker. Josef Volf, for example,
considered the prophecies to be “sick figments of over-excited (předrážděných) minds.”74 Similarly, František J. Zoubek viewed Komenský’s
faith in prophecy as “the only thing which clouds the memory of Komenský.”75 Perhaps one of the most critical judgments comes from Jaromír
Červenka, who saw in Komenský two irreconcilable almost schizophrenic
levels of personality: the rational and the irrational.76

71
72

73

74
75

76

prophets? The relation between revelation in the Scripture and new revelations.
And, of course, the issue of the possibility of continuity of revelation.
For details of Komenský’s own account concerning the problem of the prophecies
see Molnár, Rejchrtová, J.A.Komenský o sobě, p. 62-74.
The issue became the subject of a number of Brethren synods which wanted to
resolve both the problem of authenticity and of the possibility of continuity of
revelations. Also the wider public, both educated and uneducated, was interested,
even excited, in such things. It seems that there were as many critics as defenders
of the revelations. Some of the greatest critics were Samuel des Martes (Samuel
Maresius), Nicholas Arnold, Matyáš Prokopius and Nicholas Megander, who considered the continuation of prophecies impossible, absurd and needless. The supporters of Komenský were Christopher Pelargius, Jan Cyrill, Abraham Menzel and
others.
For a detailed analysis of some of the prophecies, see Pavel Hřmánek’s unpublished diploma thesis: Jan Amos Komenský a Kristýna Poniatowská, submitted to
Filosofická fakulta UK, Ústav českých dějin, (Philosophical Faculty UK, Department of Czech History), 2005.
Volf, J.: Horologium Hussianum – Orloj husitský (Hussite Horolog), ČČM 86,
1912, pp. 305-312.
Zoubek, F.J.: O proroctvích za války třicetileté, zvláště o Kristýně Poňatovské,
(On Prophecies during the Thirty Years War, Especially on Krisytýna Poňatovská), ČČM 49, 1872, pp. 3-16.
Červenka, J.: Pokračování vidění Drabíkových (Continuation of Drabík’s Visions), in VSK (Selected Writings of Jan Amos Komenský), vol. VI, Praha 1972,
pp. 427-428. The dual-personality interpretation was also held by T. G. Masaryk,
who distinguished the “rational” and the “mystical” side of Komenský’s personality. Masaryk, however, does not view the mystical side negatively. For details, see
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More recent Comeniologists strive to understand Komenský within his
religious, cultural, and political context, a far more fruitful approach. Thus,
his faith in revelations is viewed as one of the factors which helped Komenský to face the severe crisis of faith and life in 1620 and activated him
to enter the public arena of social and political matters.77 As with every
great thinker, Komenský “struggled to overcome the mental framework
and thought structures of his time,” comments Josef Válka. Válka explains
that Komenský, finding the prophetic phenomenon widely accepted and
consistent with his theology, “transformed them into an instrument of resistance against the Habsburg-papal politics.”78 Moreover, Válka rightly observes that Komenský “relies primarily on a general meaning of the revelations, not on the particular wording.” As such, he places them into the
European political conflict, which he understands “as the final battle between the powers of evil and powers in the service of freedom, which
make restoration possible.”79 Other recent interpreters have paid attention
to the psychological aspects of the whole issue. It might be true that the
prophets were insane or victims of their own imagination or projections. In
the case of Drabík and Poniatowska, Komenský himself may have put
these projections into their minds.80 But the content and form of their visions seemed to both express and respond well to the emotions of oppressed political and religious exiles, who strove for righteousness, truth,
and godliness. It is, therefore, not surprising that Komenský, together with
many of his co-believers, gladly “succumbed” to the prophetic visions.81
In 1626 Komenský was sent to The Haag to deliver Kotter’s revelations
into the hands of the exiled King Frederick of The Palatinate, for the
prophecies assigned him a leading role in the political overturn. At the
same time, the leaders of the church, anticipating the worst, sent Ko-
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Masaryk’s lecture on Jan Amos Komenský, delivered in “Slavia” in 1892; available on http://www.czp.cuni.cz/filv/phprs/download.php?sekce=2.
Let me remind the reader that the White Mountain Battle in 1620 marks in Komenský’s life a period of great personal and national catastrophes.
Válka, J.: Problém výkladu revelací v Komenského životě a díle (The Problem of
Exposition of Revelations in Komenský’s Life and Work), in: SCetH VII(1977),
17, p. 118.
Válka, Problém výkladu revelací v Komenského životě a díle, p. 117.
For example in Drabík’s case, Komenský kept in touch with him and informed
him about the political events throughout Europe. Cf. Hřmánek, Jan Amos Komenský a Kristýna Poniatowská.
Cf., eg., Schaller, K.: Několik poznámek k problematice revelací u Komenského
(Several Remarks on the Problem of Revelations in Komenský), in: SCetH, VII
(1977), č. 17, pp. 172–176.
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menský to negotiate a potential settlement (to which they might flee) for
the Czech Brethren in Protestant Lezsno.
One of the light moments in the otherwise uneasy life of an outcast and
widower was Komenský’s new marriage in 1624 to the daughter of his
older colleague and friend Jan Cyril, Dorota Cyrilová, with whom he later
had four children. Another biographically important event happened when,
on one occasion, Komenský received an invitation to visit the library of
Silberštajn castle in Vlčice, which was close to Komenský’s hiding place at
that time,82 and whose count Adam Zilvar was sympathetic to the Brethren.
There he came across a copy of Elias Bodin’s Didactics, which later turned
out to be an important source of inspiration.

2.3 Source Three: Exile, Fame, and Flames
The decisive moment for the Brethren came with the ingloriously famous
imperial patent of July 31, 1627. This document set a six-month deadline
in which all the “heretics” had to leave the country.83 Thus, in the spring of
1628, Komenský and a considerable number of Brethren crossed the
mountains and found a temporary home in Lezsno, Poland.84 Komenský
did not know that he would never be permitted to return to his homeland.
For the next 42 years, until the end of his life, he remained in exile. During
all this time, he longed to see his native country again. This is apparent in
most of his writings. In Leszno, the Brethren joined the descendants of exiles from the previous century, who had fled the country in order to escape
persecution and had found relative security under the tolerant local lord
Count Rafael Leszczynski.
Komenský’s fruitful, 28-year Leszno period (1628-1656) was interrupted by three sojourns to other countries where he was invited to work,
as his reputation of being an outstanding educator spread across Europe.
82
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84

The hiding place was at the estate of Jiří Sádovský of Sloupno at Bílá Třemešná,
near Dvůr Králové in Eastern Bohemia.
The privilege of an option to accept the Catholic faith or to leave the country
within the six months was granted only to the nobles; the common people were not
even permitted to leave their homes but were commanded to change their faith
forthwith. See Polišenský, J.: Jan AmosKomenský, Svobodné slovo, Praha 1963, p.
42, or Spinka, M.: John Amos Comenius, That Incomparable Moravian, Chicago
1943, pp. 36ff .
The year 1628 marks the end of the independent existence of the Unitas Fratrum
both in Bohemia and Moravia. The Moravian Brethren sought refuge in Slovakia.
Komenský – although Moravian – joined the group which went to Leszno mainly
because of his family relations.

2. Sources of Humanity in Komenský’s Biography

33

The first invitation came from England (1641-1642), the second from
Sweden (1642-1648), and the third from (today’s) Hungary (1650-1654).
Before Komenský made these breaks, he had fully dedicated himself to
work for his church and community. As a secretary and elder of the Unitas
Fratrum, he was in charge of correspondence, editing, writing, and publishing. Komenský prepared a number of writings for the internal use of the
scattered Brethren, which included defenses, polemics with opponents of
the Unitas, and casual documents.85 In addition, he was engaged in pastoral
duties and teaching in the Lezsno Gymnasium, where he later became a
rector. Komenský also had family responsibilities, caring for his aged parents-in-law and his own young children. It is astonishing that, in spite of
such busyness, Komenský still found time to study and develop his own
philosophical ideas.86 It was during this first Lezsno period that Komenský
started to develop his educational and pansophic concepts. Inspired by
reading the works of W. Ratke, E. Bodin, and other contemporary didactitians, he began to realize the importance of education in the improvement
of the overall human state of affairs. The term pansophy, meaning universal wisdom (pan-sophia), was in common use at that time, as Jean Piaget
has noted.87 Komenský borrowed the term and began to use it, Patočka
says, “as soon as he realized the necessity of deepening the idea of the
global order of the universe.”88 Pavel Floss, observes that at this time Komenský, “began to have in mind not merely the reformation of Czech edu85
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Eg., Řád Jednoty Bratří českých (Regulations of the Unita Teatrum Bohemorum)
– both in Czech and Latin; Praxis Pietatis (Practical Piety), Zpráva kratičká o
morním nakažení (A Short Report on the Infection of Pestilence); Otázky některé o
Jednotě Bratří českých (Some Questions Concerning the Unity of Czech Brethren). The publishing of documents was possible, for the Kralice printing press was
moved to Lezsno.
During this period Komenský became acquainted in greater depth especially with
Campanella and Bacon, whom he calls “happy restorers of philosophy,” and who
further strengthened his notion of the general unity of all things. They brought him
to see the need for a radical methodological revision of human knowledge, for
“unified knowledge requires a unified method.” (See: Předchůdce vševědy (Pansophiae praeludium), in VSK (Selected Writings of JAK), vol.V, SPN Praha 1966,
p. 288. For further details, see: Patočka, J.: Komenský a Bacon (Komenský and
Bacon) in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, pp.542ff, and Patočka, J.: Campanella a Komenský (Campanella and Komenský) in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies,
vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, pp. 584ff.
Piaget, J.: ‘Jan Amos Comenius’, Prospects (UNESCO, International Bureau of
Education), vol. XXIII, no. 1/2, 1993, pp. 173-96.
Patočka, Jan Amos Komenský, Nástin životopisu, p. 405.
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cation and the situation in general — as soon as the political circumstances
allowed it — but he began to think in wider horizons. . . . It would not be
enough to reform the Czech situation, but the whole world would have to
be radically reformed. Only a fundamental change of all human affairs
could release the world from turbulence, wars, pain, and despair.”89
Hints of his pansophic ideas could already be seen in the first of Komenský’s didactic works.90 Floss notes that he clearly planned the didactic
endeavor to reform the school and educational system only as a component
of a greater goal, which was the improvement of human society – originally only of Czech society, and later of the whole of European society.91
The maturing of Komenský’s pansophic-educational vision is closely
related to the political circumstances of the time. As the Swedish and
Saxon armies gained the advantage in 1631-1632 and temporarily liberated
Prague, Komenský worked eagerly and intensively on documents that
would have contributed to the restoration of Czech society and its schools
as soon as the country was freed.92 In 1632, however, the advance of the
anti-Habsburg armies was halted, and the Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus, in whom the Brethren put so much hope, was killed. Within the very
same year, the unfortunate “Winter King” of Bohemia93 also died. He was,
according to the prophecies, to stand up for the Protestant cause. As the
hopes for the Czech exiles were literally dying one after another, “Komenský plunge[d] himself with a greater vigor into the work on the reform
of the whole world,” observes Floss. He continues, “The interest in didactics and other sciences was gradually more and more consciously only a
89
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Floss, P.: Nástin života, díla a myšlení Jana Amose Komenského (An Outline of
Life, Work, and Thinking of Jan Amos Komenský), Vlastivědný ústav v Přerově
1970, p.11.
Such as Didaktika česká (Bohemian Didactics) later reworked and translated into
Latin, as Didactica Magna (The Great Didactics), Informatorium školy mateřské
(The School of Infancy), Janua linguarum reserata (The Gate of Languages
Unlocked), Navržení krátké o obnovení škol v království českém (Brief Proposal
for the Regeneration of Schools in the Kingdom of Bohemia).
D.Čapková in the same way points out the pansophic background of Komenský’s
famous key didactic principle: omnes, omnia, omneno, meaning that all people
(omnes) ought to learn and be taught everything necessary (omnia) in all ways
(omneno) in order to live in harmony. See Čapková, D.: John Amos Comenius, An
Outline of His Life and Work in Digitalizace Komenián, Praha-Přerov, 2002, p. 70.
Navržení krátké o obnovení škol v království českém (Brief Proposal for the Regeneration of Schools in the Kingdom of Bohemia), which was part of the work
Heggeus redivivus (Restored Paradise).
King Frederick of The Palatinate ruled in Bohemia virtually one winter, from 1619
to 1620.
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part of Komenský’s greater concept of ‘improvement,’ which gained
clearer contours only at the end of the forties.”94 In agreement with Floss’s
observation, Jan Kumpera adds that in this period, “Comenius began to
write predominantly in Latin, clearly realizing that the remedy of his illfated homeland could be achieved only through a general universal reform . . .”95
The success and subsequent fame of Komenský’s pansophically conceived textbook Janua linguarum reserata (The Gate of Languages
Unlocked)96 aroused the interest of some influential figures in England, especially John Dury, a clergyman striving for the unity of churches and the
general peace of nations. Also John Pym, a significant person in the English parliament, and Samuel Hartlib, an organizer of scientific life and educational reforms in England, were very influential.97 They invited Komenský to work in London, where the conditions for the realization of his
pansophic plans were supposed to be propitious. At first Komenský could
not accept the invitation, for he was busy with his many responsibilities in
Lezsno. But he sent some of his pansophic-educational notes to Hartlib,
who published them in 1637 under the title Pansophiae praeludium (Prelude to Pansophy). From them an even greater interest in Komenský arose
in England and elsewhere.98
In 1641 Komenský finally managed to free himself from the Lezsno
duties and travel to England where he was met not only with an affirmative
understanding of his pansophic ideas but also with offers of material maintenance. He was offered state assistance for the realization of his projects.99
94
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Floss, Nástin života, díla a myšlení Jana Amose Komenského, p. 13.
Kumpera, J.: Comenius and England in Comenius in World Science and Culture,
C-III, Historical Institute of Academy, Prague 1991, p. 93.
Published in Lezsno in 1631. A plagiarized copy was published in 1632 in London.
The correspondence with Hartlib began in 1633. Komenský knew Hartlib’s
brother George from his previous studies and journeys in Germany. Some contacts
were probably also mediated by the Lezsno Scottish physician Jon Johnston, a
friend of J. Dury.
Hartlib published it without Komenský’s consent, which was quite a shock for
Komenský since, considering them non-public, he had outlined his plans in a very
open and bold way. Komenský would never have published it in such a form – but
it seems that it was the boldness that attracted the English. Cf. Patočka, Jan Amos
Komenský, Nástin životopisu, p. 406.
These promising conditions, however, were not based on an invitation of the Parliament, as Komenský assumed, but on the invitation of the so called ‘Comenians,’
the friends, admirers, and supporters of Komenský, who had some influence in the
Parliament and hoped that Komenský would contribute to the agreement between
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These promising prospects, however, soon faded. The Civil War of 1642,
together with the fragmentation of his supporters into various political factions, prevented Komenský from carrying out his plans.100 Nevertheless, at
this time an interest in Komenský’s work was taken by some significant
figures, including Cardinal Richelieu, the first minister of France under
Louis XIII, the Transylvanian princely Rakoczi family, the Swedish court,
and even the Americans, who offered Komenský work as rector of the
newly founded Harvard College.
When it became obvious that the realization of his projects in England
was not feasible, Komenský decided to accept the Swedish invitation to
help with the reformation of their education system.101 The decisive factor
in Komenský’s choice was political. Having allied himself with the Protestant Great Power, he hoped he could bring Swedish attention to his homeland, which was still suffering under the counter-reformation. The Thirty
Years War was not yet over, and Komenský hoped that Bohemia could still
be liberated from the Habsburgs.
On his way to Sweden he met with a number of significant thinkers of
the time but without any particular results. He had hoped to form an international circle of scholars from whom he expected an active contribution to
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Parliament and the King. For more details on the English period, see: Kumpera, J.:
Comenius and England in Comenius in World Science and Culture, C-III, Historical Institute of Academy, Prague 1991, p. 93
In spite of the failure of the ‘English’ project, the time in England was far from
fruitless. Komenský intensively worked on preparations for the expected reform of
English schools. He labored on materials that were to be used for theoretical, didactic, and methodological handbooks. Furthermore, the English experience
evoked in Komenský a fresh ardor and inspiration with which to pursue his
schemes for reforming human society and for learning in general. Some of these
ideas he put into the manuscript Via lucis (The Way of Light), which in many
ways anticipated the later big work (General Consultation). In Via lucis he outlined how to connect the reform of education with the larger reform of society,
foresaw the importance of the social function of science, and presented the idea of
an international board promoting education and world peace, which is virtually the
founding idea of UNESCO, as J. Piaget recognizes. See Piaget, “Jan Amos
Comenius,” pp. 173-196.
An important role in the negotiation between Komenský and the Swedes was
played by the Dutch arms merchant and manufacturer Luis de Geer, who was the
main supplier of the Swedish army. He was clearly sympathetic to Komenský’s
ideas, for he co-financed from his private resources the expenses of Komenský’s
work for Sweden.
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the improvement of human affairs.102 At the recommendation of the Swedish chancellor, Axel Oxenstjerna, Komenský settled at Prussian Elbing (today Polish Elblag) in 1642, which was then administered by Sweden. Here
he worked with his assistants on the reformative assignment until 1648. He
prepared a new edition of textbooks and theoretical writings on the methodology of language teaching for the Swedish school system.103 But the
work did not fulfil Komenský’s expectations, as is evident from his corresponddence and memoirs.104 The overwhelming amount of didactic and
editing work he had to do in the Swedish services prevented him from
working on pansophy, which he more and more considered to be the main
task of his scholarly endeavor.105 Later Komenský had to face the disfavor
of the Swedes for his failure to meet the deadlines for submitting the textbooks. Still worse, he became personally involved in attempts at political
and religious reconciliation in Poland, which were not in accordance with
Swedish interests.106
When Komenský finally completed his assignment and delivered his
textbooks to Sweden, he used the opportunity to personally plead with the
Swedish Chancellor and the Queen for his nation and his church. His intervention was in vain. The conditions of the Peace of Westphalia, signed in
Münster and Osnabrück on October 24, 1648, meant a definitive end of all
hopes for both Bohemia and the Bohemian exiles. Tired and disappointed,
Komenský returned to Lezsno with his family and assistants. There, soon
102
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As I showed earlier, Komenský lets us know in autobiographical memories that he
even met with R. Descartes, but without any particular result.
The most significant work from this period is Methodus linguarum novissima (The
Newest Method for Languages).
See, for example, his letter to S.Hartlib, dated January 21, 1647, where Komenský
writes: “. . . You asked me to copy everything [concerning pansophy] and send it
to you, but it may not be done now, for all five of us are fully occupied by that didactic thorne (trním), and thus I cannot bring my mind to anything elsev” Quoted
from Molnár, Rejchrtová, J.A.Komenský o sobě, p. 214.
M.Spinka puts Komenský’s difficulty in Sweden well: “His soul was afire with the
pansophic ideals, the realization of which he considered the proper task of his life.
Moreover, his English friends, especially Hartlib, never ceased urging him . . . not
to waste his energies and talents on school books, which, they said, were beneath
the proper dignity of his genius, but to devote himself to the pansophic studies
alone.” See Spinka, John Amos Comenius, That Incomparable Moravian, p. 99.
It was the controversial Colloquium Charitativum held at Thorun in 1645 which
was supposed to contribute to the reconciliation of the Catholic and Protestant
sides. J. Piaget comments on this event by observing that Komenský “had foreseen
the disgrace of the Swedes, but had persisted in his course, which does credit to
his character.” See Piaget, J.: “Jan Amos Comenius,” pp. 173-196.

38

Lessons in Humanity

after their arrival in late 1648, his second wife Dorota died, leaving Komenský with four children. Shortly thereafter came (in 1649) the death of
Komenský’s close friend and colleague Bishop Pavel Fabricius. This left
Komenský as the last living bishop of the diminishing Unitas Fratrum.107
He articulated his reflections on these events in his Kšaft umírající matky
Jednoty bratrské (The Legacy of a Dying Mother Unitas Fratrum), published in 1650. In it his strong irenic desires were once again articulated as
he urged the nations and churches to reconciliation and expressed his hope
for the return of freedom to his nation. In 1649 Komenský was married for
the third time, to Jana Gajusová. Another light moment in his life was the
happy marriage of his daughter Alžběta, who wed the best of Komenský’s
assistants and collaborators, Petr Figulus Jablonský.
A new hope appeared on the horizon when the Hungarian invitation
was repeated by the Duchess Susan Lorántfy and her sons, the Dukes of
Rákóczi. Komenský was asked to reform the schooling in Transylvania
and, in particular, to establish a pansophic gymnasium (secondary school)
in Sárospatak. Komenský, on the other hand, wanted to involve the
Rákóczi family in the anti-Habsburg coalition. His hopes were once again
stirred by the prophecies of his former school fellow, Mikuláš Drabík. He
foretold, among other things, the early fall of the Habsburgs and designated
Sigismund Rákóczi as the future king of the Empire. These expectations
were further strengthened by a promising marriage of Prince Sigismund to
Princess Henrietta Maria, daughter of the Bohemian “Winter King,” Frederick of the Palatinate. The marriage took place in June 1651, and Komenský was asked to officiate at the wedding. He did so gladly, believing
it to be a privilege, for he had a very warm personal relationship with the
whole family.
During the Sárospatak period, Komenský wrote a number of outstanding books, mainly didactic in character.108 Among the most important
was his famous and successful Orbis pictus (The World in Pictures). It was
basically a simplified and illustrated version of his Janua linguarum (The
Gate of Languages Unlocked), revised to meet the Sárospatak needs. His
main theoretical work of this period was Schola pansophica (Pansophic
School). In it Komenský very thoroughly and systematically dealt with the
107
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See Říčan, Dějiny Jednoty bratrské, p. 479.
As well as the most significant Orbis pictus and Schola ludus, Komenský also
wrote Leges scholae bene ordinatae (The Laws of a Well-Ordered School) and
Gentis felicitas (Happiness of the Nation), in which he outlines his view of a welldeveloping nation. Komenský also continued his preparatory work on his General
Consultation.
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issue of the relationships between all subjects in the educational process
and proposed a way of harmonizing them into a unified whole. Another
didactic invention, which he introduced in Hungary, was his Schola ludus
(School as Play), representing dramatized selected subjects designed to
animate the traditionally passive education by a theater performance. Unfortunately, Komenský’s innovative didactic approaches became a source
of conflict and malice between him and his Hungarian colleagues.109 In
particular, the conservative rector of the Sárospatak School, John Tolnai,
maintained a determined and overt opposition to his innovations.
Thus the purpose of Komenský’s stay in Hungary, which was to implement educational reforms, met with substantial hindrances almost from
the beginning. Faced with such circumstances, Komenský decided “to return rather than live in strife and waste his strength upon matters which led
nowhere.”110 In addition, Komenský still desired to focus more fully on his
‘main’ task, pansophy. But there were also other reasons which expedited
Komenský’s return to Lezsno. First, there was the strong longing of his cobelievers, countrymen, and kin, who persistently urged him to come back,
appealing to Komenský as their pastor and elder of the Unitas Fratrum.
Second, there was the international and political situation to consider. Not
only was Sigismund Rákóczi not willing to respond to the appeal of M.
Drabík’s prophecy, but he and his wife died in 1654. And his brother
George hesitated to take part in any anti-Habsburg action.111 On the other
109
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When Komenský was explaining to Susan Lorántfy the reasons for his resignation,
he said in the presence of his opponents (the rector and the curators) it was “because my presence here is superfluous. Rather, I suffer ridicule on account of my
didactic endeavors and shall suffer even more if I stay longer. . . . My whole
method aims at changing the school drudgery into a play and enjoyment. That is
something nobody here wishes to understand. The youth, including the well-born,
are treated altogether as if they were slaves, the teachers rest their esteem upon
stern faces, rough words, and even in beating, and wish to be feared rather than
loved. How many times I have pointed out – privately and publically – that this is
not the proper way, but always in vain! I have also advised from the very beginning that some theatrical plays be introduced, for I have learned from experience
that there is no more effective means for the expulsion of mental flabbiness and
the arousing of alertness. But I was told that such playthings . . . should be left to
the Jesuits, that I have been called to for serious work. I used to reply: ‘But these
playthings lead to serious goals . . .’” Quoted from Molnár, Rejchrtová, J.A
.Komenský o sobě, p. 240.
Molnár, Rejchrtová, J.A.Komenský o sobě , p. 237.
M. Spinka comments on this, saying: “One might expect that this disappointment
would have proven disastrous to Drabík’s prophecies. But that was not the case.
With an ease and elasticity . . . Drabík simply transferred the task expected of the
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hand, new hopes came again from Protestant Sweden and England.112 In
1655 the new King of Sweden, Charles X Gustav, successfully opened a
campaign against Catholic Poland.113 All the Protestant nobles, including
Bohuslaw Leszczynski, the Lord of Leszno, welcomed him gladly as their
new king.114 The Polish Catholic majority, on the other hand, considered it
to be a betrayal of Poland, and that turned out to be fatal for both Lezsno
and the Brethren exiles. When Denmark, the traditional enemy of Sweden,
entered the conflict, King Charles suffered a series of defeats and was
forced to withdraw from Poland. Thus, the city of Lezsno was no longer
protected by the Swedish army, and the reprisal from the Catholic Poles
was inevitable. On April 29, 1656, a strong Polish contingent broke into
the city and razed it with fire. Komenský and his family barely escaped
with their lives, and all their property was lost. Komenský particularly regretted the loss of his and the Brethren’s library, which included some of
his important and personally precious manuscripts.115

2.4 Source Four: Dying Mother Unitas and Panemendation116
Komenský did not have much time to mourn. After the destruction of
Lezsno, he had to once again seek a new refuge for both himself and his
‘flock,’ his scattered Dying Mother Unitas Fratrum, as he viewed his
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pious Sigismund to his much less pious elder brother, the reigning Prince, George
Rákóczi II,” See Spinka, John Amos Comenius, That Incomparable Moravian,
p.127.
It is a matter of fact that George Rákóczi II eventually joined the Swedish forces in
Poland in 1657, but we do not know whether it was a result of Komesnký’s or
Drabík’s exhortations. Further, the prophecy was not fulfilled, for George Rákóczi
II died only three years later (1660) in a battle with Turks.
The reason for the invasion was the claim of the Polish King, John II Casimir
(cousin of Charles X Gustav), to the Swedish throne.
Komenský himself showed his pro-Swedish stand by writing Panegyricus Gustavo
Adolfo, which committed him and his Brethren irrevocably to the Swedish cause.
That, in fact, is why Komenský first hesitated to write such a treatise and had to be
urged a number of times by the Lezsno council to write it.
Particularly painful was the loss of Thesaurus linguae Bohemicae (The Treasury
of the Bohemian Language) and Theatrum universitatis rerum (The Theatre of All
Things), on which he had worked for about 46 years. He also lost a number of his
pansophic manuscripts, some of which were almost ready for publication.
The prefix pan refers to the universal dimension of the emendation endeavor. For
definition of emendation, see the Glossary of Special Terms, p. ix.
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church in this period. There came a number of invitations from the solidarity of co-believers around Europe.117 The dispersed remnants of the Brethren found new homes in Upper Silesia, Hungary, Lusatia, and some in
Branderburg.118 Komenský himself accepted the invitation of Lawrence de
Geer, the descendant of Komenský’s old friend and former patron Louis de
Geer, to settle in Amsterdam. Komenský gladly did this by the end of
1656. At the decision of the city council, which recognized the significance
of the new citizen, Komenský received a regular income and a subsidy toward the completion of his didactic and pansophic works. Encouraged by
such support, by the end of 1658 Komenský had published his famous Opera didactica omnia (Complete Didactic Works). It represented a lifetime
of his reform thought and activity spanning 30 years of his educational experience. Concurrently with the work on the Opera didactica omnia, Komenský continued to labor on his most extensive pansophic masterpiece
De rerum humanarum emendatione consultatio catbolica (A General Consultation Concerning the Improvement of Human Affairs), which remained
unfinished.119
At the same time, Komenský was very active in the service of his dispersed church. He continued to conduct extensive collections for the benefit of the exiles while he also ministered to their spiritual condition. In
1658 he published Manuálník aneb Jádro celé Biblí svaté (A Manual or the
Kernel of the Holy Scriptures), in 1661 a Hymnal, and in 1662 Vyznání
víry (Confession of Faith), which was an updated reprint of the Confession
of 1535. Komenský dedicated his remaining time and energy to reworking
and editing his previous writings.120 The purpose of most of them was to
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He even received an offer from the members of Oliver Cromwell’s circle to settle
the exiles in Ireland, but Komenský refused it, being aware of the unstable situation in the British Isles.
Collections for aiding the exiles were conducted in various countries for many
years afterward. M.Spinka observes that “there is frequent mention of it in Hartlib’s correspondence as late as the end of 1661.” See Spinka, John Amos Comenius, That Incomparable Moravian, p. 137.
The importance of this work to Komenský is evident in the fact that shortly before
his death he told his son Daniel to complete it and publish it.
These writings included the Lux in/e tenebris (A Light Shining in/from the Darkness) (published in 1657/1665), accompanied by a History of Prophecies, including a reprint of the prophesies of Kotter, Drabik, and Poniatowska; Labyrint světa
a ráj srdce (The Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart) (lst ed.,
1663); Theatrum scripturae (The Theatre of the Sacred Scriptures, planned in his
youth as a companion to Theatrum universitatis rerum); Clamores Eliae (The Exhortations of Elijah); Angelus pacis (The Angel of Peace), in which Komenský re-
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make political and religious appeals for peace and universal reform to the
European countries, namely Holland, England, Germany, Poland, Hungary, and Bohemia.
The close of Komenský’s life was clouded by numerous disputes which
prevented him from focusing on his major work. Perhaps the most disappointing controversy for Komenský was the criticism of Samuel des
Martes (Samuel Maresius), a French Calvinistic theologian and former student of Komenský, who not only criticized Komenský’s pansophy and
chiliasm but also unjustly accused him of wheedling money from trusting
patrons. This unjust and painful accusation spurred Komenský (fortunately
for us) to write a self-justifying autobiography121 which recounted his life
in considerable detail.122
Komenský died at work at the age of 78, on November 15, 1670, solemnly urging his son Daniel and his closest assistant, Christian Nigrinus, to
publish his collection of pansophic works on the improvement of human
affairs.
In conclusion, it might be said that Komenský’s biography was itself a
“lesson in humanity,” for he saw history in terms of a series of grave challenges to which he had to make an adequate response. War, religious discords, ignorance, and destruction formed the constant background of his
life, while he did his utmost for peace, reconciliation, harmony, education,
and, in his own words, “the general improvement or restoration of human
affairs.” He believed that by such an effort he was participating in God’s
great restoration plan, which God was about to bring to an ultimate conclusion. His hope in the possibility of restoring human affairs grew from and
was significantly shaped by the distinctive theology of his beloved Unitas
Fratrum.
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proves Holland and England, two Protestant countries fighting for colonies (lst
ed., 1667); Unum necessarium (The One Thing Necessary) (lst ed., 1669).
There were, in fact, two autobiographical writings: De zelo sine scientia et charitate admonition fratenata (Fraternal Admonition about Zeal without Art and
Love); and Continuatio admonitions et temporandocharitate zelo (Continuing Fraternal Admonition about Tempering Zeal by Love), both published first in Amsterdam in 1669, one year before Komenský’s death.
Another criticism came, for example, from Nicholas Arnold, a former pupil of
Komenský in his Lezsno time, who condemned his faith in prophecies. Another
literary conflict into which Komenský fell was with the Polish Socianist Daniel
Zwiker, who misinterpreted Komenský irenism and included him in his Socianist
camp. Komenský quite naturally felt he had to respond to the unwelcome interpretation of his theological position.

3. Dimensions of Humanity in Komenský’s
Work
Komenský attempted to write about 200 books mainly on educational and
didactic subjects. He dealt both with the theory or philosophy of education
and with particular didactic approaches to teaching. Further writings of
Komenský dealt with irenic, religious, and political issues.123 Unfortunately, quite a large number of them seem to be irretrievably lost.124
Throughout his life, Komenský’s thought showed signs of a certain dynamic. As far as his understanding of humanity, there might be observed a
specific development, which we will outline in this part.
Up to the great discoveries of Komenský’s manuscripts in the 1930s,125
the periodization of the development of Komenský’s thought and work had
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For a good overview of Komenský’s writings, see, e.g., Heindrich, J.: Jan Amos
Komenský ve světle svých spisů (Jan Amos Komenský in Light of His Writings),
Praha 1941, or Floss, Poselství J.A.Komenského současné Evropě. See also Appendix 3.
The number of the lost books is about 50. However, the fact is that the presumed
irreversibility has been weakened by several significant ‘finds’ of original manuscripts previously thought to be lost, as we shall see. On the other hand, in other
cases we may be quite sure that certain manuscripts will never be found, for Komenský lets us know in his diaries that they were consumed in either the Fulnek or
Lezsno fires.
The three big finds are: 1) S.Souček’s so called ‘Leningrad finds,’ which he found
in 1931 (and published the results) in the Saltyk-Ščedrina Public Library. The discovery was an outcome of Souček’s long-term explorational endeavor. The six
very important manuscripts included, among others, Komenský’s Prima Philosophia, Geometrie or Cosmographiae compendium. 2) In 1933 G.H.Turnbull found
quite a large number of manuscripts in Hartlib’s written inheritance. Some of them
were originals of works already known, but there were also a number of works,
documents, and letters completely new to us. 3) The third find is considered to be
the most significant one. After a long period of focused research in the area of
Slavic studies, D.Čižévskyj found, in the archives of the Francke Orphanage in
Halle in 1934 (on Christmas Eve), a great manuscript of 2,000 pages. It was four
(out of seven) parts of Komenský’s magnum opus: De rerum humanarum emendatione consultatio catholica (A General Consultation Concerning the Restoration of
Human Affairs). Besides these main discoveries, there were also other smaller
ones in the area of correspondence, sermons, etc. The significance of these finds
cannot be over-emphasized by Patočka when he shows how greatly they contributed to our understanding of the historical, political, philosophical, and literary
background of Komenský’s work. He summarizes the importance of the finds,
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usually been guided by external and accidental factors such as his place of
residence and historical events. From the time of the ‘great’ finds of his
philosophical manuscripts, Comeniologists tend to divide the work into periods according to the intrinsic factors of Komenský’s work, that is, factors
that Komenský himself considered as important and that decisively shifted
his thinking. There are three or four distinguishable phases: 1) Encyclopedic or preparatory; 2) Consolation or pre-pansophic; 3) Educationalpansophic; 4) General restoration, which somewhat overlaps with the preceding phase.126 Each phase is characterized by a specific understanding of
human beings, really a growth in his understanding of human nature. It
should also be noted that the phases are merely relatively delimited; some
of the transitions between the phases were quite sudden, but others were
gradual and slow. Since this study focuses on an understanding of humanity in relation to pedagogy, we will pay the greatest attention to the educational phase of Komenský’s thought development.

3.1 Theatrum: Anthropology of Observation
In the first phase, when the foundation of Komenský’s Brethren faith and
education were laid, he began to work on his big encyclopedias. The goal
of the encyclopedic Theatrum and Amphitheatrum127 was to teach (Czech)
people about the greatness of the Creator’s work and the beauty of God’s
providence. Created reality is a spectacle, testimony, and proclamation of
God’s wisdom, righteousness, and power, from the God who sovereignly
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saying, “It is true that certain philosophical ideas on which Komenský founded his
pedagogical work were known to us for a long time. But what was not known is
that the Czech thinker reached such a degree of originality which is, despite some
similarities with his contemporaries, indisputable.” For more details, see Patočka,
J.: Přítomný stav bádání o Komenském (Contemporary State of Comeniological
Research) in Komeniologické studie II (Comeniological Studies, vol.II), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, pp. 7-63.
Cf. Floss, P.: Od divadla věcí k dramatu člověka (From Theater of Things to the
Drama of Man), Ostrava 1970; Patočka, J.: Filosofické základy Komenského
pedagogiky (Philosophical Foundations of Komenský’s Pedagogy) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p.
175.
These are the two versions of the big ‘lost’ encyclopedias Theatrum univesitatis
rerum and Amphitheatrum universitatis rerum which Komenský began earlier in
Herborn under the influence of J. H. Alstead. For the preserved fragments, see
Dílo Jana Amose Komenského (Works of Jan Amos Komenský), vol.I, Academia,
Praha 1969, pp. 95ff.
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governs all things. Humans are to enter the scene (theatrum) with reverent
awe, behold their subtleness, and play their role well. Patočka, referring to
Stanislav Souček,128 calls Komenský’s view of human beings an “extensive
(obšírná) anthropology,” explaining that human wisdom, according to
Komenský at this stage, was in “surrender to God’s will, that is, a complete
dependence of human beings in his [sic] cosmic position and creative,
moral, and historical conduct.”129 It must be observed that in this period
Komenský had already recognized the negative aspects of human activity
in the world drama: God’s original perfect creation was disrupted by human sinfulness.130 That in itself was not a new insight, but in Komenský’s
development, it was an important recognition, for in the next stage he was
to find a way to change this passive perception into an active emendation
of that which was damaged by human sin.131

3.2 Labyrinth: Anthropology of Critique
The transition from an instructional viewing of the world in Theatrum to a
satirical-critical approach to the world in Labyrinth was induced most
likely by both internal and external factors. Patočka is certainly right when
seeing the transition as “internally logical,” for without “Theatrum there
would be no Labyrinth;”132 that is, without a careful observation of the
world (in both its virtue and vice), there would be no critique of the world
(and later striving for emendation of the world). But it is also true that the
external circumstances of Komenský’s life played an essential role in this
development. The beginning of the Thirty Years War in 1618 and the consequent evils of, e.g., persecution, killing, epidemics, plundering, and loss
of Komenský’s loved ones undoubtedly shifted his mind from the harmony
of the world to the misery of the world. Pánek comments, “The period of
the few years around the Battle of White Mountain (1620) were sufficient
to transform the maturing personality of J. A. Comenius from an admirer
128
129

130

131
132

Souček, S.: Dva české praménky v Labyrintu (Two Czech Sources in Labyrinth),
in Listy filologické, LIX (1924), p. 271.
Patočka, J.: Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky (Philosophical Foundations of Komenský’s Pedagogy) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological
Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p. 178, footnote a.
In the second volume of his Theatrum, Komenský dealt with “the corruption, diversion, and confusion of man [sic] and all [sic] his things in his [sic] body and
soul . . .” See Rozložení Theatrum (Outline of Theatrum), in DJAK I, Academia
Praha 1969, p. 119.
Cf. Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 9.
Patočka, Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky, p.178, footnote a.
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of the most diverse attractions of the universe into a biting critic of the contemporary world and its community.”133 The world appeared to Komenský
as a labyrinth: it was not a safe place, the truth had been lost, and people
viewed it awry. To him the world was seen through glasses of delusion,
and there was nothing in this world that would open the way out of it.
There was no activity or occupation which could fulfil the human need for
peace.
Thus, in spite of the fact that the plot of Labyrinth had an encyclopedic
character, for the pilgrim was taken around the world to observe all the
various human occupations and activities (which were to instruct the
reader), the point of the “labyrinth tour” was not mere observation, but
critical observation.134 The reader (the pilgrim in the Labyrinth) was confronted with a contrast of two anthropological models: on the one hand,
there was a human being who took the things of this world as the rule for
his or her life. On the other hand, there was a human being who turned
away from the things of this world, for he or she had a correct view and
understanding of them. These things could not satisfy the substantial human desire for peace. It is important to note that the solution of the pilgrim’s problem is given from without, or rather from above: the pilgrim is
given good, non-delusional glasses, “glasses of truth,” which enable him to
see the essence of things and find the way out.135 So it is clear that at this
stage Komenský does not see much that could be done with and for the
labyrinth of the world except for a critical contemplation and exposition of
its problems, which is made possible by God’s sheer act of grace.136
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Pánek, J.: The Labyrinth of Czech Lands in the Period before the Battle of the
White Mountain in: Symposium Comenianum 1986, Praha 1989, p. 15. Similarly,
see the situation portrayed by A. Kostlán in his The Way Out of the Labyrinth in
Post-White-Mountain Bohemia, in Symposium Comenianum 1986, Praha 1989, p.
25: “The period of great personal and national catastrophes at the beginning of the
1620s is usually, and justly, considered to be an important periodization milestone
in the life of Johannes Amos Comenius.”
Cf. Čapek, J.B.: K otázkám kořenů, stavby a funkce Labyrintu Komenského (On
Questions of Komenský’s Roots, Structure and Function of the Labyrinth) in Několik pohledů na Komenského, Karolinum 2004, pp. 71-89.
The influence of both Cusanus’ ‘beryll‘ and Andreae’s ‘glasses for viewing things
through different colors’ is evident here. However, Patočka notes that Komenský
develops his own symbolism of dual glasses, that is, glasses of delusion and
glasses of truth. See Patočka, J.: Cusanus a Komenský (Cusanus and Komenský)
in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha
1997, p.73ff.
This characteristic critical approach to the world is clearly seen with great intensity in Komenský’s Renuntiatio mundi (Renunciation of the World) from 1633, in
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3.3 Centrum Securitatis: Anthropology of Resignation
Komenský articulated similar views of the human situation in Centrum Securitatis.137 The world, which is likened to a big wheel, has somehow
slipped out of its axis or center; consequently, it is not functioning properly. It is disordered, bewildered, and insecure. It is full of human confusions; the original unity and harmony are lost. The only secure and firm
place is in the immovable center of all reality, which is in God. Patočka
infers that such a negative view of the world and of human and social reality prevented Komenský “from seeing the possibility of man [sic] to fulfil
his [sic] vocation by positive activity in work,” and in fact, the spirit of
“resignation” was the prevailing influence on Komenský’s work at this
stage.138
Patočka is undoubtedly right to use the word resignation to describe
Komenský’s thinking in this period, for Komenský himself used it in Centrum Securitatis.139 However, the term resignation requires precise qualification: a careful reading of Centrum Securitatis shows that Komenský
gives the word a very specific meaning. The Latin word resignare,140
which Komenský uses, is contrasted to the term samosvojnost, which is a
not easily translatable archaism meaning having an ultimate goal and end
in oneself. “Samosvojný” describes one who relies solely on himself or
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which he lists 37 “weaknesses” of this world, which could be paralleled with the
“dead ends” of the labyrinth of the world. Here Komenský gives way to his sorrows over the pains of the world, renounces publicly all relations to the evils of
this world, and thanks God for taking him away from it. The strong language Komenský uses in this work is understandable, given the exceptionally difficult circumstances of his life at that period.
Both Centrum Securitatis and Labyrinth were inspired by contemporary literary
models. Labyrinthis was inspired by three main works of J.V.Andreae: Peregrini
in partia errors, Rei publicae, Christianae descriptio, and Civis Chrstianus sive
Peregrini quondam errantis restitutiones. The Centrum Securitatis was inspired
by N. Cusanus’ De ludo globi.
Patočka, Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky, p. 179. See also Patočka,
J., “Základní filosofické myšlenky J. A. Komenského” (Foundational Philosophical Ideas of J. A. Komenský) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies,
vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p. 262.
But this is not specifically Patočka’s interpretation; in fact, it is a traditional view
of this period. There has never been any dispute, as far as I know, about Komenský’s attitude of ‘resignation’ toward the world in this period.
Dílo Jana Amose Komenského (Works of Jan Amos Komenský), vol.III, Academia, Praha 1978, p. 514.
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herself, who lives only for himself or herself, or as Komenský puts it, one
who “founds his fortune on the mere insecure world,”141 and elsewhere
who “wants to belong to himself, be his own counsellor, his own guide, his
own guardian, his own lord, his own little god.” In this Komenský saw “the
root of all evil.”142
The term resignation, then, expresses the exact opposite of samosvojnost, and its character is expounded in Chapters IX, X, and XI of the book.
Komenský does not give a brief or simple definition, but he rather extensively explains and illustrates his point with synonyms, parallels, and examples. So the term resignatio is often used interchangeably with phrases
such as entrust oneself, give oneself, rely on, or dive into the depth of
God’s mercy. Such a desirable attitude is warranted for several reasons: 1)
the limited nature of human knowledge, 2) the human tendency to carelessness, 3) the human inability to have control over either oneself or circumstances, 4) human unsteadiness and uncertainty, which are all things
whose opposites might be found in God.143 Komenský further provides a
number of biblical references with explanations and his own illustrations to
make clear the meaning of proper resignation.144 In chapter X, Komenský
lists both present and future “joyously consoling benefits” resulting from
such resignation.145
Although the expression hopeful resignation may sound like a contradiction to a modern reader, it clearly expresses Komenský’s understanding.
Komenský was full of hope and expectation, because he understood the
141
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Komenský, J.A.: Hlubina bezpečnosti (Centrum Securitatis), Praha 1927, p. 76.
See Komenský, Hlubina bezpečnosti, Chapters V, VI, pp. 34-50.
Komenský, Hlubina bezpečnosti , pp. 72-82.
For example (I am using here the 1611 English Authorized Version; Komenský
would, of course, use the Czech Bible Kralická from 1613): John 5:30 “. . . I seek
not mine own will, but the will of the Father which hath sent me.”; Luke 22:42
“. . . not my will, but thine, be done.”; Ps. 37:4 “Delight thyself also in the LORD;
and he shall give thee the desires of thine heart.”; Is. 30:15 “For thus saith the
Lord GOD, the Holy One of Israel; In returning and rest shall ye be saved; in quietness and in confidence shall be your strength.”; Phil. 1:20 “According to my
earnest expectation and my hope, that in nothing I shall be ashamed, but that with
all boldness, as always, so now also Christ shall be magnified in my body, whether
it be by life, or by death.”
These are: 1) peace with God; 2) spiritual security in spite of physical dangers; 3)
perpetual good-heartedness (dobromyslnost); 4) safe distance from worldly confusions (motaniny); 5) the ‘resigned’ do not fear any harm; 6) the ‘resigned’ bear
suffering with praise of God; 7) the ‘resigned’ are amazed by God’s benevolence;
8) the ‘resigned’ know their falls are for their good; 9) the ‘resigned’ die joyfully
(radostně). See Komenský, Hlubina bezpečnosti, pp. 82-90.
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present evils as the eschatological signs of the early coming of Christ,
which is the ultimate victory of good and righteousness. By this we may
understand the hopefulness of his resignation to God’s will.146 One must
observe that his notion of resignation was far from being absolute or total;
it was a precisely defined type of resignation having to do with a changed
view of the self and the role of the self in the universe. It was not resignation from everything but rather “resignation from worldlinmess” as R. Palouš puts it well; it is that resignation “which expresses itself in cleaving to
God and accepting all the difficult things as his will. . . . It is not hopeless
despondency; there is a way out. Komenský is determined not to remain in
falsehood; he wants to disclose it as a falsehood and delusion to himself
and to others.”147 In light of the amount of pain and disappointment Komenský went through in this period, we may understand his negative approach to the world. The world in its sin is lost; it is the “devil’s pub,” and,
as such, it is to be renounced and left behind; but there is a consolation;
there is salvation in Jesus Christ.148
This is an essential point for understanding the inner impulses of the
development of Komenský’s thought in the early periods. When he moved
from the consolation stage toward the emendation stage, it was not a
movement away from his full reliance on God but rather an extension or
deepening of it. Komenský never abandoned the attitude of complete reliance on and submission to God, for he was firmly convinced of God’s
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Komenský’s eschatology is implicitly present in most of his writings. In his first
volume of Truchlivý (The Mournful), a book from this period (from 1623), he expresses the idea that the present afflictions are both signs of an early coming of
Christ and God’s necessary means of separating the wheat from the chaff. In other
words, he was able to view the hardships positively. See Truchlivý I (The Mournful, vol.I) in Veškeré spisy Jana Amosa Komenského (Collected Writings of Jan
Amos Komenský), Zábřeh 1910, pp. 96-179.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 10.
J. B. Čapek observes that because of the subjective expressions of pain and sorrows, Komenský has been often incorrectly identified as a baroque writer, but a
careful reader, continues Čapek, notices that Komenský’s subjectivism is far from
“the typical baroque desolation (rozervanost), aimlessness and despair,” but rather
it expresses “a collective pain or life trials caused by the external events of persecution and personal loss.” Čapek further states that ”in Komenský we can neither
find any traces of baroque sensuality or desire of sensual depiction of the transcendent, as was common in, e.g., Terezia of Avila or in Rubens.” See Čapek,
J.B.: Komenský a směry jeho doby (Komenský and the Trends of His Time), in
Několik pohledů na Komenského (Several Views on Komenský), Karolinum 2004,
p.18.
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goodness and wisdom, as is evident from his late writings.149 Such an attitude of commitment and hopeful expectation was not in contradiction with
the potential for emendation which he discovered later; on the contrary,
Komenský’s ‘resignation’ to God functioned as the foundation of emendation. It should be recognized, however, that it was a foundation without actual realization. Teleological hope prepared the ground for Komenský’s
educative and emendative action, but a further impulse was necessary to
bring it to fruition.150 In other words, the anthropology of resignation
(hope) was not overthrown or substituted by the later anthropology of education (action) but rather complemented by it. This is internally consistent:
in contrast to hopelessness, which leads nowhere, hope may lead to action.151

3.4 Didactica: Anthropology of Education
In the beginning of the 1630s, several years after his emigration to Lezsno,
we can discern a new shift in Komenský’s thought. It was not a sudden
change but rather a gradual process which led to a different attitude toward
the nature of the world and the role of the human being in the world. This
new attitude is first observable in his early didactic writings, namely in
Česká didaktika (Czech Didactics) and Velká didaktika (Great Didactics).
In these books Komenský shows a more positive view of the world with all
its problems. He evidently abandons his determination to merely bear the
149

150

151

The mentality of ‘resignation’ is both implicitly and explicitly expressed in Komenský’s writings throughout his life. In his late Unum Necessarium (The One
Thing Necessary) from 1669, he says, for example: “[Christ] commanded us not to
worry too much about the earthly things, but to rely on God’s fatherly care;” elsewhere Komenský quotes the apostle Paul to make his point: “I have learned, in
whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content” (Chapter IV); and elsewhere he
adds: “. . . to be born again, be changed into a new creature in the likeness to
God . . . is possible only through the complete and meekest committing of oneself
(nejpokornějším odevzdáním se) to the will of God.” (Chapter VI). See also his
other late writings, such as Clamores Eliae (The Exhortations of Elijah), lst ed.,
1665; Angelus pacis (The Angel of Peace), lst ed., 1667.
That is why I am using the word ‘foundation’ in a specifically narrow meaning
with J.Patočka. The realization came later when the reliance on God was complemented by new ideas discovered later by Komenský. See Patočka, J.: Komenského
názory a pansofické literární plány od spisů útěšných ke Všeobecné poradě (Komenský’s Views and Literary Pansophic Plans from the Consolation Writings to
the General Consultation) in Komeniologické studie II (Comeniological Studies,
vol.II), Oikoymenh, Praha 1998, p. 226.
Cf. Neval, Die Macht Gottes zum Heil.
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miseries of the world; on the contrary, he is determined to do something
with them, to overcome them. He no longer renounces or turns away from
the world but points to it, appeals to it; and, as we shall see, even draws
didactic principles from its nature. The question which arises is: What
brought about this substantial change in his thinking? And, likewise, what
brought him to the concept of didactics at all?
The theme of education was not new for Komenský, for he had been
pondering this area ever since he began to teach in 1614. In his Labyrinth
(finished in 1623), we can detect a pedagogical awareness in the sharpwitted and insightful critique of the traditional approach to education. In
Chapter X, where the pilgrim examines the learned classes, Komenský
writes:
Thereupon my guide said to me: “At last I understand where your mind
draws you: among the learned with you, among the learned . . .” We then
came to a gate called Discipline: it was long, narrow, and dark, full of armed
guards, to whom every one desiring to enter the street of the learned had to
report and request their guidance. I observed that the crowds of those who
presented themselves, for the greatest part young men, were immediately put
through various severe examinations. The first of these, required of all,
aimed at ascertaining what kind of purse, posterior, head, brain (which they
judged by the nasal mucus), and skin each of the candidates brought. If the
head were of steel, the brain of quicksilver, the posterior of lead, the skin of
iron, and the purse of gold, they praised him and willingly conducted him
farther. . . . We proceeded further into the gate where I observed that each
guard, choosing one or more of the candidates, led them on, blew something
into their ears, wiped their eyes, steamed their nose and nostrils, drew out
and trimmed their tongue, taught them to clasp or extend their hands and
fingers, and coached them in I do not know how many more ways. Some
guards even attempted to bore their pupils' heads and to pour something into
them. My interpreter, seeing me frightened thereat, said “Be not amazed; the
learned must possess hands, tongue, eyes, ears, brain, and all other external
and internal organs of a different order from those of the ignorant masses of
mankind; for that purpose they are here transformed, and that cannot be accomplished without toil and pain.”152

Notice the required dispositions for receiving the pupils to the school and
the description of the educational techniques. Notice also that all the school
staff are called “guards,” sometimes with the adjective “armed.” Such cut152

Labyrint světa a ráj srdce (Labyrinth of the World and Paradox of the Heart),
VSJAK XV., Brno 1910, pp. 218-219.
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ting irony not only gives us a painful picture of the school system of the
time; it also reveals part of Komenský’s assessment of it, which later developed into a deliberate reforming effort.
As we have seen in Komenský’s biography, by about 1627 he had already conceived the idea of producing some kind of didactic guide. Quite
intentionally he sought didactic sources. While studying the available materials, he came across the works of some of the famous contemporary didactic reformers153 such as W. Ratke,154 E. Bodin,155 E. Lubin,156 C.
Helwig,157 J. C. Frey158 and J. V. Andreae.159 These authors ignited Ko153
154

155

156

157

158

159

Komenský lists these authors as the sources of inspiration in the Introductions to
both of his Didactics (Czech Didactic and Great Didactics).
Wolfgang Ratke was a German thinker who, in his Memoriale, boasted that he
knew a method for teaching languages and sciences in a remarkably short time and
with remarkable results. But when he was given an opportunity to prove his
claims, he failed and was put in jail in 1619. Later he was given two more opportunities, but again the practical outcomes fell below his promises. It is an interesting matter of fact that Ratke kept his methodology secret, and his disciples were
under oath not to reveal the method to anybody. Komenský tried several times to
correspond with Ratke and consult with him about his pedagogical ideas, but
Ratke did not respond. However, Komenský probably knew some of Ratke’s
handbooks developed for his ‘experimental’ schools and was able to infer some of
Ratke’s methodology.
Elias Bodin was a German author. His Didactica is not a theoretical pedagogical
system but rather a sum of instructions concerning language teaching. However, it
was perhaps the first didactic book which Komenský came across, and it ignited
his interest and desire to write in the area of didactics.
Eilhard Lubinus was a German professor of rhetoric, mathematics, and theology.
He did not deal explicitly with didactics, but he wrote an introduction to a GreekLatin-German edition of the New Testament with a rather long title: An Epistle
Which Explains How Boys Should Learn a Latin Language (it was 24 print pages).
Komenský was most likely acquainted with it.
Christoph Helwig was a professor of Greek and eastern languages in Giesen. The
work which inspired Komenský was Grammatica universalis, continens ea, quae
omnibus linguis sunt comunia (General Grammar Containing That Which Is
Common to All Languages).
Johannes C. Frey was a German medical doctor who taught philosophy in Paris.
Komenský calls his didactic work, published in 1629 in Paris, “milostná didaktička” (lovable little didactics); it deals with teaching of rhetoric, sciences, arts,
and languages.
Komenský values Johannes V. Andreae above all in his Czech Didactics, with the
explanation (in the Great Didactics) that he “excellently exposed the illnesses of
the churches, states, and schools.” Komenský already knew Andreae in his Fulnek
period and was in touch with him via correspondence. The influence of Andreae
was clear earlier in Komenský’s Labyrinth, as we have seen above.
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menský’s interest in pedagogy, but they could not and did not provide the
systematic philosophical framework that we observe in Komenský’s Didactics, for they dealt with only narrow and specific didactic subjects. In
the introduction to the Great Didactics, Komenský makes it clear: “Some
attempted to provide instructions about how to easily teach this or that language. Others attempted to find an easy way to implant this or that piece of
knowledge or art. . . . We, however, dare to promise a Great Didactics, that
is, a universal art of teaching all things to all people.”160 Where does this
philosophical ‘greatness’ of the Great Didactics come from? Komenský
lets us know elsewhere that the decisive philosophical influence came not
from ‘handbooks’ of mere didacticians but from philosophers, most importantly, from N. Cusanus, T. Campanella, and F. Bacon.161
Cusanus helped Komenský to discover, besides other things,162 the essential motif of the world as school.163 It was not a new idea – neither in
history164 nor in Komenský’s thought – for the elements of this concept
could already be seen in his early encyclopedic projects. But perhaps because of Komenský’s life circumstances, he was not able to see the potential of this motif until this stage in his life. To what does the concept of the
world as school refer? Patočka expounds on Cusanus:
The world and life are preparation for the future merging with God. . . . In
this world we learn; in the other world we are masters. . . . What we really
seek in the school of this world is, therefore, something which the world
cannot render us in a pure form: the absolute truth, the comprehension of it,
to have the mastery of the truth, to be the truth. From the world itself we are
to learn transcendence; we are to learn that the goal of each thing lies beyond

160
161

162
163
164

Komenský, Velká didaktika, p. 3.
Komenský lets us know about their influence in a letter written to Rafael Leszcynski in 1630. See Molnár, Rejchrtová, J.A.Komenský o sobě, pp. 95-97. See also Patočka, J.: Bacon Verulamský a Komenského Didaktika (Bacon of Verulam and
Komenský’s Didactics) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies,
vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, pp. 151ff.
One of the other things is the idea of universal harmony, which will be dealt with
later in this chapter.
Komenský knew Cusanus through Pindera’s anthology. There he found quite a
large excerpt from Cusanus’ De filiatione Dei, in which the motif was outlined.
The motif of the world as the school of God’s wisdom occurs in the writings of a
number of Church fathers, e.g., Gregory of Nyssa, Clement of Alexandria, Origen,
or Augustine. But a similar idea occurred before that in classical platonic thought,
where education was seen as essentially a way from delusion to truth, from darkness to light.
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itself; thus the goal of things is in human beings, and the goal of a human being is that which is beyond him.

Patočka continues: “If we grasp that the world in itself is not selfexplanatory, that all of reality is structured in such a way that its every part
and its every layer point beyond itself to the higher layers, but also the
whole as such points beyond itself, then this wisdom in the world pointing
beyond the world is going to be a school for everyone who allows the
world to teach him/her.”165
In other words, instruction lies in the actual nature of being. The nature
of reality, as it is given, has an inherently educational character, for “every
being in its true form has received this self-transcending designation,”166
says R. Palouš when interpreting Komenský’s newly discovered understanding of reality. “The world is not an accidental occurrence of something that follows an anonymous mechanism, emerging from dark meaninglessness and similarly heading toward empty indifference; on the concontrary, the world is an intentional abidance (pobyt) of all beings, called
to be ‘well,’ beings called not merely ‘to be,’ but ‘to be in order to,’” with
an inherent purpose.167 The whole world was created, continues Palouš
elsewhere, “in order to become the visible sign of God’s intention, in order
to prepare room for the paramount role of human beings, in order to open
the remarkable drama of struggling for a good world. It is this ‘in order to’
which characterizes the nature of God’s world.”168 Men and women enter
the school of the world through birth and are immediately exposed to its
education. “The particularities of this world prepare a human being for
comprehension of the universal, undivided, and non-fragmented truth.”169
The world narrates a narrative of its own transcendence; thus the universe
calls people to the same task – to fulfil their role in the drama. After all,
they are part of the same story.
Note that this teleological understanding of reality is not in contradiction with Komenský’s notion of “nesamosvojnost,” that the universe and
human beings do not have their goal and end in themselves, which he for165
166
167
168
169

Patočka, J.: Cusanus a Komenský (Cusanus and Komenský) in Komeniologické
studie I (Comeniological Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p.182.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 33.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 18.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 13.
Patočka, J.: Mezihra na prahu moderní vědy: Cusanus a Komenský (Interlude on
the Threshold of Modern Science: Cusanus and Komenský) in Muž bolesti a
naděje, Sborník k 400. výročí narození J.A.K. (Man of Pain and Hope, A 400 Birth
Anniversary Symposium), Blahoslav, Praha 1992, p. 33.
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mulated in the previous (consolation) period of his life. This notion, as we
have seen, views all the beings of this world (including human beings in
the first place) as not self-existing and self-sustaining, but both ontologically and existentially dependent on God.170 But it was only after encountering Cusanus’ idea of the world as school that the resigned dependence
began to change into an active dependence in Komenský’s thought. This is
not to say that he stopped seeing the corruption and evils of the world; he
certainly continued to be aware of them. From this point, however, they
did not prevent him from allowing the world to teach him. True resignation
prepares for receiving the instruction coming from the nature of being.
This newly discovered educative dimension of reality was accompanied
by impetuses from T. Campanella and F. Bacon. Campanella was a vigorous critic of the traditional Aristotelian approach to knowledge and strove
for a fundamental reform. His project of a unified system of all the sources
of knowledge included experience, reason, and faith. These, he hoped,
would penetrate all branches of knowledge and would lead toward goals of
emendation in the society. These goals strongly resonated in Komenský’s
mind, for he was similarly dissatisfied with the state of affairs and sought
for a solution. That is why he considered Campanella to be one of the
“happy restorers of philosophy.”171 Moreover, it fitted together well with
thoughts he came across in Cusanus. Patočka reminds us that in addition to
the idea of the world as a school, “Cusanus influenced Komenský by the
idea of the fusion of contradictions, that is, the idea that every individual
being is a particular explication of unity, which thus participates in universal harmony.”172
The last source of inspiration to further contribute to the shift of Komenský’s thinking was F. Bacon.173 Bacon’s methodological reform of
170
171
172
173

Cf. Patočka, Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky, p. 182.
In a letter written to Rafael Leszcynski in 1630. See Molnár, Rejchrtová,
J.A.Komenský o sobě, pp. 95-97
Patočka, Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky, p. 184.
Komenský’s adoption of Bacon’s method is quite peculiar and loose, as we shall
see. Moreover, in the Didaktika, Komenský gave no reference to Bacon, and that
caused some dispute among the Comeniologists about whether or not Komenský
knew Bacon when composing his early didactic writings. The quarrel was resolved
when a letter written by Komenský to Rafael Leszcynski in 1630 was found. In the
letter Komenský lists all the writers who inspired him, and after listing the didactitians (which he listed in the introduction to his Didaktika), he attaches today’s
well-known parenthesis: “addo Campanellam et Verulamium, felices philosophiae
instauratores” (I add Campanella and Verulam, happy restorers of philosophy). It
was quite an interesting and important discovery, for it not only revealed the fact
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knowledge, which was to allow or even force nature to speak for itself, fit
perfectly with the thinking of Cusanus and Campanella. The way of induction promised to multiply human spiritual (intellectual) powers in the same
way a machine multiplies human physical powers, and as a result of that,
humans would be enabled to become the rulers of creation once again.174
However, it must be noted that Komenský did not adopt Bacon’s induction
with its all implications. The special attention that Komenský paid to nature (together with Bacon) was not “knowledge-based, but educationalbased,” as D. Čapková comments:
Comenius did not view nature as a machine which might be approached and
observed externally. Even though he would use similar terminology such as
machina mundi (world as machine), his approach was organic, that is, similar to the one of neo-platonics and hermetics. . . . He was concerned with nature because she – as the closest and most easily accessible realm of the
whole of the world – reveals best to people God’s intention and the order of
the world. . . . Thus, while Francis Bacon sought via his induction the key to
the exploration of nature and Descartes strove for emancipation of a human
mind, Komenský had in mind a new (scientific) method of formation of the
human being in his or her relation to the whole of the world.175

That was the last component in the mosaic of Komenský’s foundation for a
new educational philosophy: a) there is the world which provides the educational material; b) there is a knowledge which includes and harmonizes
the whole (Komenský later calls it pansophy); c) there is a method which
enables the material to disclose its potential. Komenský’s synthesis of
these sources gave birth to a unique perspective first presented in his didac-
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that Komenský knew Bacon and studied him simultaneously with Campanella, but
it also showed something about Komenský’s systematic approach to study. Komenský adds the two authors only at the end of the list as a separate group, because they are indeed separate; they are philosophers, not didactitians, and thus for
the composition of a didactic writing, they are in the category of auxiliary sources.
For further details, see Patočka, Bacon Verulamský a Komenského Didaktika, pp.
151ff.
Besides Bacon as a source of methodological inspiration, Patočka reminds us also
about Vives, who is considered to be a predecessor of Cartesian methodology and
who was linked to Komenský through their encyclopedic and educational interests. However, out of these two, it was Bacon who had the greater impact on Komenský.
Čapková, D.: Škola a utváření lidství v pojetí J.A.Komenského, (School and Formation of Humanity in the Notion of J.A.Komenský), in Pedagogica XLI, 1991,
5–6, p. 557.
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tic writings, namely, The Gate of Languages Unlocked (1631), Czech Didactics (1632), and Great Didactics (1657).176 I will focus on the Didactics
in my analysis, for the language teaching method developed in The Gate is
merely a part of the complex didactic system developed in the Didactics.177
Both Didactics (Czech and Great) have essentially the same structure.178 There are four basic parts: 1) Prologue (Provolání) and general
pedagogy; 2) general didactics and specific didactics of sciences, arts, and
languages; 3) moral and religious education; 4) organization of the overall
educational system.179

3.4.1 Prologue: The Foundations of Human Educability
One might be tempted to skip the Prologue as a ‘mere’ prologue, but it is
important not to do so. In the title page of his Great Didactics, Komenský
hints that the first part of the book is going to deal with the “foundations,”
as he puts it. A careful reading shows, indeed, that the Prologue deals very
extensively with the foundational anthropological starting points of all his
didactics. The opening words already reveal how broad and thorough Ko176
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178

179

The Great Didactics was published only in 1657 as an opening part of Opera didactica omnia. But Komenský had already started to work on its translation into
Latin and its improvement in 1633, when he began to realize that it was not just
Czech affairs that needed to be remedied.
I will do so in spite of the fact that The Gate overshadowed the other writings by
its fame for a number of years. The exceptional success of The Gate is an interesting fact (which surprised Komenský himself), for the method of The Gate was
based on the same theoretical foundation as the other didactic writings. It can be
explained by the more immediate and specific results brought about in actual language learning. Another factor has certainly been the urgent need for a better
method of foreign language teaching and learning.
As was mentioned above, the Czech Didactics was written for Czech readers who
knew nothing about the subject, while the Great Didactics was written for the
educated circles later (in Latin). The slightly different emphasis and formulation,
however, complement each other well; therefore, I will found my analysis on both
Didactics. To indicate the source, I will sometimes use the following system of
abbreviations, e.g.: Czech Didactics, Chapter I, paragraph 2 (CD, I.,2); Great Didactics, Chapter III, paragraph 4 (GD, III, 4).
Although Komenský does not divide his Didactics like this in the actual contents,
the fourfold organization of the book is hinted at in the title page of Great Didactics, where he announces the four main themes of his plan: Foundations, Truth,
Procedure, Way. I am following the formulation of the division as given by Jaroslav Havelka in the introduction to Czech Didactics (1937), Jan V. Novák in the
introduction to Great Didactics (1905), and J.Patočka’s interpretation in his
Comeniological studies (1997 – 2003).

58

Lessons in Humanity

menský’s intentions are: “In the beginning God created human beings out
of dust and placed him and her into paradise, the Garden of Eden, which he
planted in the east for the purpose that man and woman would not just look
after it, but also that it should be a paradise and pleasure to their God. Certainly as the Garden of Eden was the most delightful part of the world, so
the human being was the most delightful creature . . . created in the image
of the one who arises from eternity.”180
After an exposition of the Creator’s wisdom and outlining the beauties
of the original state of creation, Komenský continues: “But alas! We have
lost the paradise of the physical pleasures which we inhabited, and likewise
we have lost the paradise of the spiritual pleasures. To the wasteland of the
earth we have been driven, and in our hearts we have become wastelands.
We did not appreciate the paradisal arrangements, we coveted something
more both for our bodies and for our minds, and thus we lack both, both
our bodies and minds are burdened by the burden of wickedness…”181
This description is the traditional Brethren doctrine of the fall of human
beings. With biblical texts, Komenský then continues to depict the farreaching consequences of the fall. This depiction is particularly important,
because it indicates how Komenský saw the human condition. He saw it as
a condition which needed to be addressed. An extensive quotation is in order:
For what is in relation to people as it ought to be? What stands in its proper
place? Nothing. Everything is upside down, everything has gone wrong, for
all the order, all the government, all the noble features are scattered. Instead
of the wisdom by which we were to resemble angels, there is foolishness and
dullness . . . resembling dumb beasts. Instead of prudence, which leads one
to prepare for eternity, for which we have been created, there is a forgetfulness of both the eternal nature and the mortality of man. . . . Instead of mutual candidness and truthfulness, there is slyness, deceit, and falsity everywhere. Instead of grace, there is envy, instead of confidence, there is
deception. . . . Instead of unity, there are discords, quarrels, and rages, secret
malice as well as open hostility, fights and wars. Instead of righteousness,
there are injustice, robberies, thefts; everyone greedily amasses only for
himself or herself. Instead of purity, there is lechery, both internal and external; there is adultery, infidelity, misconduct, and lewdness, both in the mind
and in speech. Instead of truthfulness, there are lies and gossip everywhere.
Instead of humbleness, there is arrogance and pride, preening and boasting;
180
181

Komenský, J.A.: Didaktika česká, (Czech Didactics), Národní knihtiskárna
I.L.Kober v Praze, 4.ed., 1926, p. 1.
Komenský, Didaktika česká, p. 2.
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one rising against the other. Woe to you, miserable generation, how deeply
you have sunk into wretchedness!182

Such a woeful condition of human affairs does not, however, lead Komenský to a renunciation of the world or his generation. He saw a way out
— or rather a way toward — the world, toward a remedial engagement
with the sick world. The solution was related to his eschatological hopes,
which once again provided motivational power. Komenský knew two
“joys” in the midst of all the above described miseries: 1) “That God prepares the paradise of eternity, where there will be everlasting perfection . . .” 2) “God has restored his paradise and his church in certain times
and turned a wasteland into a delightful garden.”183 According to Komenský’s reading of Scripture and history, God did such things a number
of times in the past: after the flood, when bringing his people out of Egypt,
and later out of Babylon; in King David’s time; and, of course, when sending his Son, the Savior.184 And Komenský adds a conclusion which seems
to be one of the key moments in his ‘didactic turn’: “It is highly important
that we would understand well the foundation of God’s glorious and joyful
restoration and thus know how to contribute to the merciful work of
God.”185 Notice Komenský was no longer determined to merely put up
with the miseries of the world as he had been in his ‘resignation’ period,
but he was ready to participate in the restoration of the world, which was
indeed a significant shift in his thinking.
The idea of didactics, which plays the essential role in the process of
restoration, needs to be explained to the readers, for the concept was new,
especially for Czech readers.186 Komenský presents didactics as an “art of
arts;” that is, the “artful teaching” of youth (and people in general) in the
arts. Komenský further explains that all the confusions and labyrinths of
contemporary schools show the urgent need of such an art. He recognized
and listed the didactic reformers who inspired him and in whose footsteps
he wanted to follow, but he humbly suggested there was a need for far
greater and more substantial reform. According to his judgment, his predecessors formulated their didactic handbooks “on the basis of an easy practice, a posterior,”187 and thus their advice covered merely external and par182
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tial aspects of education. But he dares: “to promise a great didactics, that
is, a universal art of teaching all things to all people. And it shall proceed
in a reliable way, so that the results cannot be avoided. Furthermore, gently, without problems and sorrows to either the teacher or the pupils, rather
to the pleasure of both parts. And thoroughly, not superficially and for the
sake of appearance, but by bringing [the pupils] toward true knowledge,
pure morals, and honest godliness.”188
In contrast to his precursors, this grand project is to be educed “a priori,
that is, from the unchanging essence of the things themselves, as if we
brought together brooks from a living spring.” In the very next paragraph,
Komenský recognizes the greatness of the things promised and invites all
the readers to evaluate his project very carefully and encourages them to
contribute to it. In the following paragraphs of the Prologue, Komenský
further explains the importance of education in general, in particular, the
education of youth, and then elaborates on the general benefits of a better
educated society.
The Prologue is followed by several chapters dealing with general
pedagogy. Here Komenský lays the teleological foundations of all pedagogy. The ultimate goal of all education is to bring human beings to the
fulfilment of their purpose as given in the Scripture, which is, in Komenský’s words, “to enjoy with God the most perfect glory and blessing
by being united to him, who is the height of all perfection, glory, and delight.”189 To realize this goal, humans need to know themselves (CD, I, 1),
that is, they need to know that:
a. They are “the greatest, strangest, and most glorious of all creation.”
(CD, I, 2-4)
a.i. Human beings are the greatest, because only humans possess all
the attributes of being: life, senses, and reason. E.g., a stone has
being but does not possess life; plants and trees are given life, and
even the ability to multiply, but do not sense things; all the animals, beasts, birds, fish, reptiles, etc. possess life and the senses
but not reason. (CD, I, 2)
a.ii. Human beings are the strangest of all creatures, for only in them
“the heavenly with the earthly is merged; the visible with the invisible, the mortal with the immortal. To embed a rational, immortal, and eternal soul into a piece of clay and make it to be one
personality, that is a mighty act of God’s wisdom and artistry.”
188
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(CD, I, 3) It was only the human being to whom God related personally (nexus hypostaticus)190 and thus united his nature with
human nature. (GD, I, 3)
a.iii. The greatest glory of human beings lies in the fact God himself in
Jesus Christ became a human being in order to “recreate what has
been corrupted.” No other creature in the whole universe has
been so gloriously honored by the Creator. (CD, I, 4)
b. The ultimate goal of human life is not in this life (CD, II). This is made
known to people in the Scriptures, but also it is observable in human nature and life:
b.i. The composition of our nature shows that what we have in our
lives is never sufficient. For human beings have a threefold life in
themselves: vegetative, in common with plants; animal, in common with beasts; and spiritual or intellectual, which is specific for
people. From the fact that we tend to grow and develop toward
perfection on all these levels, though we reach perfection on none
of these levels, Komenský concludes that “there must be something greater cherished for us.” (CD, II, 2)
b.ii. “Everything we do or suffer here shows that we do not reach the
ultimate (poslední) goal here but that everything, as well as we
ourselves, heads elsewhere.” (GD, II, 5) “Everything that happens
with us in this life happens on levels, on which we ascend higher
and on which we always see yet higher levels. . . . Similarly, our
efforts are first smallish, thin, and feeble, but gradually they grow
greater and reach further. But as long as we are alive . . . we always have something to do, something to desire, and something
to strive for. Nevertheless, we can never fully satisfy or fulfil our
efforts in this life.” (CD, II, 3)
c. Earthly life is but a preparation for eternal life. Komenský sees the evidence of this in three things:
c.i. Human beings. “If we observe ourselves [emphasis his], we can
see that all our being progresses on levels, so that every preceding
level prepares the way for the following one. For instance, our
first life is in our mother’s life. But what for? Is it for its own
sake? No. There it is to be formed well as a dwelling of the soul,
in order to live a good life under the sun. When that is finished
we come to the light. . . . So it is with earthly life.” (GD, III, 2)
190
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c.ii.

The world. “When we observe the world from any point of view,
we can see it has been created for the purpose of the multiplication, edification, and education of humankind. . . . This world is
but a seedbed, nourishment, and school, from which we are to
proceed to the eternal academy.” (GD, III, 3)
c.iii. The Scripture. “Although reason shows it, the Holy Scripture affirms most powerfully, that God, having created the world and
everything in it, made man and woman a steward of it and commanded him and her to multiply and to replenish the earth and
subdue it. Hence the world is here for man and woman. God
speaks about this clearly in Hosea, that the heavens are for the
earth, the earth then for corn, wine, oil, etc., and those things are
for people (Hos. 2:21,22). All things, therefore, are for humans,
even time itself. . . . After all, the Scripture speaks about this
world almost always as about preparation and training, a way, a
journey, a gate, an expectation; and we are called pilgrims, visitors, arrivers, and expectants.” (CD, III, 7)191
d. The ultimate goal of every human being is “eternal bliss with God.”
(GD, IV, 1) To reach this, a human being needs to fulfil his or her human vocation, which Komenský derives from the Scriptures, specifically from the account of the creation of human beings (Gen. 1:26).
There are, according to Komenský, three main tasks given to people as
a life assignment:
d.i. To be a rational being, which means “to be an observer of all
things, the one who names all things, and the one who learns all
things. In other words, humans are to know, to call, and to understand all the known things of the world.” (GD, IV, 3)
d.ii. To be a master of all creation, which means “to treat all the creation with a lordly attitude, that is, soberly and virtuously . . . and
without allowing any creature, including one’s own body, to enslave oneself.” In other words, “to govern the creation means first
of all to govern virtuously one’s own acts and deeds, both externally and internally.” (GD, IV, 4)
d.iii. To be the image of God. That is, “to constantly turn one’s heart,
desires, and efforts toward God, both externally and internally . . .
and thus reflect the perfection which lies in human origin.” (CD,
IV, 9)
191
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In the following chapter, Komenský further explicates the three tasks in
order to show they are rooted in human nature. Human nature has a “natural” tendency toward learning (d.i), virtue (d.ii), and godliness (d.iii). In
the explanation, Komenský makes clear that by nature he understands “not
the corruption which resides in all people ever since the fall . . ., but the
original and foundational state of ours, toward which we all need to be
brought back.”192 To support his view, he quotes Ludwig Vives, a recognized authority of the time, along with Seneca. Vives says: “What else is a
Christian, but a man or woman brought back to his or her own nature.”
This is remarkably similar to Seneca: “That is wisdom, to return to our nature from which we were driven away by general fault.”193 To strengthen
his argument, Komenský relates naturalness with the doctrine of common
grace (universalis providentia Dei, GD,V, 2).194 The sign of God’s wisdom, which secures the continual functioning of everything, is that:
he does not do anything in vain, that is, without a specific goal, nor without
the specific means needed for achieving the goal. Whatever is is for some
purpose, and in order to reach the goal, it is furnished with the necessary instruments, even with some kind of impetus, that make things flow to their
goals not against their nature, but rather spontaneously and gently.195

It is similar with human beings, according to Komenský, who “are born
with the ability to know things, with the tendency toward harmony, and
with the purpose to love God above all.”196 Komenský acknowledges several paragraphs later that the “natural desire for God has been damaged due
to the fall into sin in a such a way that it cannot be restored by its own
power,” but God has his instruments of “word and spirit” by which he
“enlightens his own.” And, therefore, “let no one argue against us on the
basis of human depravity when we begin to consult the means of restoration from this depravity, for God has already ordained his own means of
restoration. . . . Did not God sow soon after the fall the seeds of grace (by
promise of the blessed seed) into our hearts? Did he not send his Son, so
that the fallen could be raised up again?”197 This ‘raising up’ or restoration
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of the original state of human beings given by the Creator then constitutes
the overall goal of all Komenský’s didactics.198
After defining the general goal(s) of education, Komenský turns to the
actual subject of education. From all that has been said, it follows that education is (and is to be) general, or universal; that is, it concerns all people.
Komenský first affirms that every human being is not only an educable being but also one in need of education, for “if a human being is to become a
human being, he or she needs to be educated toward humanity,”199 for if he
or she lacks proper education, he or she becomes “the most wild of all
creatures.”200 Therefore, it is necessary to educate all people, whether smart
or dull, rich or poor, boys or girls, rulers or serfs (GD, VI, 7-9). This was a
truly revolutionary proposal, and Komenský, being aware of it, anticipated
his opponents’ objections:
Someone might say: For what [purpose] should workmen, peasants, porters,
or even women be educated? My answer is: If this general education is properly instituted, everyone will have enough appropriate material for thinking,
desiring, exertion, and acting. Secondly, everyone will know how to conduct
all the behavior and longings of life without crossing the enclosures one has
to pass through. Moreover, even in the midst of labor, all people will be
lifted through meditation on the words and deeds of God. . . . In brief, they
will learn to see God everywhere, to praise him for everything, to embrace
him always, and thus live better in this life of sorrows. . . . Could not this
state of the church be paradise, the one possible under the sun?201

Education should begin as soon as possible in early childhood, according
to Komenský, for the young age is most suitable for learning (GD, VII).
Educating children is the solemn task of all parents, but Komenský realistically recognizes that parents often do not know how to do that or do not
have time for it, and therefore, it is helpful to have schools where children
might be educated together. Besides these practical reasons, Komenský
198
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sees another advantage of school education, which could be classified as
socio-psychological in today’s terminology:
It is better to educate the youth in greater numbers, for the result is greater,
too; and also the work is more pleasant when they may take an example and
impetus from each other. For to do what we see others doing, to go where
they go, to follow those who are ahead, and to lead those who are behind –
that is most natural. . . . The children's age especially allows for leading
through examples rather than rules. Commands meet with little response, but
if we show that others are doing it, children will imitate it even without a
command.202

In the subsequent chapter, Komenský further develops the generality of
education from the content point of view. General education not only concerns all people but also refers to all things. Komenský puts it briefly and
plainly: “All people ought to be taught all things.”203 By that he does not
mean “a perfect knowledge of all sciences and arts, for such a thing is neither useful nor possible for any human being.”204 What Komenský has in
mind is such an education as would “teach the foundations, reasons, and
goals of all the important things, so that everyone would become not
merely an observer of things, but also an actor . . . who knows how to use
and enjoy all things for a good purpose.”205 In the Czech Didactics, Komenský elaborates this theme in greater detail and relates the content of
education to the previously set goals: a) the goal of rationality refers to the
knowledge of the created being (that which is); b) the goal of virtuousness
refers to the knowledge of morality (that which ought to be); c) the goal of
godliness refers to the knowledge of God’s grace (that which is to be enjoyed). These three areas of knowledge then constitute the content of education, which enables humans to understand why they were brought to life:
to serve God, other creatures, and themselves. (CD, X)
Such schools, then, would be “workshops of humanity.”206 This famous
phrase has become a motto in modern Czech schools, but it should be
stressed that behind the phrase lies: a) a theological definition of humanity
which shapes the general goals of education: a being having a personal relationship with God, a rational being, a self-controlled master of creation,
202
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and a being reflecting the glory of God; b) specific reasons for the universality of education: all have fallen into sin and, therefore, all are in need of
restoration through education; c) the specific content of education: foundational knowledge of all things necessary for properly serving God, others,
and oneself.
Though there already exist a number of schools and academic institutions, such proper schools as proposed above have not yet been founded,
Komenský laments in the next chapter. He anticipates this claim might upset many of his colleagues-educationalists again and therefore provides a
comprehensive warrant for his claim: a) there is a very limited number of
schools; b) the existing schools are neither intended nor designed for everyone but only for a few; c) the way of teaching resembles “torture,” and
children turn away from learning; d) the important things are not taught, as
evidenced by the loose morals of the pupils, which exist in spite of harsh
discipline; e) a verbal approach leading toward “parrot-like verbosity” predominates everywhere: pupils are given merely external shells, without an
understanding of the core of things, and are forced to mindless repetition;
f) this problem is best seen in the way Latin is taught. (GD, XI)

3.4.2 Methodology: General and Specific Didactics
However, the effort of the schools is not completely lost, Komenský continues in the following chapter. The schools could be reformed, which is
both necessary and possible. Komenský is convinced the reform will succeed if based on the natural order of things. He writes: “It is quite clear
that that order which is the dominating principle in the art of teaching all
things to all men and women can and should be borrowed from no other
source than the operations of nature.”207 Therefore, if we observe nature
carefully from the educational point of view, it tells us all the orders we
need to know for proper teaching: a) the order of arrangement of the educational material; b) the order of speed and timing; c) the order of method
(GD, XII, XIII, XIV). These orders or principles derived from nature constitute the core of the actual didactics, which Komenský elaborates in the
second part of the book. He arranges the principles into three sets of 29 didactic fundamentals, as he calls them (chapters XVI, XVII, XVIII). The
first set is entitled: How to make education certain. The second: How to
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make education easy. And third: How to make education thorough.208 Each
fundamental is outlined according to the same pattern:
1) Komenský first sets out the principle of nature, that is, “Nature does not
push anything out before it matures inside and wants to sprout on its
own” (set III, fund.7).
2) Then he demonstrates the principle by several examples from nature:
“Nature does not push the baby bird out of its egg before the limbs are
properly developed and strong, neither forces a nestling to fly before it
has feathers, nor drives it out of the nest before it can fly. Similarly, a
tree does not push the buds until the sap ascending from the roots feeds
them.”
3) Then Komenský exposes how the rule has been broken or neglected in
the traditional schools: “In the same way, therefore, violence is done to
the spirit of the young if they are forced to learn things i) which are
ahead of their maturation and understanding; or ii) without sufficient
preceding exposition, explanation, and guidance.”
4) And finally, Komenský proposes an alternative derived from the first
principle: “Therefore: a) let there be no work of the young but what the
age and abilities not only allow but also desire; b) let there be no memorization of things which they have not understood properly; c) let there
be no forced performance without proper demonstration and instruction
of imitation.”209
The three sets are further supplemented by eight principles of conciseness
and rapidity in teaching, which are structured somewhat differently.210 It is
both unnecessary and impossible to describe all the fundaments in detail,
for they constitute about one-third of the book.211 All the fundaments are
based on the same principle of natural analogy and embody three common
characteristics: a) Consistency of correlation of things and their names –
senses (as many as possible) must be involved in the process of learning;
things themselves must be learned together with their names. b) Appropri208
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ateness of phasing and progression of teaching, which is determined by the
individual aspects of a child’s development. c) Suitability and pleasantness
of the teaching method, which is determined not only by the proper choice
of the learning matter, but also by the proper (nonviolent) methodological
treatment of the matter. In Chapters XX, XXI, and XXII, Komenský then
applies these general didactic principles to the specific methodology of
teaching of sciences, arts, and languages.

3.4.3 Instruments: Morals, Religion, and Discipline
At the beginning of Chapter XXIII Komenský, explains that everything
that preceded was but a “beginning” of the main work. The main work is,
according to Komenský, “wisdom which is to ennoble us, make us greathearted, great-minded . . . and bring us closer to God.”212 Having this goal
in mind, Komenský outlines the key moral virtues which are to be taught in
schools and without which the harmony of human nature, as defined in the
Prologue, would be “incomplete” (porušena). He further explains the ways
of acquisition of the virtues and gives reasons why it is important to begin
leading toward them in early childhood.213
Moral education is quite naturally related to religious education, which
Komenský develops in the next chapter. He acknowledges that godliness is
a special “gift of God,” but he adds that God uses also the “regular means”
of his grace; therefore, God wants to use parents, teachers, and ministers as
his assistants. This, then, leads to the conclusion that godliness ought to be
an integral part of school education. Komenský repeats that by godliness is
meant the ability to “seek God everywhere, to follow him everywhere, and
to enjoy him always” and reminds us that “the first happens through reason, the second through will, and the third through the joy of knowing
him.”214 There are three sources of godliness given to us: Holy Scripture,
the world, and human beings; we are to read, observe, and meditate carefully in order to draw from them. (GD, XXIV, 3-5) The growth in godliness takes place through contemplation, prayer, and trials, which make a
believer to be a “true Christian,” according to Komenský (GD, XXIV, 69). But godliness must not be merely “a matter of lips and words,” but
must be based on “living faith,” which is authenticated by adequate deeds
(GD, XXIV, 23).
212
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In Chapter XXV, Komenský underlines the primary role of the Scripture and recommends its use in religious education rather than one of the
pagan books (antique classics). That does not mean he would reject the
classics as such, but he is concerned about the primary influence to which
the youth are to be exposed. There is much wisdom in the pagan literature,
often consistent with biblical wisdom, which might be collected and used
and which Komenský frequently does in all his writings. But at the same
time, there is much “immorality, godlessness, and blindness,”215 which
only a trained spirit can distinguish, and which is therefore not suitable for
the youth.216
The last chapter (XXVI) of this part of the book deals with school discipline. There is no need to argue for the necessity of discipline in schools;
Komenský merely establishes the fact by quoting an old familiar Czech
proverb: “School without discipline is like a mill without water.”217 The
issue for Komenský, therefore, is not whether to discipline or not, but a)
what is the goal or purpose of discipline; b) what is the matter of discipline; c) what is the manner of discipline.
a) As for the purpose, Komenský says that “discipline is to be exercised
not because someone has sinned, for what has happened cannot be
changed, but in order to prevent future sinning.”218 That is why it is
very important that the wrongdoer “understands the discipline is for
his (own) good and arises from fatherly love.”219
b) By matter of discipline Komenský means the reason or the cause
which brings about the necessity of disciplining. Komenský distinguishes two reasons:
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i) If the reason is dilatoriness or indifference in study, “punches and
beating will be of no use,” says Komenský. Rather, it is necessary
to “arrange the study properly” and thus to “arouse a love for
learning”220 in pupils. Providing the teacher does his part properly,
but the pupils are still careless, Komenský advises verbal rebukes
and admonitions.
ii) If the reason is moral misbehavior, however, such as rebelliousness, deliberate malevolence, pride, envy, or laziness, there is
need for “stricter discipline,” says Komenský, “for those transgressions offend the majesty of God, subvert the foundations of
all virtues, . . . and hinder the progression of studies.”221
c) Komenský gives three manners or ways to exercise discipline, expressing three degrees of strictness:
i) By constant example. Every teacher is to “present himself as a living example of the goal which the pupils are to accomplish. Without this, everything else is futile.”222
ii) By instructive words, rebukes, and admonitions.
iii) “Eventually, if there is someone of such an unfortunate character
that those moderate means are not sufficient, there is a need to use
stricter means (violentiora remedia, Lat. GD).”223 But Komenský
immediately adds a warning that “it is necessary to not use such
extreme means in less-than-extreme cases, for they would soon
lose their function.”224

3.4.4 Organization: The Educational System
The last part of the book (Chapters XXVII – XXXI) deals with the organizational aspect of education. Interestingly, but not surprisingly, Komenský
again draws inspiration for the formal complexities of his school system
from nature. Based on observation of physical growth, he first distinguishes four major developmental stages of youth and proposes four types
of schools: a) the nursery school – up to the age of six; b) the comprehen-
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sive school – from ages six to twelve; c) the grammar or secondary (Latin)
school – to end at age 18; d) Academia from ages 18 to 24.225
As for curriculum, Komenský proposes a very innovative concept:
Though these schools be different, we do not wish them [pupils] to learn different things but rather the same things in a different manner. I mean, all
things which can make human beings truly human and the learned truly
learned; they should be taught in consideration of the pupil’s age and the
standard of his or her prior preparation, which should always tend gradually
upward.226

In other words, Komenský suggests that pupils are to be taught essentially
the same content or forms of knowledge at each of the four school stages,
because these correspond to both human nature and pupils’ permanent
needs. The difference between the stages lies mainly in the amount of and
the way in which the knowledge is mediated (re-presented or restated) to
the learners. At the first stage, things must be learned primarily via senses.
At the second, the training of senses ought to be complemented by practical educational activities (“training of hand”), such as writing, reading,
counting, measuring, singing, memorizing; all is to happen in the mother
tongue. At the third stage, abstract thinking ought to be taught, together
with Latin. Lastly, the academic studies should provide a scholarly education and skills, including also the gaining of experience.
From the viewpoint of content, the curriculum covers 20 areas or subjects which are to be studied at each of the four stages: 1) Metaphysics, 2)
Physics, 3) Optics, 4) Astronomy, 5) Geography, 6) Chronology, 7) History, 8) Arithmetic, 9) Geometry, 10) Statics, 11) Mechanics, 12) Dialectics, 13) Grammar, 14) Rhetoric, 15) Poetry, 16) Music, 17) Economy, 18)
Politics, 19) Ethics, 20) Religion. It may sound curious to teach metaphysics in a nursery school, but Komenský explains that children encounter the
foundations of metaphysics as soon as they “begin to understand such general expressions as: something, nothing, is, is not, the same, contrary,
where, when, similar, dissimilar, etc.” Thus parents and teachers, even in
the early stage, quite naturally introduce children to the basics of metaphysics by showing, naming, and relating things. As the child’s capability
to comprehend the concepts grows in the following stages, the treatment of
the subject ought to deepen and go into greater detail.

225
226

See Komenský, Didaktika Česká, pp. 269-275.
Komenský, Didaktika Česká, p. 179.
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Komenský further outlines the school year timetable, semesters, and
lessons appropriate for each school stage, which are almost identical with
the contemporary Czech state school organization. Later he also proposes
that different subjects require different classrooms or workshops. Thus he
distinguishes eight different schoolrooms (or simply schools in his terminology) appropriate for different subjects and activities: 1) sanatorium,
where learners are led to a healthy life; 2) playground; 3) enlightenment
room, where learners are exposed to the knowledge and findings of the
natural and other sciences;227 4) ambon (or podium), where students are to
learn to speak and express their ideas; 5) workshop, where learners are led
to physical work; 6) virtue workshop; 7) civil room, where learners are
trained to obey and govern, 8) church.228
At the end of the chapter (GD, XXXI, 15), Komenský also proposes the
interesting idea of founding a “school of schools,” where the best scholars
could dedicate all their time and energy to studies for the sake of the rest of
society, which is, in fact, a description of the foundational objective of the
contemporary institution called the Academy of Sciences.229
In the conclusion of the book, Komenský shows how his Didactics
could be used for the welfare of society. He compares his invention to that
of the printing press – the old method was slow, time-consuming, inaccurate, and ineffective, while the new method has the exact opposite characteristics. However, in order to realize the project, the cooperation of key
leaders of the nations is required. That is why Komenský addresses the
learned, the theologians, and politicians and encourages them to remedial
action.
Before moving to the final phase in the development of Komenský’s
thought, we must conclude this ‘didactic’ phase with several analytical observations related to the anthropological questions. To summarize the main
points of Komenský’s didactic project, we have seen that he outlined four
key pedagogical issues: 1) the foundations of the educability of human beings; 2) general and specific didactic methodology; 3) instruments for the
realization of educational goals; 4) the organization of the educational system.
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This was a very revolutionary suggestion, for in the religiously focused schools, it
was not yet common to engage the natural sciences in Komenský’s time.
Komenský, Vševýchova, p. 79.
Komenský further developed this idea in his Via lucis, written in England.
Interestingly, the idea was first realized when The Royal Academy of Sciences
was founded in England in 1668, which was still in Komenský’s lifetime.
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In the first part, we can observe a synthesis of the Brethren theology
with the ideas of N. Cusanus and T. Campanella. From the Brethren tradition arises Komenský’s notion of a human being who is both ontologically
and teleologically “nesamosvojný,” that is, he or she is part of God’s created reality: not self-existing or self-sustaining and not having an ultimate
goal within oneself. Further, soteriologically, humans are in a fallen condition; they were originally perfect, “the greatest of all creation,” but they
turned away from their Creator; they lost the “nexus hypostaticus,” the personal relationship to God, and consequently lost the harmonic state. The
original harmony of human nature is, however, not completely destroyed;
the natural human tendency and desire for harmony shows this. Moreover,
the Scripture confirms it: Jesus Christ came to provide restoration and salvation for human beings.
Komenský finds such theology perfectly consistent with Campanella’s
idea of the unity and harmony of the universe and Cusanus’ concept of the
world as a school. Thus Patočka comments about Komenský’s anthropology, “a human being appears to be an unfinished being, a being that is constantly developing and self-transcending, . . . who is never content with
anything partial and particular.”230 A human being is a learner in the
school of the world, in which “the particularities of this world prepare him
for comprehension of the universal, undivided, and non-fragmented
truth.”231 Thus emerges the universal character of his educational project; it
was not to produce a method which would more easily equip individuals
with specific knowledge or skills but to contribute to the “restoration of
paradise,” a united harmonic universe, which requires recovery of the corrupted condition of humankind caused by their turning away from God.232
In other words, pedagogical teleology is determined by anthropological
teleology.
The actual didactic methodology, which is outlined in the second part
of the book and then applied to all other aspects of education (the teaching
230
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Patočka, J.: Jan Amos Komenský in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological
Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p. 48.
Patočka, Mezihra na prahu moderní vědy: Cusanus a Komenský, p. 33.
Hence we can understand why Komenský considered all his work to be primarily
theological, not pedagogical. In his Opera didactica omnia, Komenský says: “Ego
quae pro Iuventute scripsi, non ut Peadagogus scripsi, sed ut Theologus.” (Whatever I have written for the youth, I wrote not as a pedagogue, but as a theologian.)
See Opera didactica omnia, vol.IV, Státní pedagogické nakladatelství, Praha
1955, p. 27. Komenský speaks similarly in his Methodus linguarum novissima
(The Newest Method for Languages); see specifically the chapter entitled An Address to Theologians.
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of specific subjects and school organization), was derived from “the operations of nature,” as we have seen.233 The influence of F. Bacon’s inductive
method is evident here. However, Komenský adjusted Bacon’s method to
his understanding of a harmonic universe. “The harmony is not just a contingent accident of being, but a transcendental attribute, without which no
existence can be. It is God’s deposit of his idea which enables the fellowship of all beings to bear witness – each being in its own way – about the
same thing, and thus find God’s message everywhere,” interprets R. Palouš.234 Holding the notion of the unity and harmony of the universe, Komenský strove for a unified system of knowledge that would integrate all
three sources or “books” of knowledge available to human beings – the
world (cosmos), the human being (micro-cosmos), and the Scripture
(faith).235 Providing the whole universe rests on common principles, things
which cannot be known directly (by induction) might be derived by comparison and analogy from the other sources, which is exactly what Komenský does in his formulation of both the general and specific didactic
principles. He brings the parallel sources into line with each other – in one
source (nature), which is endowed with an educative character, he finds –
via analogy – instructions for the other source, the world of human beings.
“What nature writes in capital letters is written in human beings in small
letters,” summarize J. Darling and S. E. Nordembo.236
This analysis shows that Komenský adopted Bacon’s induction as only
one component of a wider synthetic method. He clearly recognized its
strength, but on its own, he considered it too partial, since we have three
reliable sources of knowledge which complement each other. Patočka
rightly infers that Komenský did not comprehend the actual meaning of
Bacon’s method; he did not fully grasp that Bacon wanted to allow the
things themselves to speak independently of any human presuppositions or
speculations.237 Nevertheless, Bacon helped Komenský to see that a new
unified science, which he strove for, requires a unified method. The new
method, which Komenský developed and called syncrisis, was a synthetic
adaptation of Campanella’s concept of the three sources of knowledge, to233
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Komenský, Velká didaktika, pp. 129ff.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 24.
The idea of macro-cosmos and micro-cosmos refers back to the old Zoroastrian
notion of the world as one organic whole, which was introduced to Western thinking through neo-platonics and which Komenský came across in writings of Cusanus, Paracelsus, Böhme, and others.
Darling, J.; Nordembo, S.E.: Progressivism in The Blackwell Guide to Philosophy
of Education, Blackwell 2003, p. 291.
Patočka, Jan Amos Komenský, pp. 187-188.
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gether with Cusanus’ concept of general harmony.238 Thus, according to
Patočka, Komenský’s method is, in effect:
a method of invention, meant as a technique of a demonstration, which is to
explicate what has been proved or established as true; it is a posteriori and a
priori at the same time, because it relies on both the factual experience and
the antecedent inventory of the mind. It is made possible by the foundational
idea of general harmony, which explicates itself in all reality, in the objective nature as well as in the human subject. The method is essentially synthetic, but it includes an analysis and induction as its dependent component.239

In other words, Komenský’s “scientific” methodology is not scientific in
the modern meaning of the word. Rather than following Bacon’s requirement, he incorporated it into his speculative system. His Physics, written at
about the same time as his Didactics (in 1632), demonstrates this well. It
still rests on the qualitative Aristotelian cosmology – in spite of Komenský’s open resistance to Aristotelianism. His cosmology is basically a
unified system of cosmic principles organized in triadic ascending structures and interconnected by teleological parallelisms and analogies. Komenský, for example, assumes that motion is the first product of the coalescence of three foundational cosmic principles: matter, spirit, and light;
from motion arises the quality of things, and from quality then arises the
change of things, that is: origin, remaining, growth, alteration, and decline.
The material world consists of three substantial qualities: salt, sulphur, and
mercury; there are three basic states of matter: solid, liquid, and gas. In
human beings, there works a triad of mental powers: vegetative, sensitive,
and rational; and a triad of spiritual powers: operation, reason, and will.
Such speculative concepts pervade in all Komenský’s physics.240 He does
not know experimentation as the starting point of the formulation of scientific principles; there is no sense of mathematical aspects of nature or quantitative expression of natural laws and realities in his cosmology.241
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For details on syncrisis, see Kyrášek, J.: Synkritická metoda v díle J. A. Komenského (Syncretic Method in the Work of J.A.Komenský), Praha 1964.
Patočka, Jan Amos Komenský, p. 188.
See Komenský’s Physics, Chapter III.
For further details on Komenský’s cosmology, see, for example: Červenka, J.:
Principy Komenského přírodní filosofie (Principles of Komenský’s Natural Philosophy), in Jan Amos Komenský ve vývoji evropského myšlení 17. století (Jan
Amos Komenský in the Development of European Thinking of the 17th Century),
Pedagogický ústav J.A.K. ČSAV, Praha 1978, pp. 7-31.
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It is without dispute that such an approach places Komenský’s system
in the premodern era and makes it quite outdated and unfruitful for the discipline of physics.242 However, his fundamental assumption of the unity of
faith and reason, which implied the requirement of harmony, unity, and
wholeness, proved to be more than fruitful in the area of education, especially when coupled with the anthropological assumption of the human being as fallen Imago Dei, who is to be restored.243 It is true that Komenský
did not know the nature of modern science, but interestingly, in education,
claims Patočka, “he did not need it either.” He viewed nature as the school
of wisdom – a school which has in mind an overall meaning, not just particular pieces of knowledge suitable for skillful control over natural powers. Patočka again helpfully interprets this fact by saying that “[Komenský]
grasped how the harmonic universe, governed by general parallelism, is
beautifully fitted to the didactic purpose, for in such a world everything
constitutes unity, and thus everyone learns everything by every possible
means.”244 This is the new effective ‘organon,’245 whose goal is “to open
the pupil’s spirit to the things themselves in their authenticity. The pupil is
to encounter the things directly so that knowledge will not become merely
a dead possession but part of the pupil’s being – as the light of things meets
and unites with the light of the human spirit,” interprets J. Patočka.246
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This is not to say that Komenský would not be interested in contemporary physics.
He was more than interested in new developments and findings in the area. We
have seen that at the end of his studies Komenský purchased the manuscript of
Kopernik’s famous and controversial De revolutionibus orbium caelestium. Komenský further knew about the new invention of the telescope (which was first
used in 1610) and about the fact that through it there might be seen countless
numbers of stars. He further studied the writings of Tycho de Brahe and kept in
touch via correspondence with one of his greatest followers, Johannus Hevelius.
In Komenský’s cosmology, as outlined in his Physics, everything – starting with
the overall structure of the universe and ending with the smallest details in nature
– follows a preordained purpose, which is in effect anthropocentric: the distance
between the sun and the earth is accurate, in order to make life possible, the planets are there in order to help the sun govern earthly things, the winds have a number of tasks in order to serve the earthly order, the human body was given to people in order to serve all the purposes of a living soul, etc.
Patočka, Základní filosofické myšlenky J.A.Komenského, p. 282.
Komenský called this method syncrisis. For more details on Komenský’s tendency
to synthesize faith and reason, see, e.g., Lášek, J. B.: Der Bekenner, Bischof und
Wissenschaftler J.A. Comenius (The Confessor, Bishop, and Scientist
J.A.Comenius), in: N.Kotowski et al. (Hg.) 1992.
Patočka, Jan Amos Komenský, p. 48.
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From these assumptions, then, arise Komenský’s famous 29 didactic
rules (or fundamentals, as he calls them) and organizational inventions,
which constitute the core of his Didactics. To show their timelessness, Patočka recalls some, such as: the principle of realism; the principle of things
before words; words as auxiliary tools; the principle of object teaching; the
principle of learning with understanding; the principle of progress from the
particular to the abstract, but also from the whole to the parts, from the
simple to the complex, from the easy to the difficult; the principle of fundamental periodicity, etc. There is no need to argue for the fact that these
practical implications (outlined in the second and third parts of the Didactics) have been traditionally considered as “the most remarkable”247 parts
of Komenský’s project. In fact, it is the very reason Komenský is still in
the center of pedagogical attention today. The focus of this study is not on
the specific didactic instructions but on the foundations from which they
arise. But we can summarize the general characteristics of the instructions,
relying on the good Comeniological research dealing with this aspect of
Komenský’s pedagogical work.248 The characteristic strengths which have
been generally recognized might be categorized into four areas:
1) Systematic thoroughness. J. Darling and S. E. Nordembo state that
Komenský found inspiration for all aspects of education in nature, namely,
for its phases, progression, manner, and matter.249 Thus he covered the key
areas of pedagogical science, which in itself is considered to be one of the
greatest contributions to pedagogy. Vlastimil Pařízek comments on this by
saying that “the didactic system, which was founded on the defined role of
education included all the basic issues of educational work: there are both
the goals and the elements of education as such, the choice and content of
education are elaborated, the conditions and the process of learning and
teaching are analyzed, the school system and learning organization are
247
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Patočka, Jan Amos Komenský, p. 48
See, e.g., Schaller, K.: Die Pädagogik des J. A. Comenius (Pedagogy of J.A.
Comenius), Heidelberg 1962; Čapková, D.: Některé základní principy pedagogického myšlení J.A.Komenského (Some Foundational Principles of Komenský’s Pedagogy), Praha, Academia 1977; Patočka, Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky; Pařízek.V.: Komenského pedagogická soustava
(Komenský’s Pedagogical System), in Jan Amos Komenský a jeho odkaz dnešku
(Jan Amos Komenský and His Legacy for Today), SPN, Praha 1987; Srogoň, T.:
Comenius’s Basic Principles of Teaching and Present-Day Didactics, in Symposium Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984, pp.107-111; Marklund, S.: School
Stages and Student Developement: An Application of Comenian Thinking in Symposium Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984.
Darling, Nordembo, “Progressivism”, p. 291.
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worked out, and the methodology of teaching is developed. Thus Komenský created an entire and unified system of education and elucidated its
main interrelations. By that he founded pedagogy as a scientific discipline.”250 J. Patočka sees Komenský’s didactic project in a similar light: “In
spite of the fact that the educational instruments are not derived from an
objectively exact causal analysis of the educational process, there is delineated a complete conceptual program of the pedagogical discipline; there
are developed all its basic categories, relations, and relevant problems. In
this sense, he is indeed a founder of pedagogy as a science, that art of
teaching all people all things.”251
2) Psychological integrity. The truthfulness of Komenský’s psychodidactic insights fascinated a number of scholars. Jean Piaget, for example,
observes that “if we go into the details of [Komenský’s] theory of education based on spontaneous development, we are struck by the modern
sound of a whole series of statements, despite the absence of a clear-cut
theory of the relationship between action and thought.”252 Komenský, of
course, did not cover the field exhaustively, but with “remarkable intuition,” according to Piaget’s words, he formulated a number of principles
enhancing the educational process from the psychological point of view,
such as the dependence between cognitive functions and activity, the principle of positive and affective motivation, the principle of consecutive development, the aspects of facilitation/inhibition of the educational process,
the principle of teacher-learner cooperation.253 Piaget even sees in Komenský the “precursor of the genetic idea in developmental psychology
and the founder of a system of progressive instruction adjusted to the stage
of development the pupil has reached.”254 Václav Kulič speaks similarly
when he observes in Komenský’s didactics “much [that is] stimulating,
which anticipates and confirms some of the current tendencies and ap250
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See Pařízek, “Komenského pedagogická soustava”, p. 53. Cf. Tichý, F.R.: S J. A.
Komenským do budování socialistické školy (Building the Socialist School with J.
A. Komenský), in Jan Amos Komenský, Didaktické spisy (Jan Amos Komenský,
Didactic Writings), SPN Praha 1951, pp. 12ff.
Patočka, Základní filosofické myšlenky J.A.Komenského, p. 282.
Piaget, “Jan Amos Comenius”, pp. 173-96.
See also: Srogoň, T.: Comenius’s Basic Principles of Teaching and Present-Day
Didactics in Symposium Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984, pp. 107-111;
Marklund, S.: School Stages and Student Developement: An Application of Comenian Thinking in Symposium Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984, pp. 55-63;
Čapková, D.: On the Impact of J.A.Comenius to the Theory and Practice of Education in Symposium Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984, pp. 11-28.
Piaget, “Jan Amos Comenius”, pp. 173-96.
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proaches in the sphere of human learning psychology and its control.”255 In
the same way, when studying Komenský’s instructions for leading the actual learning process, M. Cipro finds the individual elements of the process
“logical and psychologically integral.”256 Other Comeniologists describe
Komenský’s psycho-didactic principles as an example of a “timeless pedagogical realism.”257
3) Democracy. This is, of course, a term Komenský would not use, but
the universal aspect of his system brought about practical implications,
which many contemporary scholars call ‘democratic.’ Dagmar Čapková
interprets Komenský’s well-known didactic motto omnes, omnia, omneno,
as the foundations of his democratism, for omnes stands for all people, who
ought to learn and be taught omnia, that is, everything necessary, in all
possible ways (omneno), in order to live in harmony.258 Moreover,
Čapková sees the roots of Komenský’s democratism already existing in the
Hussite and Brethren traditions: “The characteristic feature of the Hussite
and the Brethren movement was the conviction that the corruption of human beings might be restored and that humans are able to participate in the
process of restoration. . . . That is naturally related to the social and widely
democratic character of the remedial endeavor.”259 J. Piaget further observes that the democratic inclusion of all people goes even deeper; Komenský is not merely pleading for the girls and the poor, but for all – indeed, for the “naturally dull and stupid.” They must not be excluded; on
the contrary: “This renders more imperative the universal culture of such
intellects. The slower and the weaker the disposition of any man or
woman, the more he needs assistance. . . . Nor can any man or woman be
found whose intellect is so weak that it cannot be improved by culture,”260
which is an approach J. Piaget finds “astonishingly prophetic.”261 A number of other Comeniologists, both Czech and international, and interest255
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Kulič, V.: “J.A.Comenius and Contemporary Psychodidactics” in Symposium
Comenianum 1982, Uherský Brod 1984, p. 177.
Cipro, Prameny Výchovy, vol.I, p. 410.
See, for example, Kratochvíl, L.: Pedagogický realismus Komenského (Komenský’s Pedagogical Realism) in Jan Amos Komenský, L.J.Peroutka, Unie –
Praha, 1947, pp. 123-131.
Čapková, D.: Demokratizmus Komenského systému celoživotního vzdělávání
(Democratism of Comenius’s System of Lifelong Education) in Demokratizmus v
diele Jana Amosa Komenského (Democratism in the Work of Jan Amos Komenský), Slovenské pedagogické nakladateľstvo Bratislava 1974, pp. 19-22.
Čapková, Demokratizmus Komenského systému celoživotního vzdělávání, p. 16.
Komenský, Velká didaktika, p. 87.
Piaget, “Jan Amos Comenius”, pp. 173-96.
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ingly, both communist and non-communist, similarly marvel at and appreciate the democratic character of Komenský’s didactics.262
4) Organizational complexity. “The architecture of a system in which a
parallel is established between man and perpetually formative nature inspires not only a functional system of education but also a conception of
the general organization of education,”263 interprets J. Piaget. The practical
outcome of it was that at the time when education had neither stable institutions nor general programs of study, Komenský confidently proposed
both. As we have seen in the fourth part of his Didactics, he outlined a
complex rational administrative structure, together with the fourfold curricular program. From an organizational point of view, the system was
based on a twofold unity: horizontal unity in respect to curricula at a given
educational level and vertical unity in the hierarchy of stages of education.264 M. Cipro considers such a “systemic approach” to all details of the
organizational aspects of education “to be far ahead of its time.”265 Sixten
Marklund views it likewise, saying that “the organization Komenský proposed was implemented in general national school schemes only about 200
years later, and with slight variations it continues to be applied in the majority of school systems.”266
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3.5 Pansophy: Anthropology of Emendation
The shift in Komenský’s thinking toward pansophy came about as soon as
he came to realze the universal dimension of education. It is true that the
universal element was already present in his Didactics, for it was built on
the idea of the harmonization of various levels of the universe, but its actual application was limited merely to the reformation of schools. It took
Komenský some time to fully realize the universal potential of his
method.267 In fact, we observe an overlap of the educational and pansophic
phases in Komenský’s thinking. It is clear that the purpose of the didactic
writings was to remedy the disorders of society, but originally it was
merely Czech society. Then, during the ‘30s – because of external political
changes and the internal maturing of Komenský’s pansophic ideas – the
addressee of his writings gradually changed. It was no longer only Czech
society but society in general. This shift is apparent in the fact that in 1633
Komenský began to translate (and slightly rework) the Czech Didactics
(and other writings) into Latin.268 Patočka is on the mark in noting that in
this period Komenský’s didactic writings gradually “yielded to the process
of pansophization,” which ended in a clear awareness of the “necessity of
deepening the idea of the global order of the universe.”269 In a letter to
Samuel Hartlib from 1638, Komenský indicates he already understands
education directly as an “instrument of the pansophic method.”270 Thus the
concept of the universal restoration of human affairs was born in Komenský’s mind.271 It was a shift from a latent universalism (in Didactics) to
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Perhaps one of the stimuli was a devastating critique of the Great Didactics by
Joachim Hübner (1611-1663), who belonged to the intellectual circle of Samuel
Hartlib. His criticism was aimed at two main concerns: first, all the art of teaching
is limited solely to schools, as if outside of school it was of no use; second, since
the didactic principles are self-evident, it is useless to derive them from nature. It
seems that because of this criticism, Komenský postponed the publication of the
Great Didactics for more than 20 years.
Schaller, K.: Die Pampaedia des J.A. Comenius. Eine Einführung in sein Hauptwerk, (Komenský’s Pampaedia. The Introduction into his Main Work), Heidelberg, 1958.
Patočka, Jan Amos Komenský, Nástin životopisu, p. 405.
See Ryba, B. (ed.): Sto listů Jana Amosa Komenského (One Hundred Letters of
Jan Amos Komenský), Praha 1945, p. 32.
It seems that of great importance in Komenský’s development was his stay in England. There he met with acceptance and encouragement from his friends. As a result, he wrote Via lucis (The Way of Light) in 1641 and Consultationis brevissima
delineatio (A Very Brief Description of the Consultation) in 1642, in which he
first outlined his pansophic plans.
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an explicit one, fully elaborated in Komenský’s magnum opus De rerum
humanarum emendatione consultatio catholica (A General Consultation
Concerning the Restoration of Human Affairs), on which Komenský
worked (with several interruptions) till the end of his life.
The focus on universal harmony, expressed in the systematic use of the
‘pan’ prefixes (meaning all), does not mean, however, that education
would be put aside in this new phase. On the contrary, education lies in the
center of the Consultation; it is even visualized in the way Komenský
structured the contents of the work; it has seven parts, with the Pampaedia
as the center of a triad, opened and closed in turn by a threefold introduction and a threefold conclusion. This is how Komenský schematized it:272
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See Komenský, J.A.: Obecná porada o nápravě věcí lidských, I, (General Consultation Concerning the Restoration of Human Affairs), vol.I, Nakladatelství
Svoboda, Praha 1992, p. 69.
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1.Panegersia (universal awakening), an introduction in which we explain what we propose
2.Panaugia (universal dawning),
foundation of universal light
3.Pansophia (universal
wisdom), ordering of all
things, thus far confused
General
consultation

The
actual
composition

The
particular
deeds

4.Pampaedia (universal
education), ordering of
all thinking, thus far
confused
5.Panglottia (universal
language), ordering of
languages, thus far
confused

6.Panorthosia (universal reform),
conclusion
7.Pannuthesia (universal admonition), summary in which things so desirable will be repeated

The practical outcome of the method based on the requirement of universal
harmony is supposed to be, according to Komenský, the skill (ars, doved-
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nost) of treating things in agreement with their natural character; that is,
human activity should not violate the foundational natural functions. Komenský’s basic didactic motto expresses it well: Omnia sponte fluant, absit
violentia rebus (let everything flow spontaneously, without violence).273
Patočka sees in this notion of ars the creative (synergic) role of human beings, which had had no parallel up to Komenský. He does not separate human beings from the whole. The starting point of his concept is not the isolated human being as a subject or human mind, but universal harmony.
This aspect Patočka considers to be very up-to-date, for Komenský, being
on the threshold of the modern period, almost prophetically saw the dangers arising from the subject-object division of reality: “fragmentation,
self-centeredness, undervaluation of service and overvaluation of control
and power, lack of harmony.”274
The subject of the Consultation is “mundus sub specie educationis” (the
world viewed from the educational point of view), according to Patočka.275
The idea of the world as a school is developed one step further – nature is
endowed with educative keys not merely for the reformation of schools but
for the whole of human society. The foundational idea of education as outlined in Didactics remains, but in Consultation education becomes paneducation and emendation pan-emendation. The remedy must be universal
in every aspect and every area of human endeavor:
If the human classes are to be restored, the individual people that constitute
the classes must be restored; if the individual people are to be restored, the
workshops of humanity, the schools, must be first restored; to restore the
schools, books, which are to be the appropriate tools of formation, must be
first restored; to restore books, it is necessary to restore the method of writing and handling of the books; and finally, if the method is to be fully restored, it is needed to take heed of the order of things themselves. . . . Thus
the foundation of all hope for true restoration of human disorders is the order
of things. . . . For in accordance with the laws of things (I repeat), the
method of learning things must be reformed, so that books might be reformed through method, school through books, people through schools, hu273
274
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This motto is written on the front page of Komenský’s Opera Didactica Omnia.
See also his Didaktika analytická, Praha 1946, p. 42.
Patočka, J.: O významu všeobecné porady (On the Significance of General Consultation) in Komeniologické studie II (Comeniological Studies, vol.II), Oikoymenh,
Praha 1997, p. 133.
Patočka, J.: Náčrt pedagogického univerzalismu J.A.Komenského (A Sketch of the
Pedagogical Universalism of J.A.Komenský) in Komeniologické studie III
(Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, p. 199.

3. Dimensions of Humanity in Komenský’s Work

85

man societies through people, so that the whole human generation might be
reformed. And thus light and peace with abundance of God’s blessing will
return to schools, churches, and states.276

One of the interesting pedagogical results related to the pansophic shift was
the fusion of the idea of world as a school with the idea of life as a school.
We have seen that in Didactics Komenský outlined four stages of education, ending at age 24. In Pampaedia he adds and quite thoroughly elaborates four more schools: the school of youth, the school of adulthood, the
school of old age, and the school of death. The description of the complementary school phases sounds very consistent with previous ones:
The whole of life is a school, as we have seen in the preceding chapters.
Thus also is its middle period, which is characterized by full strength. In
fact, this period is the most important part, for the previous ones were but
steps on the way to this point. Not moving ahead would mean to decline, especially when there remains so much to be learned, and not only through
some foreplays but through real conduct (jednání). Much might have been
received from the schools, but no school could give what this one can, that
real touch with things and people throughout the whole life. Certainly they
spoke the truth who said: I have learned much from my teachers; however,
more from my schoolfellows, but most from my pupils. For through forming
we form ourselves, and only through work we become masters of work. . . .
For would you not call such a craftsman a fool, who sharpens his or her
hatchet only to throw it away when finished? And what is worse than working for so many years for no purpose? For you will lose the benefit of your
work if you fail to continue in it.277

Similarly, Komenský considers old age to be very educative. At anytime
before, “people might die, but here they have to,” which is a fact that gives
human beings an opportunity to turn away from the vanishing things, give
thanks, and prepare for “embracing death and entering into a new, everlasting life.” Komenský recognizes that of all fearful things, death is the most
fearful, but in faith and full reliance on God, there is no need to fear: “You
had no fear when being born; why should you have any fear of dying? In
neither of the cases does the decision lie in your hand but in God’s.”278
Thus education becomes a never-ending lifelong process, which climaxes
in the triumphal entrance to the “eternal academy.”279
276
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279

Komenský, Obecná porada o nápravě věcí lidských, vol.III, p. 367.
Komenský, Obecná porada, vol. III, p. 123.
Komenský, Obecná porada, vol.III, p. 135.
Komenský, Obecná porada, vol.III, p. 141.
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The changes observable in Komenský’s system during this final period
are of “a peculiar kind,” infers Patočka: “it is not a complete replacement
of older concepts by new, radically different ones, but rather it is a placement of old schemes into a new context, a context that is to be in principle
holistic, general, and unifying.”280 There are some interesting practical implications of the universalistic shift,281 but from the anthropological point
of view, it did not bring about much substantial change in comparison to
the previous stage. Human beings are still teleologically rooted in God;
men and women are learners in the school of the world (and life) given by
God with an educative purpose. What has ‘merely’ changed is the scope of
human activity or engagement within the world. The ultimate goal of all
education is still the restoration of fallen human nature, but what is added
here is a regard to the whole, for all human affairs are mutually interdependent. The harmony of an individual cannot be attained without the harmony of the whole – as Komenský often expresses in an apposite motto:
“Homines omnes sumus, eiusdem mundi cives.”282
In concluding this part, I want to make several evaluative remarks concerning Komenský’s anthropology. As demonstrated above, Komenský’s
notion of the human being, as well as his work in general, arises and is
conditioned by the historical circumstances of his time. Virtually all his
work, especially his Consultation, is a monumental attempt to respond to
the problematic social, political, and religious situation in which he lived.
Nevertheless, the general concept of his pan-emendation project is quite
ahistorical or static (from an historical point of view). The reason for the
triste condition of humankind Komenský sees not in changes to the socially
cultural structures of society or other similar historical phenomena, as is
common in modern interpretation,283 but in the corruption of an ideal state
of matters. That is, in an a priori metaphysical presupposition. Likewise,
the proposed remedy lies in an equally non-historic act of restoration of the
original a priori assumed ideal picture of the world. The world is to be restored through the restoration of an individual human being, that is,
through a return to the ideal state, which consists in the recovery and re280
281
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Patočka, J.: Didaktika a pansofie (Didactics and Pansophy) in Komeniologické
studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, p. 30.
One such implication is the proposal to organize the so called Collegium lucis,
which was to be a kind of international ministry of education, which was to oversee the implementation of the emendation plans in the world.
All people are citizens of one world.
See for example Chlup, O.: Zhodnocení Komenského myšlenky pansofické
(Evaluation of Komenský’s Pansophic Idea), in VSK IV, SPN, Praha 1966, p. 53.
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connection of the “nexus hypostaticus,” the personal relationship with
God.284
Another issue is Komenský’s “exuberant optimism,”285 which no reader
can miss in his work. It is expressed in the overwhelming greatness of the
assumed goals of the general restoration as well as in the ease of their feasibility. It is true that Komenský’s optimism “does not simply spring from
a generalized humanistic or rationalistic faith in the potential of natural
man in the style of the modern spirit of the age,” as Jan M. Lochman correctly reminds us, but rather from his “theologically motivated focus on
Christ, the coming of the ‘second Adam’ and his Kingdom of Light.” It is
an “optimism of grace and hope,” writes Molnár.286 It is also true that Komenský’s own life story, so full of tragic turns and experiences, “was itself
protection enough against any blanket optimism of a naïve emotional
kind.”287 However, it must be also admitted that there are elements – not at
all peripheral – in his work which are best described by adjectives such as
unrealistic, utopian, naïve, or even fantastic.288 Some examples are the
numeric (often triadic) speculations and analogies concerning the order of
the universe, the mystical explanations of harmonic nature of reality, the
chronological analogies, and the chillialistic prophecies. Above all, however, the overall intention was to unify all human knowledge by a set of
decrees, which would – when approved by a certain ‘global’ council of
scholars – bring about general and lasting reconciliation among nations and
confessions. Notice the boldly affirmed salvific effects, besides other almost miraculous results, which Komenský lists at the conclusion of his
Pampaedia,289 the key part of his Consultation:
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Some interpreters consider this to be the most problematic, unrealistic or outdated
part of Komenský’s work, others on the contrary view it is authentic and inspiring.
To compare the antithetical positions see, e.g., J.Červenka’s introduction to General Conslutation, in VSK IV, SPN, Praha 1966, p. 5-53, and Palouš’s article
J.A.Komenský – náboženský myslitel (J.A.Komenský – a Religious Thinker), in
SCetH, 51, XXIV/1994, p. 7-12.
Cited in Lochman, J.M.: Comenius as Theologian, in Acta Comeniana 10
(XXXIV), 1993, p. 45.
Lochman, Comenius as Theologian, p. 45.
Lochman, Comenius as Theologian, p. 45.
Cf. Patočka, J.: Utopie a soustava lidských cílů u Komenského (Utopia and System
of Human Goals in Komenský), Komenilogické studie II, (Comeniological Studies, vol.II), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, pp. 271-282.
See Komenský, Obecná porada o nápravě věcí lidských, vol.III, p. 143.
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i) Cleansing of Augeias’s barn.290
ii) Opening the right way to God’s paradise.291
iii) Invention of the living printing press, that is, not impressing the
wisdom on paper, but on people’s hearts.
iv) Invention of the real spiritual perpetum mobile.292
v) Finding the quadrature of the circle, which would stabilize the unstable and put in motion the motionless.293
vi) Ignition of the unquenchable light of true wisdom by teaching
everyone how to please God, and multiplying itself infinitely as
each pupil might become a teacher, who would teach others in
turn.294
The fact that Komenský means none of these outcomes metaphorically, as
Patočka correctly observes, can be seen in the way Komenský introduces
this conclusion: “If there was anyone who would have a different opinion
on any of our inferences, let him speak and disprove them. If that does not
happen, we will boast ourselves in God by these realities.”295 There is no
doubt that besides optimism, Komenský lacks no self-confidence. It is also
true that the emendation project is presented as a “consultation,” that is, a
public invitation to consult or discuss regarding the reformation of human
290
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This allusion refers to the myth about Herakles, who extremely quickly accomplished the unfeasible task of cleansing Augeias’s barns by redirecting the flow of
the Alfeios and Peneios Rivers into them. Komenský also uses the same analogy
in Panorthosia III, pp. 31, 35, 40.
Here Komenský alludes to the title of one of his earlier works, which he intended
for youth, Paradisus juventuti Christianae reducendus (Paradise Regained to the
Christian Youth). In the same way, Pamaedia was to open paradise also to the
adults.
Komenský seriously dealt with the “physical” problem of spontaneous motion and
was acquainted with the attempts to construct a self-propelled mechanism. His
perpetum mobile concerns the education of human minds and hearts which – once
put into motion – continue to function forever.
Here Komenský refers to the irresolvable problem of squaring the circle, proposed
by ancient geometers and mathematicians. It is the challenge to construct a square
with the same area as a given circle by using only a finite number of steps with a
compass and straightedge. Komenský was convinced that the problem is solvable;
see his Geometria, in VSK (Selected Writings of Jan Amos Komenský), vol.V,
SPN 1968, pp. 15ff. Nevertheless, here he uses the issue analogically: the problem
of human restoration is possible.
Here Komenský refers to God’s wisdom, which the king Solomon desired and
which is compared to “the light that never goes out” in the apocryphal Book of
Wisdom (7:10).
Komenský, Obecná porada o nápravě věcí lidských, vol.III, p. 143.
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affairs, but not as a final and definitive result, as R. Palouš helpfully reminds us.296
Not surprisingly, A. Molnár, from the perspective of Reformation theology, calls the issue of Komenský’s pedagogical and emendation optimism a “theologically tricky question.”297 How can we explain the ease
with which Komenský hopes to overcome the consequences of the human
fall through his pansophically conceived education? Did he reduce the
weight of sin by placing it “too close to ignorance,” as Rene Voeltzel
writes?298 Or does his optimism arise from the eschatological hope related
to the redemptive role of Christ, as J. M. Lochman299 and A. Molnár300 affirm? Or does Komenský’s soteriology approximate here to the Roman
Catholic notion of justification, as Stanislav Sousedík, a Czech Catholic
thinker, judges?301 Whatever the explanation, the fact is that in Komenský’s monumental project, we meet a unique synthesis expressed in
categories of natural theology. These catagories which are highly instructive, relevant, and up-to-date (not merely for pedagogy), stand alongside
elements quite outdated, utopian, and nicely naïve. As F. X. Šalda appositely put it, Komenský is “a big man, who was peculiarly ahead and behind his time at the same time.” (podivně zároveň předbíhal svou dobu, i
pozdil se za ní).302
One of the key subpoints of my argument is to explain this peculiar
phenomenon of Komenský’s work. I believe the answer lies in the distance
of modernity which separates a contemporary reader from Komenský. The
metaphysical values and rationally deduced apriorisms with which Komenský calculated are so foreign to modern people precisely because they
are not modern. Every sound assessment must take this fact into account to
avoid reductive attempts to derive from Komenský pseudo-modern psychological, pedagogical, linguistic, and other principles which are commonly known from contemporary empirical sciences. There is no need to
296
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Palouš, Čas výchovy, p. 79.
Molnár, A.: O Komenského jako teologa (Komenský the Theologian), in Sedm
statí o Komenském (Seven Essays on Komenský), Komenského evangelická bohoslovecká fakulta, Praha 1971, p. 8.
Taken from Molnár, O Komenského jako teologa, p. 9.
See Lochman, Comenius as Theologian.
Molnár, Eschatologické naděje české reformace, pp. 88ff.
Sousedík, S.: Comenius chilistische Rechtfertigungslehre (Comenius’s Chilialistic
Theory of Justification), in: Comenius als Theologe, eds. J. Dvořák, J. B. Lášek,
Praha 1988, pp. 174 –183.
Šalda, F.X.: O literárním baroku cizím i domácím (On Literary Baroque, Foreign
and Ours), in Z období zápisníku, vol.I, Praha 1987, p. 302.
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“save” Komenský from his theologico-philosophical “wasteland” by elevating his pedagogical genius. Komenský’s pedagogy is clearly subordinate to different principles than are the principles of modern pedagogues.
Yes, the principles are old and sometimes old-fashioned, but if they were
completely mistaken and outdated, there would be nothing to learn from
Komenský, and our Comeniological “didactiology” would be a mere cover
for self-admiration. That which is instructive and thought-provoking, on
the contrary, is the fact that Komenský’s brilliantly up-to-date pedagogy,
which is generally recognized, arises from quite out-of-date principles that
have been flushed away by the wave of modernity. Perhaps the overall crisis of modernity that we experience today will open new ways of appreciation of the forgotten dimensions of Komenský’s thought.303

3.6 Summary: The Restoration of Human Affairs
The goal of this brief study was to understand the interrelation of Komenský’s pedagogy, philosophy, and theology. In particular, we have focused on the question of how Komenský’s specific understanding of human beings relates to his pedagogical theory. My observation is that
Komenský’s teleological understanding of a human being functions as one
of the foundational and inseparable elements of his pedagogy. This means
that his anthropology cannot be isolated from his pedagogy without losing
the essential integrity of Komenský’s thought.
In the first part, we began with a biographical sketch of the roots of
Komenský’s understanding of humanity. We have seen that Komenský’s
life was itself a “lesson in humanity,” for he saw history in terms of a series of humanly severe challenges to which he had to make an adequate
response. Having wars, religious conflicts, ignorance, destruction, and personal afflictions as the constant background of his life, he did his utmost
for peace, reconciliation, harmony, education, and, in his own words, the
general restoration of human affairs. We have seen that in order to achieve
these goals, Komenský even “succumbed” to the problematic prophetic visions, for both their content and form seemed to express and respond well
303

Stephen Toulmin illustrates the crisis of modernity by a helpful picture. He suggests that the trajectory of modern philosophy followed the omega shape, “Ω”.
That is, in spite of some considerable successes in the experiential (horizontal in
my terminology) area, the philosophical question concerning the meaning of the
ultimate order of things (verticality) remained unresolved. In other words, after
300 years, we are back close to our starting point. Modernity has not proceeded
very far. This explains its current crisis. See Toulmin, Cosmopolis, p.167.
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to the emotions of oppressed political and religious exiles, who strove for
righteousness, truth, and godliness.
Further, we have seen that among the essential influences which shaped
his thinking was the Brethren theological tradition in which he was reared.
The Brethren emphasis on knowledge of dependence on God, desire for
religious unity, fundamental openness to the truth, desire for moral consistency, resistance to violence, and hopeful eschatological expectations
proved to be very influential for Komenský. This is especially true when
accompanied by the influence of several contemporary thinkers with whom
he became acquainted later in his life.
In the following chapter, based on Komenský’s key works, we studied
the development of his thought. Throughout his life he showed signs of a
certain dynamic. We have seen that there were four or five main phases in
his development,304 each of which was characterized by a specific anthropological accent, the first being the encyclopedic phase with the accent on
observation. A human being is essentially an observer of reality, which is a
testimony to the Creator’s wisdom, righteousness, and power. Because of
certain difficult life circumstances, Komenský later moved to his critical
phase. The world was no longer merely a spectacle causing reverent awe
from the observer; it is also a dangerous and confusing labyrinth in which
one might easily get lost. The critical view of reality somewhat overlapped
with the next stage of Komenský’s development, which is sometimes
called the consolation phase. Interestingly, in the face of all the evils Komenský personally experienced, he did not sink into despair or become
embittered. Rather, he sought consolation – both for himself and for his
loved ones. The core of the consolation lay in hopeful resignation, by
which he meant entrusting oneself to the hands of a good God, who is the
real center of human safety. One of the factors which undoubtedly played
an important role in Komenský’s turn to a more positive view of reality
was his newly gained faith in revelations. After some initial hesitations of a
theological nature, Komenský gladly received and defended the visions of
K. Kotter, K. Poniatowská, and later of M. Drabik, for they resonated with
Komenský’s irenic and emendation dreams and, on the psychological level,
they perhaps responded well to the feelings of an oppressed political exile
who strove for righteousness, truth, and godliness.
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The number of phases depends on the method of periodization. The phases are
merely relatively delimited; some Comeniologists consider the encyclopedic, critical, and consolation phase as one – a preparatory or pre-pansophic one, whereas
others tend to distinguish them.
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Influenced by his reading of thinkers such as N. Cusanus, T. Campanella, and F. Bacon, Komenský’s view of human beings developed yet further. In the following phase he discovered the educational potential of both
nature and human nature. There is a specific correspondence between
them: both are parts of one harmonic universe given in order to educate. A
human being is a learner in the school of the world, which teaches men and
women everything necessary for both a good earthly life and the life to
come. Armed with syncrisis – a Bacon-inspired methodology of deriving
didactic principles from the operations of nature – Komenský developed
his well-known didactic system, whose goal was to recover the corrupted
human condition by bringing each human being back to his or her original
state of harmony with God.
The educational phase somewhat overlapped again with the final phase
of development in Komenský’s thought, which was expressed in his climactic pan-emendation works. In this phase Komenský came to realize the
universal dimension of his educational project. He realized that the educational project had emendative implications not merely for an individual
human being or an individual nation but for all humankind, for he understood that the harmony of an individual cannot be attained without the
harmony of the whole. Human beings are viewed in this final stage as participants in a cyclical historical process of restoration of the original state –
both of the individual and the whole. The ideal world was thrown into confusion because of human deeds or activity (paradise lost), and so also the
emendation cannot be done without human deeds or activity (paradise regained).
In brief, we have seen that the encyclopedic, critical/consolation, didactic, and pansophic stages of Komenský’s thought corresponded to anthropological accents of observation, criticism, resignation, education, and
emendation. In other words, in Komenský’s development we can first see a
human being as an observer, then as both a critic of the afflictions and a
comforter in the midst of the afflictions at the same time, then as a learner,
and finally as a universal restorer.
It is important to note that all these emphases were underlined by a
common, unifying philosophical-theological assumption. This common
feature is the transcendent embedding of human beings in God, which feature kept emerging throughout his work in all the stages of his development. Whether it was the human being as an observer, learner, or restorer,
he or she was essentially “nesamosvojný,” that is, a being created to participate in a transcendent goal and who has transcendental roots. We have
seen that Komenský made this notion explicit as early as his criti-
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cal/consolation period: all the beings of this world, including human beings
in the first place, are not self-existing and self-sustaining. They do not belong to themselves and do not have their ultimate goal within themselves
but are both ontologically and existentially related to God the Creator. The
failure to recognize this fact is the essence of human fallenness and has
caused the whole range of human problems, miseries, and wretchedness
experienced in the world. In other words, Komenský views human beings
as complex beings of a noble and fallen nature. Human beings are very noble, because they were created to be the image of God. Teleologically
speaking with R. Palouš, a human being is a being created in order to, that
is, with an ultimate and transcendent goal. This goal is the path which leads
to unity and harmony with both God and other human beings. On the other
hand, Komenský recognized the fallen side of human nature, which causes
humans to miss the noble “telos” of their lives and thus brings about all the
darkness and evil that is observable within the human world. J. Patočka
interprets this disposition of human nature as the “twofold potential of humanity.” That is, a human being is substantially an open being endowed
with two potentials: he or she might be moved toward true humanity,
which is characterized by love, openness, and the commitment of one’s self
to the whole, to its unity, harmony, and meaning. But a human being might
also give way to the “samosvojný” tendency of human nature, that is, the
tendency to a self-focused entangling into one’s self which is indifferent to
others and even hostile to everything that disturbs this self-concentrated
closeness.305
From this arises the relationship between these theological assumptions
and the educational philosophy of J. A. Komenský. The goal, content, and
method of his educational pan-emendative project arise from and respond
to this condition of human affairs. Komenský’s educational project is educatio in the authentic meaning of the word, that is, e-ducation, a leading
out; it is to lead humans out of all sins, darkness, labyrinths, delusions,
confusions, and violence toward light, truth, unity, and harmony, dwelling
ultimately in God.306 However corrupted human nature is, the potential of
true humanity is still there, and the restoration of humanity is both desirable and possible in bringing people back to God. This restoration of the
nexus hypostaticus, the vertical relationship to God, includes also the restoration of horizontal relationship to other people. Such a transformation of
the human being into the image of God is what constitutes, according to
305
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Patočka, J.: Lidskost Komenského (Komenský’s Humanity) in Komeniologické
studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, pp. 485-489.
Cf. Palouš, Čas výchovy, p. 63; Patočka, Komenského duchovní biografie, p. 379.
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Komenský, the ultimate human teleology. To use the modern term, a truly
holistic approach to education means, in Komenský’s notion, forming both
the vertical as well as horizontal dimension of humanity. Only such
schools are real “workshops of humanity.”

4. Conclusion:The Relevance of Komenský’s Anthropology for Contemporary
Education
In what way is Komenský’s thought relevant to the contemporary discussion concerning pedagogical humanization, and in what way is it not relevant? To revisit Komenský does not mean a replacement of contemporary
education with Komenský’s educational philosophy. It is neither possible
nor necessary. But Komenský can add depth to our considerations.
Without relativizing the problems of modern pedagogy, it needs to be
clearly stated that modern pedagogy has sufficient access to the technical
instruments necessary for the formation of the functional aspects of humanity. The modern empirical sciences such as psychology, sociology, social biology, and information technology provide contemporary pedagogy
with a large amount of data, enabling teachers to develop various elaborate
techniques and strategies for effectively equipping learners with pragmatic
pieces of knowledge, skills, and competencies important for everyday life,
including the marketplace. What is missing in this methodological flood,
however, is the transcendent element, which would anchor the functional
human potential by providing a framework for its humane use.
Herein lies Komenský’s relevance. In his pedagogy the transcendent
perspective is foundational. The contribution of his work is not so much in
his didactics, however brilliant and up-to-date they might be,307 but in the
very element of transcendence, which has been neglected in modernity and
which is still missing in contemporary learning, including in pedagogy.
Thus, I want to make clear that the intention of my proposal is not a mere
nostalgic “invoking of Komenský’s name,”308 lacking critical recognition
of the distance between Komenský and us today. His whole work was obviously subordinated to specific theologico-philosophical principles; as
such, his work cannot be simply transferred to our time, in which it would
307

308

Patočka correctly observes that the typical modernist Comeniology, which strives
to derive from Komenský some pseudo-modern psychological, pedagogical, linguistic, and other doctrines, already known to us from modern empirical sciences,
is merely a modernist cover for self-admiration.
This is how Z. Kratochvíl refers to those who use Komenský for justification of
their own agendas, quite foreign to Komenský. See Kratochvíl, Z.: Výchova, zřejmost vědomí (Education, Apparentness, Consciousness), Herrmann & synové,
1995, p. 37.
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be subordinated to very different principles. Rather than turning the clock
back and replacing modern pedagogy with that of Komenský, I am suggesting that we complement our modern pedagogy with a vertical perspective – a transcendent anthropological dimension. In practice, this means
unity of facts and values, that is, not just equipping learners with knowledge, information, and competencies, but also with a value framework,
enabling people to use the knowledge well, that is, in a humane way.
My concluding suggestion is that in order to achieve the desired pedagogical humanization, it is necessary to restore and take into account the
forgotten vertical or transcendent dimension of human beings as expressed
in Komenský’s anthropological teleology. Such humanization does not
consist in a mere improvement or innovation of didactic means by their
approximation to the needs or interests of an individual (to make it more
pragmatic) or by their adaptation to the demands of our contemporary anthropocentrically oriented society (to make it more entertaining). The humanization which reflects Komenský’s spirit lies in the restoration of authentic transcendence and which provides a practical framework enabling
human beings to overcome their natural tendency to self-focused samosvojnost. This should lead to the genuinely humane use of all learning and
knowledge. I believe our schools and society need to become such a
“workshop of humanity” in order to overcome the (post)modern crisis
brought about self-imposed anthropological reductionism.

APPENDIX 1
How Komenský Was Received in the Course
of History:
Brief Notes on Comeniological Studies
1. Komenský and His Time: Fame, Controversy,
and Disregard
Komenský’s work met with a variety of responses during his lifetime. He
attempted to write approximately 200 books.309 Unfortunately, a large
number of them seem to be irretrievably lost.310 Komenský’s international
fame was brought about by the publication of his Janua linguarum reserata (The Gate of Languages Unlocked) in 1633, and he was first recognized as an able teacher of languages.311 His idea of the encyclopedic organization of the material and the interconnection of real things, sense
experience, and language terms proved to be very effective in language
309

310

311

Mainly on educational and didactic subjects, he dealt both with the theory or philosophy of education and with particular didactic approaches to teaching. Further
writings of Komenský dealt with irenic, religious, and political issues. For a good
overview of Komenský’s writings, see, e.g., Heindrich, J.: Jan Amos Komenský ve
světle svých spisů (Jan Amos Komenský in Light of His Writings), Praha 1941, or
Floss, Poselství J.A.Komenského současné Evropě. See also Appendix 3.
The number of the lost books is about 50. However, the fact is that the presumed
irreversibility has been weakened by several significant ‘finds’ of original manuscripts previously thought to be lost, as we shall see. On the other hand, in other
cases we may be quite sure that certain manuscripts will never be found, for Komenský lets us know in his diaries that they were consumed in either the Fulnek or
Lezsno fires.
It is instructive to observe that even Jesuits, whose pedagogical approaches were
so antagonistic to Komenský’s pedagogical universalism, recognized and used
Komenský’s Janua as their textbook, and in 1667 (still in Komenský’s lifetime),
the Jesuits published it themselves. The fame of Komenský’s textbooks was so
great that it even reached the royal courts; Douphin the Great, son of Ludwig XIV,
and Kristina Augusta, the Swedish queen, for instance, learned Latin from Komenský’s textbooks. In 1658 his educational fame increased even more when his
Orbis sensualium pictus (The Visible World of Pictures) was published.
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learning. Komenský’s didactic inventions were so well thought of that the
appreciation of them has tended to overshadow other aspects of his work.
Some areas most frequently missed were his pansophic and emendation
programs, which dealt with the central problem of men and women. According to Komenský, that problem is the alienation of human beings from
God, the author, source and center of life and universal harmony.312 The
solution, then, Komenský saw in the return to God. Specific didactic methodology did play an important role, but it was, however, only a means to a
greater end. It seems that the brilliance of Komenský’s didactics prevented
many from seeing the whole picture of his thought. R.Palouš observes that
“Komenský’s didactic tools were readily received and employed in various
areas and for various purposes, but their original intention and function
were neglected.” He continues:
Education and its concrete instrument – school – were intended to bring
about the restoration of affairs, not to become a factory producing functionaries properly tooled and shaped in order to carry out the functions of a
given production regime. . . . Komenský first of all seeks to provide both a
critique and the instruments for the improvement of existing affairs. Educational and didactic rules are not his primary scholarly issues; they are to him
an important way of realistically overcoming the religious schisms in the beginning of modern times, the ravages of the thirty-years European conflict,
and the spiritual fractionalism of existing knowledge. Education functions
here as a tool that is to bring humankind to the age of universal harmony.313

In Komenský’s lifetime there were some who recognized that a greater
concept was behind his didactic inventions. A list of the most significant of
them includes men such as Laurence de Geer, the open-minded Dutch
businessman; John Jonston, Komenský’s close friend; and Samuel Hartlib,
who headed a group of English social reformers. They encouraged Komenský to develop and publish his pansophic philosophical concepts.314
Others, however, were suspicious of his pansophy. Among the educated,

312
313
314

Komenský described this problem previously in his early Centrum securitatis (The
Center of Safeness).
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, pp. 5-6.
In his lifetime there were many more “nameless” friends who appreciated Komenský’s wider philosophical thoughts and who certainly played for him an important role. For biographical details, see, for example, Říčan, R.: Jan Amos Komenský, Kalich, Praha 1971 or Říčan, R.: Dějiny Jednoty bratrské (History of
Unitas Fratrum), Kalich Praha 1957.
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the reasons were usually theological. Patočka lists some examples:315 Broniewski charges Komenský with undue rationalism, and so also does the
Swedish chancellor, Axel Oxenstjerna, from his Lutheran standpoint.316
Arnold and Maresius discard all pansophic projects from the position of
reformed theology; Descartes and Mersenne viewed just as sceptically
Komenský’s demand for the unity of theology and philosophy.317 Some of
Komenský’s ordinary uneducated co-believers were jealous of his philosophizing and complained that it dragged him away from his pastoral and
episcopal responsibilities.318 Most of Komenský’s patrons and benefactors,
however, were interested in his didactics but without acknowledging his
pansophy.319
After his death, the influence of and the interest in Komenský’s work
faded for a time.320 Jaroslav Pánek observes that at the beginning of the
315
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Patočka, J.: Názory na filosofii Komenského (Views of Komenský’s Philosophy)
in Komeniologické studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha
2003, pp. 14-15.
Thanks to Komenský’s autobiographical notes, we have a record of his conversation with the Swedish chancellor Oxenstjerna, which perfectly sketches the situation Komenský faced with his views: “. . . ‘It seems to me that you hope in some
kind of enlightened, godly, peaceful, or as they say, golden age. Is that so?’ I, not
knowing his intentions, responded with brightened face: ‘Yes, it is, my majesty.’
Suddenly he put on a strict expression and said: ‘I beseech you as a man learned
and a theologian to tell me, do you mean that seriously or are you jesting?’” For
the full account of the conversation, see Molnár, A., Rejchrtová, N.: J.A.Komenský
o sobě (J.A.Komenský about Himself), Odeon , Praha 1987, pp. 162-169.
Komenský actually met with Descartes in 1642, but no particular result came out
of this meeting, for Descartes refused to “step outside of the circle of philosophy,”
while Komenský saw philosophy as a mere part of the “whole,” as Komenský says
in autobiographical memoirs. They separated after four hours of discussion with a
diplomatic disagreement. See Molnár, A., Rejchrtová, N.: J.A.Komenský o sobě
(J.A.Komenský about Himself), Odeon , Praha 1987, pp. 155-156.
Komenský oftentimes felt the need to let his readers know that all his work was
primarily theological. See, for example, his Didaktika veliká (Great Didactics),
Praha 1905. A. Molnár comments on this, saying that such apologetic allusions
were to respond to those who doubted his orthodoxy. See: Molnár, A.: O Komenského jako teologa (Komenský the Theologian), in Sedm statí o Komenském
(Seven Essays on Komenský), Komenského evangelická bohoslovecká fakulta,
Praha 1971, p. 3.
Especially the Swedes and Hungarians who invited him to reform their schools. In
fact, they showed open displeasure toward Komenský’s occupation with his pansophy at the expense of work on particular school reforms.
There were some notable, although not so pedagogically significant, exceptions,
who exercised a continual interest in Komenský, such as Robert Boyle in England,
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eighteenth century, most people accepted the influential judgment of Pierre
Bayle, the French encyclopedist, who described Komenský as “an impractical visionary, if not a dangerous fanatic.”321 The reason for such a wide
acceptance of Bayle, as Pánek sees it, was his ability to “make his statements impressive through seemingly unsubjective objectivism.”322 This
kind of statement seemed to be in fashion at that time.323 Radim Palouš
also points out that Bayle was not able to see in Komenský anything more
than a “grammarian.”324 Similarly, German thinkers of the Enlightenment
period, such as J. F. Reimann and J. C. Adelung, criticized Komenský for
mixing up theology and politics. Thus Komenský was put aside, and J. E.
Sadler correctly observes that “apart from the textbooks which continued
the memory of his name, there was little direct influence of Comenius for
over 100 years.”325

2. Komenský and the Czech National Revival: A Rediscovered Hero
The rediscovery of Komenský at the beginning of the nineteenth century
was closely related to the Czech national revival. The decisive moment
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G. W. Leibniz in Germany, and A. H. Francke from Lusatia. It was A. H. Francke
who most significantly contributed to the promotion of Komenský’s ideas, for
when serving as a teacher in Halle, he became acquainted with Komenský’s ideas
through the well-known count N.L. Zinzendorf. Zinzendorf later founded
Herrnhut, the famous exile settlement of the Brethren, where the legacy of Komenský was not only kept alive but also spread across the world, for the Herrnhut
Brethren were exceptionally active in missions, even on a worldwide scale.
Pánek.J.: The Heritage of the Czech Humanist J.A.Comenius, in Comenius in
World Science and Culture, Historical Institute of Academy, Praha 1991, p.14. Cf.
Bayle, P.: Dictionnairye Historique et Critique, 1695, pp. 882-887.
Pánek, The Heritage of the Czech Humanist J.A.Comenius, p. 14.
There were not many of those who were able to emancipate themselves from
Bayle’s traditionally accepted view. Among the few, I should mention the famous
Czech historian B.Balbín (1621-1688), a non-orthodox member of the Jesuits, who
appreciated Komenský’s pedagogy and unique religious tolerance. Similarly, there
was J.G. von Herder (1744-1803), a German thinker, who pointed out, as
M.Bečková reminds us, that a mere didactic understanding of Komenský’s work is
against his original intention. See Bečková, M.: Das Werk Komenský’s in seinem
Nachleben (The Work of Komenský in His Memoir) in Symposium Comenianum
1986, Praha 1989, p. 216.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, 1992, p. 5.
Sadler, J.E.: J.A.Comenius and the Concept of Universal Education, London 1966,
p. 28.
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proved to be the so called Toleration Patent of 1781, which ensured religious freedom for non-Catholic believers. In spite of some difficulties with
the implementation of the newly declared freedom, the Patent encouraged a
number of national revivalists, most of whom passionately cared for the
Czech language, to publish some of Komenský’s works written in Czech in
order to promote the native language.326 Thus by 1782, Komenský’s most
famous work, Labyrinth, was already published, and later, still within the
‘80s, a number of his religious works were printed; for example, Hlubina
bezpečnosti (The Center of Security), Výhost světu (The Renunciation of
the World), Přemyšlování o dokonalosti křesťanské (Meditation on Christian Excellence) or Praxis pietatis (Practical Piety). However, the publishing of Komenský’s work met with the strong and continual opposition of
the Austrian local authorities and of the Catholic establishment, which
lasted throughout the nineteenth century.327 The publishing of Komenský
was interrupted or even prohibited a number of times, and the people responsible for spreading Komenský’s ideas had to face various forms of inequities and persecutions. Thus the battle for Komenský became part of the
overall political and cultural endeavor of national emancipation.
Among the most significant figures who contributed to the popularization of Komenský’s work in this period were K. I. Thám, F. V. Hek,328 J.
Jungman, F. Palacký, and J. E. Purkyně.329 They first lifted Komenský up
as a patriotic symbol of Czech national feeling; but later, in the second half
of the nineteenth century, some deeper aspects of his work were progressively rediscovered and appreciated by a number of (often lay) scholars
from both Bohemia and Moravia.
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For example, Jan Nejedlý published Komenský’s Labyrinth at his own expense in
1809. But it should be also recognized that not all Czechs were enthusiastic about
Komenský. J.Dobrovský, for example, regarded Komenský as “a mystic and language novelty-hunter,” or F.J.Vavák would call Komenský an “anti-Habsburg rebel.” For more details, see Kumepra, J.: Jan Amos Komenský, Amosium Servis &
Nakladatelství Svoboda, Ostrava 1992, p. 162.
It is quite symptomatic that when the copy of Nejedlý’s sponsored Labyrinth actually went out, it met with a fierce hostility in Prague, which climaxed in the prohibition of the book by the Vienna authorities in 1825. Another edition of the Labyrinth was published in the revolutionary year 1848, but the prohibition lasted till
the 1860s. For more details, see Kumepra, Jan Amos Komenský, pp. 164ff.
F. V. Hek was popularized by writer A.Jirásek in a well-known historical novel
under a pseudonym F.L.Věk.
It was dr. J. E. Purkyně, who very systematically searched with his friend J.Kačer
in Lešno for Komenský’s works and progressively managed to gather a number of
precious lost manuscripts, among which ought to be specifically mentioned the
Česká didaktika (Czech Didactics) and Komenský’s extensive correspondence.
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In 1870, after more than 250 years, the Unitas Fratrum had returned to
the Czech lands, which yet further increased the interest in Komenský’s
legacy.330 The 300th anniversary of Komenský’s birth in 1892 proved to be
similarly significant; it was organized by the Czech intellectual elite in
spite of a direct ban by the Vienna Ministry of School Affairs. The bans
and restrictions only stoked the national emotions and intensified the attraction of Komenský. As result of the growing interest in Komenský in the
beginning of the twentieth century, a new scholarly discipline was developed, called Comeniology, which brought together thinkers from various
fields such as history, linguistics, pedagogy, and politics. To mention some
of the most important of them, J. Patočka, in his helpful overview of
Comeniological history, lists names like Karl Gustav von Raumer, František Boleslav Květ, Gustav Adolf Lindner, František Jan Zoubek, Jan
Václav Novák, Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, Ján Kvačala, and others.331
As result of the initiative of these men, in 1910 there began to be published a specialized scholarly journal called Archiv pro bádání o životě a
díle J. A. Komenského (Archive for Research into the Life and Work of
J.A.Komenský), which is now published under a new title, Acta Comeniana (renamed in 1969). The Comeniologist pioneers were mainly interested in the pedagogical and linguistic (and occasionally religious) aspects
of Komenský’s work, but the philosophical, theological, and socialpolitical side of his legacy was left unnoticed at the time – mainly because
a significant number of Komenský’s manuscripts were still unknown. Nevertheless, the fact is that Komenský (together with Jan Hus) became a
symbol of national tradition and was given exceptional attention. J. E.
Sadler comments on this new attention as “compensation for the previous
neglect.”332

3. Impact of Great Finds of the 1930s: Komenský
the Philosopher
Although the new interest helped lead the discovery and appreciation of
various aspects of Komenský’s work to a greater depth, the real breakthrough in Comeniological research was triggered by the famous finds of
330
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The first Brethren church was reestablished in Potštejn in eastern Bohemia, not far
from Kunštát, the original birthplace of the Unitas Fratrum.
Patočka, J.: Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky (Philosophical Foundations of Komenský’s Pedagogy) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological
Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, pp. 164-176.
Sadler, J.A.Comenius and the Concept of Universal Education, p. 31.
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Komenský’s mainly pansophic manuscripts in the 1930s.333 These finds
revealed some new facts concerning the philosophical foundations of Komenský’s work. Up to this point the Comeniologists believed, as Patočka
observes, that “Komenský’s ideas were identical with the ideas of the
modern period. Comeniological research, both historical and systematic,
rested on this hidden assumption.”334 It should be noted, however, that
there were some exceptions,335 people who showed some interest in Komenský’s all-reforming efforts. Nevertheless the material for the full appreciation of Komenský’s pansophy came only with these discoveries.
That is why the Comeniologists of the prediscovery period had a tendency to isolate Komenský’s modern pedagogy from his premodern philosophico-theological concepts, which they considered to be obsolete and,
333
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The three big finds are: 1) S.Souček’s so called ‘Leningrad finds,’ which he found
in 1931 (and published the results) in the Saltyk-Ščedrina Public Library. The discovery was an outcome of Souček’s long-term explorational endeavor. The six
very important manuscripts included, among others, Komenský’s Prima Philosophia, Geometrie or Cosmographiae compendium. 2) In 1933 G.H.Turnbull found
quite a large number of manuscripts in Hartlib’s written inheritance. Some of them
were originals of works already known, but there were also a number of works,
documents and letters completely new to us. 3) The third find is considered to be
the most significant one. After a long period of focused research in the area of
Slavic studies, D.Čižévskyj found, in the archives of the Francke Orphanage in
Halle in 1934 (on Christmas Eve), a great manuscript of 2,000 pages. It was four
(out of seven) parts of Komenský’s magnum opus: De rerum humanarum emendatione consultatio catholica (A General Consultation Concerning the Restoration of
Human Affairs). Besides these main discoveries, there were also other smaller
ones in the area of correspondence, sermons, etc. The significance of these finds
cannot be over-emphasized by Patočka when he shows how greatly they contributed to our understanding of the historical, political, philosophical, and literary
background of Komenský’s work. He summarizes the importance of the finds,
saying that “It is true that certain philosophical ideas on which Komenský founded
his pedagogical work were known to us for a long time. But what was not known
is that the Czech thinker reached such a degree of originality which is, despite
some similarities with his contemporaries, indisputable.” For more details, see Patočka, J.: Přítomný stav bádání o Komenském (Contemporary State of Comeniological Research) in Komeniologické studie II (Comeniological Studies, vol.II),
Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, pp. 7-63.
Patočka, J.: Přítomný stav bádání o Komenském (Contemporary State of Comeniological Research) in Komeniologické studie II (Comeniological Studies, vol.II),
Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p. 7.
Among the few Patočka mentions K.B.Štorch and C.F.Krause. See Patočka, J.:
Přítomný stav bádání o Komenském (Contemporary State of Comeniological Research) in Komeniologické studie II (Comeniological Studies, vol.II), Oikoymenh,
Praha 1997, pp. 7ff.
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therefore, unimportant.336 Ladislav Kratochvíl, for example, discloses his
modernist prism when interpreting Komenský’s theological assumptions as
an a priori flow in his otherwise realistic pedagogical system:
It is not such a great problem that Komenský knows little of the natural sciences; the main deficiency is that in sciences he considers the Scripture as
equally reliable a source of knowledge as experience or reason. . . . He constantly seeks, therefore, analogies between nature and education, between
nature and a human being. The analogy is sufficient proof for him for the
identity of nature and human being for its relation to God.337

Having such a preunderstanding of Komenský’s theology, Kratochvíl
elsewhere makes a definitive judgment: “The pansophic and panenlightening intentions which stand in the background of his work interfere
disturbingly with his otherwise realistic pedagogical principles.”338 Jaromír
Červenka comments on such interpretations by saying that the “activity of
Comenius-the-didactician was separated from the activity of Comeniusthe-pansophist, while at the same time the main emphasis was laid upon
the didactics. The pansophy thus remained somehow only peripheral, being
spoken about with a certain reservation; it was rather considered as at least
a detour from his didactic activities, if not his life’s error.”339 But the new
finds seem to show that such an approach to Komenský violates the integrity of his thought. Komenský is not an essentially modern thinker with a
few minor old-fashioned ideas which can be easily put aside. In fact, the
finds revealed it is exactly the opposite. R. Palouš comments on this, saying that “the modern period characterized by its split of the universe into
the subject and object, res cognitas and res extensa, turns out to be foreign
to Komenský.”340 A careful analysis of the works that have been found enabled a number of Comeniologists,341 in the second half of the twentieth
336
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339
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Patočka calls this group the Comeniologists of “Kvačala’s and Novák’s epoch;”
see Patočka, Přítomný stav bádání o Komenském, p.bv7.
Kratochvíl, L.: Pedagogický realismus Komenského (Komenský’s Pedagogical
Realism) in Jan Amos Komenský, L.J.Peroutka, Unie – Praha, 1947, p. 130.
Kratochvíl, Pedagogický realismus Komenského, p. 127.
Červenka, J.: One Hundred Years of the Views on Comenius Pansophia, in Consultationes de Consultatione, Czechoslovak Academy of Science, Praha 1970, p.
43.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p. 6.
Especially Jan Patočka’s Komeniologické studie I, II, III, (Comeniological Studies, vol.I,II,III), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, 1998, 2003); Klaus Schaller’s Die Pädagogik des Johann Amos Comenius und die Anfänge des pädagogischen Realismus
im 17. Jahrhundert. 2. Aufl.. Heidelberg 1967, Heinrich Geissler’s Das Christus-
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century to discover that Komenský was not a servant of the modern
enlightenment agenda. Pavel Floss rightly draws our attention to “four
heresies”342 that Komenský mentions in his newly found diary which
(Floss says) identify him as a non-modern, even “anti-modern” thinker.
These heresies, with which Komenský struggled the whole of his life,
were, in a sense, the pillars of the modern period: Cartesianism, Copernicanism, socinianism, and atheism.343
Thus Komenský can no longer be viewed merely as an author of a helpful methodology equipping human beings (as subject) to dominate or rule
over the world (as object).344 Komenský was not just a didactician preparing individuals for everyday life, but a deep thinker who had in mind nothing less than the welfare of the whole of humankind and the entire universe. Patočka elsewhere observes that “only these finds reveal that what
Komenský gave to the world as a didactician, methodologist, educationalist, writer, humanist, and author of pansophic projects was but a fragment
of what he planned . . .”345

4. Komenský in the Communist Interpretation: A
Reduction of the Religious Roots
A specific chapter in the history of Comeniological research is the communist post-war period. In the communist interpretation, Komenský has been
presented as “a great radical thinker affirming the possibility that human
nature could be changed by education.”346 Komenský has been linked with
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Verständnis in der Pädagogik des Johann Amos Comenius (The Understanding of
Christ in the Pedagogy of Jan Amos Komenský), in: Das Wort Gottes in
Geschichte und Gegenwart, München 1957), Daniel Neval’s An Approach to the
Legacy of Comenius’ Theology, in: BRRP III (2000), 215–228); Radim Palouš’s
Komenského Boží svět, and others.
Komenský’s use of the term ‘blud’ (heresy) is significant, for he never uses the
term ‘kacířství’ (heresy - English does not have an adequate distinction here):
‘Blud’ for Komenský is the result of lack of knowledge, while ‘kacířství’ was a
term characterizing those who were usually executed.
Floss, Poselství J.A.Komenského současné Evropě, p. 14. Cf. Komenský, J.A.:
Clamores Eliae, DJAK, Praha 1992, vol.XXIII, pp. 40, 238.
I am paraphrasing Radim Palouš here. See his Komenského Boží Svět (Komenský’s God’s World), Státní pedagogické nakladatelství Praha, 1992, p. 6.
Patočka, J.: Náčrt Komenského ve světle nových objevů (An Outline of Komenský
in the Light of New Finds) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological Studies,
vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p. 91.
Sadler, J.A.Comenius and the Concept of Universal Education, p. 34.
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social reformers and revolutionaries such as John Lilburne the Leveller,
John Bellers the Quaker, and Robert Owen the Socinianist. Despite the
new finds of the ‘30s and the excellent analysis of the above-mentioned
scholars, the communist prism prevented the interpreters from appreciating
Komenský’s work in its fullness. Patočka bravely states347 (in 1957) that
the communist interpreters, such as Otakar Chlup348, Robert Alt349 and Archip Alexejovič Krasnovskij,350 “emphasize Komenský’s relationship to
Bacon’s inductive realism and assume that this relationship affects his education. However, they usually do not provide sufficient warrant for their
theses, but simply affirm that Komenský belongs to the materialistic and
sensualistic traditions.”351 Such an approach represents what might be
called a “chronological snobbery,” for it considers outdated – without argument – anything that does not fit the modernist agenda.352 Similarly, in
1966 Sadler identified the reductionist problems of the communist interpretation (from a safer distance from the totalitarian regimes than Patočka):
“[Komenský’s] educational methodology is seen as an expression of his
educational philosophy and as something which could be detached without
347

348
349
350
351

352

Patočka was persecuted by the Czech totalitarian regime for his non-conformist
views. It is quite instructive to read M. Bečková’s review of Comeniological research from 1982, where she lists extensively all the authors dealing with the subject since the War, but Patočka’s studies, clearly not fitting to the socialist ideology, are not mentioned at all (see Bečková, M.: On the Development of Comenius
Research in Czechoslovakia Since the War, in Symposium Comenianum 1982,
Uherský Brod 1984, pp.143-150. It is a matter of fact that Patočka’s scholarly
honest and excellent studies were banned and today are available to us only because certain brave people hid and protected them from the well-known STB
(State Secret Police) who strove to destroy them. In Radim Palouš’s study, I saw
the cabinet with a secret case where the original manuscripts used to be kept.
See Patočka, J.: Nový obraz Komenského (New Picture of Komenský), in Archiv
JAK, XVIII (1959).
See Alt, R.: Pokrokový charakter Komenského pedagogiky (Progressive Character
of Komenský’s Pedagogy) , Státní Pedagogické Nakladatelství 1959.
See Krasnovskij, A.: Jan Amos Komenský, Státní Pedagogické Nakladatelství
1955.
Patočka, J.: Filosofické základy Komenského pedagogiky (Philosophical Foundations of Komenský’s Pedagogy) in Komeniologické studie I (Comeniological
Studies, vol.I), Oikoymenh, Praha 1997, p. 168. See also Patočka, J.: Názory na
filosofii Komenského (Views of Komenský’s Philosophy) in Komeniologické
studie III (Comeniological Studies, vol.III), Oikoymenh, Praha 2003, p. 18.
I borrowed the term chronological snobbery from C. S. Lewis, who defines it as
“uncritical acceptance of the intellectual climate common to our own age and the
assumption that whatever has gone out of date is on that account discredited.” See
his autobiography Surprised by Joy, C. S.Lewis PTE Limited, 1955.
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great loss from its religious framework.”353 A good example of such a biased interpretation under communist influence comes from Jiřina
Popelová:
The joining of gnoseological optimism with sensualism is a feature that allies Komenský with great renaissance thinkers. The value of such epistemological optimism, as well as democratism in education, is not degraded by
the fact that Komenský’s justification of it is based on the idea that a human
being is in the image of God. Such a residuum of feudal thinking is more a
residuum of form which does not disrupt the otherwise modern content of
Komenský’s concepts.354

Fortunately, not all the Comeniological scholars working within the totalitarian regime conformed ideologically to it, producing only ideological interpretations. Nor should we suggest that the communist interpretations are
without any value. The erudition of a number of communist scholars is indisputable and needs to be recognized. Nevertheless, the communist
Comeniologists interpreted Komenský through a communist prism, which
brought forth a specifically reduced view of Komenský’s thought which
was often motivated by “looking for justification of its cultural-political
goals,” as J.Kumpera puts it.355

5. The Post-totalitarian Opportunity: Komenský in
His Integrity
The post-totalitarian period opened up opportunities to tackle the problem
from a new perspective: the historical experience of various misinterpretations and even abusive interpretations has made it impossible for interpreters to ignore the danger of interpretative biases.356 The contemporary posttotalitarian circumstances seemed to be inviting an approach that would
strive “to take hold of Komenský in his integrity and seek out the neglected
and forgotten aspects of his personality and work,” as R. Palouš remarks.357
353
354
355
356

357

Sadler, J.A.Comenius and the Concept of Universal Education, p. 35.
Popelová, J.: Komenského cesta k všenápravě (Komenský’s Way to Universal Reform), SPN Praha 1958, p. 143.
Kumepra, Jan Amos Komenský, p.171.
For a detailed review of the Comeniological research in the twentieth century, see
Čapková, D.: K obrazu J.A.Komenského v české pedagogice 20. století (About the
Picture of J.A.Komenský in Czech Pedagogy in the Twentieth Century), in Studia
Comeniana et Historica 67-68, Uherský Brod 2002, pp. 203-241.
Palouš, Komenského Boží Svět, p.6.
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This is not to claim that this study presented a full or completely unbiased
treatise of the subject, which is simply not possible for any human in any
subject; at best, we can approach the facts with a reflective openness to revision of the interpretative biases. That is why this work has focused on the
often despised theologico-philosophical “residuum,” as Popelová puts it,358
and has striven to study how it founded Komenský’s pedagogical plans
concerning the “improvement of humankind,” in Komenský’s words. One
of the subpoints of my intention was to show that Komenský’s pedagogy
cannot be isolated from his theological and philosophical foundations
without the loss of the essential integrity of his overall thought.

358

Popelová, Komenského cesta k všenápravě, p. 143.

APPENDIX 2
Glimpses into the Father of Modern Education
Komenský’s three sets of 29 didactic principles or fundamentals outlined
in Didactica Magna, Chapters XVI, XVII, XVIII (taken from the English
version translated by M. W. Keatinge):
a. The universal requirements of teaching and of learning; that is to say, a
method of teaching and of learning with such a certainty that the desired
result must of necessity follow.
a.i. Nature observes a suitable time.
a.ii. Nature prepares the material before she begins to give it form.
a.iii. Nature chooses a fit subject to act upon, or first submits one to a
suitable treatment in order to make it fit.
a.iv. Nature is not confused in its operations, but in its forward progress, it advances distinctly from one point to another.
a.v. In all the operations of nature, development is from within.
a.vi. Nature, in its formative processes, begins with the universal and
ends with the particular.
a.vii. Nature makes no leaps but proceeds step by step.
a.viii. If nature commences anything, it does not leave off until the operation is completed.
a.ix. Nature carefully avoids obstacles and things likely to cause hurt.
b. The principles of facility in teaching and learning
b.i. Nature begins by a careful selection of materials.
b.ii. Nature prepares its material so that it actually strives to attain the
form.
b.iii. Nature develops everything from a beginning which, though insignificant in appearance, possesses great potential strength.
b.iv. Nature advances from what is easy to what is more difficult.
b.v. Nature does not overburden herself but is content with a little.
b.vi. Nature does not hurry but advances slowly.
b.vii. Nature compels nothing to advance that is not driven forward by
its own mature strength.
b.viii. Nature assists its operations in every possible manner.

110

Lessons in Humanity

b.ix. Nothing is produced by nature for which the practical application
is not soon evident.
b.x. Nature is uniform in all its operations.
c. The principles of thoroughness in teaching and in learning
c.i. Nature produces nothing that is useless.
c.ii. When bodies are being formed, nature omits nothing that is necessary for their production.
c.iii. Nature does not operate on anything unless it possesses a foundation or roots.
c.iv. Nature strikes her roots deep.
c.v. Nature develops everything from its roots and from no other
roots.
c.vi. The more the uses to which nature applies anything, the more distinct subdivisions that thing will possess.
c.vii. Nature never remains at rest but advances continually; she never
begins anything fresh at the expense of work already in hand but
proceeds with what she has already begun and brings it to completion.
c.viii. Nature knits everything together in a continuous combination.
c.ix. Nature preserves a due proportion between the roots and the
branches, with respect to both quality and quantity.
c.x. Nature becomes fruitful and strong through constant movement.

APPENDIX 3
Chronological outline of the life and works
of J. A. Komenský
•
•
•
•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

1592. Born, most likely at Uherský Brod or Nivnice (Moravia).
1608. Grammar school studies at Přerov.
1611. University studies at the University of Herborn.
Started to compile Thesaurus Linguae Bohemicae [The Treasury of the
Bohemian Language], a phraseological and stylistic dictionary, on
which he continued to work until 1656 when it was lost in the fire at
Leszno.
1612. Continued his studies at the University of Heidelberg.
1614. Served as teacher at Přerov. Stimulated by his reading of Ratke’s
work and drawing on his own teaching experience, he wrote Grammaticae facilioris praecepta [Principles of a Simpler Approach to Grammar], the first of his school textbooks (lst ed., Prague, 1616).
1616. Became a minister in the Unitas Fratrum Bohemorum. During the
following years, he continued to work on an encyclopedia, Theatrum
universitatis rerum [The Theatre of All Things], in the introduction to
which he enumerates the subjects lacking within Bohemian culture
which he intends to develop. He planned to accompany Theatrum with
an Amphitheatrum and also with Theatrum scripturae, which he completed and published later on. During the years the Bohemians were suffering severe reverses, he wrote books on theological and moral subjects, many of which were autobiographical. They included the Labyrint
světa a ráj srdce [The Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the
Heart].
1618. Outbreak of the Thirty Years War. Served as a teacher and minister at Fulnek (until 1623).
1620. Defeat of the Bohemians at White Mountain.
1623 3 May. During the sacking of Fulnek by imperial troops, he lost
his family, his house, and his library, which was publicly burned.
1627. While living and hiding in the mountains of Bohemia, he read
Bodin’s Didactica, which gave further stimulus to his studies. An imperial edict forced the Protestants to go into exile. Komenský started work
on Didaktika česká [Bohemian Didactic], the first version of the Didac-
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tica magna, conceived as part of a collection of writings to be entitled
Ráj český Ráj Církve [The Bohemian Paradise or Paradise of the
Church]. His Navrženi krátké o obnovení škol o královstí českém [Brief
Proposal for the Regeneration of Schools in the Kingdom of Bohemia]
(1st ed., Prague, 1849) may have been a first attempt to carry out this
project.
LESZNO PERIOD
• 1628 3 February. In exile at Leszno, in Poland. Between 1628 and 1633,
he wrote several books on education: Informatorium školy mateřské
[Book of Nursery School Teachers] (1st ed., Leszno, 1633); Opera didactica omnia, his first coordinated series of books on education, published first in German and later in Latin; Vernaculae scholae classis sex
libelli [Six Booklets for the National School Classes]: Violarium, Rosarium, Viridarium, Labyrinthus, Balsamentum, Paradisus. Next came the
Janua linguarum reserata [The Gate of Languages Unlocked] (1st ed.,
Leszno, 1631), conceived as ‘seed-plot of all arts and sciences,’ which
superseded his first textbook on The Simpler Approach to Grammar and
was immediately translated into several languages. Lastly, as an easy introduction to Janua, he wrote Januae linguarum reseratae vestibulum
[Vestibule to the Gate of Languages Unlocked]. In the following years,
Komenský remained active in the educational field, explaining the use
of his manuals for teachers in the towns that adopted them and making
plans to improve and expand them. The culmination of this continuous
educational activity was the translation into Latin of the Didaktika
česká, as the Didactica magna [The Great Didactic], which was to be
the first work in the series subsequently published in the Opera didactica omnia [Complete Didactic Works]. During the same period, the
original plan to write a Janua linguarum or to cooperate with other
scholars in writing a Templum sapientiae [Temple of Wisdom] developed into the project of ‘pansophic’ research into universal knowledge,
which resulted in the drafting of Pansophiae prodromus [Introduction to
Pansophy] (1st ed., London, 1637). This was sent to English friends
asking for their private opinions; it was published by them without his
knowledge.
• 1638. Invited to Sweden to reform the school system. Although he declined the invitation, it encouraged him to translate the Didaktika česká
into Latin with a view to having it distributed throughout Europe.
• 1639 In reply to the comments received on the Pansophiae prodronus,
he wrote the Conatuum pansophicorum dilucidatio [Explanation of the
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Endeavours of the Pansophists] (1st ed., London, 1639). In the meantime, he published separately a number of scientific writings, which
formed part of this pansophic research, including Physica ad lumen divinum reformanda [Toward a Reform of Physics in Accordance with
Divine Light] (1st ed., Leipzig, 1639).
• 1641 23 September. Travelled to England (at Parliament’s invitation) to
collaborate in founding a college of learned men, 4 February. In a letter
(possibly to Ludovic de Geer), he mentioned the idea of a work made
up of a Pansophia and a Pampaedia, his first recorded use of that term.
• 1642. Invited to France by Richelieu to reform the school system, at
Mersenne’s suggestion. On Richelieu’s death, the project was dropped.
In July, a meeting with Descartes at Endegeest. In August Komenský
travelled to Sweden to discuss school reform with Oxenstierna. He resolved to give up the pansophic plans and return to education. In England he wrote Via lucis [The Way of Light], in which he proposed a
general reform of cultural and political life. He was prevented from publishing it by the crisis in England, but it was eventually published in
Holland (1st ed., Amsterdam, 1668). His Consultationis brevissima delineatio [A Very Brief Description of the Consultation] dates from the
same period. It was the first real outline of what was to be his great
work, De rerum humanarum emendatione consultatio catholica [A
General Consultation Concerning the Improvement of Human Affairs].
The plan that Komenský already had in mind was very close to that
which he finally adopted, with the Pampaedia as the center of a triad,
opened and closed in turn by a twofold introduction and a twofold conclusion:
4. Pampaedia
3. Pansophia
5. Panglottia
2. Panaugia
6. Panorthosia
1. Panegersia
7. Pannuthesia

Elblag (Elbing) Period
• 1642 17 October. At Elblag, in the Swedish part of Poland. He started
work on the Methodus linguarum novissima [Newest Method of Language Instruction] (1st ed., Leszno, 1648) which, like the Didactica, was
to provide the theoretical basis for a new series of handbooks: Vestibulum latinae linguae/Vorthür der lateinischen Sprache [Vestibule to the
Latin Language] (1st ed.,Leszno, 1649), a new bilingual, Latin-German
version of the preceding Janua linguarum reserata [Grammar of the
Gate] with Annotationes super grammaticam novam janualem [Notes
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on the New Grammar of the Gate], and lastly a Lexicon januale latinogermanicum [The Atrium of Latin Civilization], with its companion
works Grammatica atrialis [Grammar of the Atrium] and Lexico atriale
[Lexicon of the Atrium], remained unpublished.
1644 24 August. Took part in Council of Orlag.
1645 28 August to 20 September. Colloquium Charitativum of Thorum.
Komenský wrote several memoranda for the delegates of the Unitas
Fratrum.
1646. Returned to Sweden briefly to discuss pansophic plans.
1648 Summer. Beginning of his second stay at Leszno. 24 October.
Peace of Westhphalia; the Bohemian claims were ignored.

Sarospatak Period
• 1650 May. Moved to Sárospatak, Hungary. At the invitation of Zsigmond Rákóczi, he went there to start work on his third series of books
on education. After explaining his projects for a pansophic school in a
few short texts, he wrote the Scholae pansophicae classibus septem
adornandae delineatio [Plan of a Seven-Grade Pansophic School], and
this was followed by other brief commentaries. Subsequently, in response to a request for a shorter period of schooling, he drew up a new
proposal in the form of the Schola latina tribus classibus divisa [The
Three-Grade Latin School], which introduced the third series of his
‘school instruction’ handbooks: Eruditionis scholasticae; Pars prima:
Vestibulum [School Instruction; Part One: Vestibule], followed in this
case, too, by the necessary practical tools: Rudimenta grammaticae
[Rudiments of Grammar], Reportorium vestibulare sive Lexici latini rudimentum [Repertory of the Vestibule or Rudiments of Latin Vocabulary] and the Commonefaction ad praeceptorem [Instructions for
Teachers]; Pars secunda: Janua [School Instruction; Part Two: The
Gate], again followed by a Lexicon, a Grammatica, a Historiola and
Annotationes; Pars tertia: Atrium [School instructions; Part Three:
Atrium] accompanied by a Praefation ad praeceptorem [Preface for the
Teacher], the In latinitatis atrium ingression [Entrance to the Atrium of
Latin Civilization] and the Lexicon Latino-latinum, which was published in Amsterdam (lst ed.,1657). There followed the Continuatio of
his Sarospatak writings, which included the Praecepta morum [Rules of
Life], the Leges scholae bene ordinate [Rules for a Well-Regulated
School] and, lastly, two educational works that were to prove successful
for several generations: Orbis sensualium pictus [The Visible World in
Pictures] (lst ed., Nuremberg, 1658), which is a Lucidarium, or illus-
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trated aid, to accompany the Vestibule and the Porta, and Schola ludus
[School as Play] (lst ed., Sarospatak, 1654), which is a dramatized version of the Porta. From this period is dated the Artificii legendi et
scribendi tirocinium [Elements of the Art of Reading and Writing],
which may perhaps be regarded as a preliminary draft for the Pampaedia.
• 1654 30 June. Returned to Leszno for third time.
• 1655. Dispersal of Sarospatak school because of plague. Komenský lost
track of those of his texts that were in the press at that time.
• 1656 29 April. The fire of Leszno. Komenský lost, inter alia, the manuscript of Thesaurus linguae Bohemicae and a portion of the Consultatio
Catholica that had already been printed.

Amsterdam Period
•
•
•
•

1656 August. Final move to Amsterdam.
1657. Published educational writings in two volumes.
1663. Convocation to imperial parliament at Regensburg.
1668 28 May. Invited to give account of pansophic projects to Royal
Society of London. During this period, Komenský saw to the publication of the Opera didactica omnia [Complete Didactic Works]: Part I,
written between 1627 and 1642 (Leszno period); Part II, written between 1642 and 1650 (Elblag period); Part III, written between 1650
and 1654 (Sarospatak period).; Part IV, new writings produced in 1657
(in Amsterdam); with short prefaces, dedications, linking paragraphs,
and conclusions which, together with the prefaces and autobiographical
notes contained in previous writings republished on this occasion, provide material of the highest importance for understanding the development of Komenský’s thought. The brief writings in Part IV are as follows: Vita gyrus [Life Is a Circle]; Parvulis parvulus [The Child for
Children], designed to serve as an Auctarium, i.e., a supplement to the
Vestibolo and the Porta; Apologia (A Defense of the Approach to Latin
Adopted in the Porta); Ventilabrum sapientiae [The Winnowing of
Wisdom]; Ex labyrinthis scholasticis exitus [The Way Out of the Educational Labyrinth]; Latium redivido [Latium Reborn]; Typographeum vivum [A Typography for Our Time]; Paradisus juventuti christianae reducendus [The Paradise to Be Regained for Christian Youth]; Traditio
lampadis [Handing on the Lamp]; Paralipomena didactica [Supplementary Notes to Educational Writings] (lst ed., Amsterdam, 1657). Closely
linked to the Opera didactica omnia is the Synopsis methodi linguarum
novissimae [Synopsis of the Newest Method of Language Instruction]
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(lst ed., Amsterdam, 1657), an informatorium for school administrators
and teachers in Amsterdam. Concurrently with the printing of the Opera
didactica omnia, Komenský gave the final sections of the De rerum
humanarum emendatione consultatio catbolica [A General Consultation
Concerning the Improvement of Human Affairs] to be printed, intending
to present a few advanced copies to scholars and people in power. The
printing of a few copies of the following writings was completed in the
course of 1656/57: Praefatio ad europaeos [Preface to the Europeans];
Panegersia [Universal Awakening] (lst ed., Halle, 1702; Czech translation, 1895); Panaugia [Universal Dawning]. The fate of the other parts
was as follows: Pansophia [Universal Knowledge]: twelve pages were
printed and the rest remained in manuscript; Pampaedia [Universal
Education] (Czech translation, 1948; Latin-German: Heidelberg, 1960)
remained in manuscript; Panorthosia [Universal Reform] (Czech translation, 1950): nine chapters and part of the tenth were printed; Panuthesia [Universal Admonition], which, written after 1664, was printed but
subsequently lost, except for twelve chapters and part of the thirteenth;
Panglottia [Universal Language Study], preceded by the Novae harmonicae linguae tentamen primum [First Attempt to Devise a New
Harmonious Language], which was written in 1665 and 1666, remained
in manuscript. To these must be added the Lexicon reale pansophicum
[Universal Scientific Vocabulary]. A complete edition of the whole of
the Consultatio has been published by the Czechoslovak Academy of
Sciences (Prague, 1966). At the end of Komenský’s life, the following
books were printed or reprinted: Theatrum scripturae [The Theatre of
the Sacred Scriptures], planned in his youth as a companion to
Theatrum universitatis rerum (lst ed., 1661); Lux e tenebris [A Light
Shining in the Darkness] (lst ed., 1663), accompanied by a History of
Prophecies, including a reprint of the prophesies of Kotter, Drabik, and
Poniatowska, which he had already had printed in 1657; Labyrint světa
a ráj srdce [The Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart]
(lst ed., 1663); Clamores Eliae [The Exhortations of Elijah] (lst ed.,
1665); Angelus pacis [The Angel of Peace], addressed to the negotiators
of the peace between Holland and England (lst ed., 1667); Unum necessarium [The One Thing Necessary] (lst ed., 1669).
• 1670 15 or 25 November. Died in Amsterdam.
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Glossary of Special Terms
Apologetics: The term comes from the Greek ‘apologia’, meaning a verbal
and rational defence. In relation to Christianity, it is the academic discipline that deals with a rational defence of the Christian faith.
Chiliasm: It is a specific concept of some varieties of Christian eschatology. The term comes from the Greek ‘chiliasmos,’ meaning “a thousand
years.” The essence of the teaching is as follows: before the end of the
world, Christ will once again return to earth, defeat the Antichrist, resurrect
the righteous only, and establish a kingdom on earth in which the righteous, as a reward for their struggles and sufferings, will reign with Him for
a period of thousand years. After this will be another resurrection, in which
the rest of the people will be raised from the dead. Then the Universal
Judgement will take place, and God will reward the righteous and punish
the sinners. The defenders of this teaching base their arguments mainly on
the 20th chapter of the book of Revelation.
Emendation: From Latin ‘emendare’, meaning an alteration designed to
correct or improve.
Empiricism: A type of theory of knowledge based on the primacy of human experience. The term comes from the Greek ‘empiria’ meaning experience. The primary source of knowing in empiricism is observation and
experiment.
Encyclopaedism: An effort to encompass all human knowledge. The effort
stretches back to classical antiquity but it was developed significantly with
the arrival of the scientific boom of the Enlightenment era. In pedagogy the
term refers to acquiring a large amount of data, often isolated and adopted
without a proper understanding of their inter-relation or substantial meaning.
Epistemology: The discipline of philosophy that deals with the possibilities, limits, and nature of knowledge. The term comes from Greek words
‘episteme’ and ‘logos,’ meaning the study of how we know.
Eschatology: A branch of theology concerned with the final events in the
history of the world or the ultimate destiny of humankind. The term comes
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from the Greek ‘eschatos’ meaning “last” and ‘logos’ meaning “the study
of.”
Irenism: A concept rooted in the ideals of pacifism related to natural theology in an attempt to unify Christian belief systems by using reason as an
essential attribute. Those who have affiliated themselves with Irenism
identify the importance of unity in the Christian church and declare the
common bond among all Christians under Christ in orthodox Christianity.
Pansophy: A term of Greek origin often translated as “all-knowledge” or
“universal wisdom.” For Komenský it was one of the key components of
the restoration of humankind, relating to the area of human knowledge. In
his understanding, pansophy did not refer to knowledge of all things in
minute detail, but rather all that a human being needs to know for a respectable life on earth and to gain eternal life after death; it is all that of
which a lack of knowledge would bring serious harm.
Rosicrucians: An international philosophico-alchemistic society which was
apparently intended to prepare for the renewal of a degenerate world. Its
members tended to mix factual data of the natural sciences with various
kinds of Christian mysticism and Oriental esotericism. The Rosicrucian
Brotherhood was supposedly founded by Christian Rosenkreutz at the turn
of the 15th century. According to the text of the Fama Fraternitatis of
1614, regarded as being the first Rosicrucian manifesto, the founder was
inspired by wisdom which he obtained on journeys in the East.
Socinianism: is a form of Antitrinitarian faith, named after Laelius Socinus
and his nephew Faustus Socinus. The group became widely known primarily in Poland in the 16th and 17th Century. Socinians held views rooted in
rationality only and rejected orthodox teachings on the Trinity and on the
divinity of Jesus. Their views were summarised in the Racovian Catechism. They also believed that God's omniscience was limited to what was
a necessary truth in the future (what would definitely happen), and did not
apply to what was a contingent truth (what might happen). They believed
that if God knew every possible future, then human free will was impossible; and as such they rejected the “hard” view of omniscience. They are to
be differentiated from Arians, who believed in a pre-existent Christ. The
Socinians held that the Son of God did not exist until he was born a man.
Soteriology: is the branch of theology that deals with the doctrine of salvation. It is derived from the Greek ‘soterion,’ meaning salvation. Christian
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soteriology traditionally focuses on how God ends the separation people
have from him due to sin by reconciling them with himself.
Syncrisis: From Greek ‘syn,’ meaning “with,” and ‘krinein,’ meaning “to
separate” or “to compare,” referring to a method of comparison and contrast of parallel cases in the process of acquisition of unified knowledge.
Unitas Fratrum: Latin form of Jednota bratrská, the Czech Protestant
church founded in 1457, following in the tradition of the early Hussite
Church, also known as the Bohemian or sometimes Moravian Brethren.
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Pictures
1. Comenius’s most known portraits

Comenius by Owens
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Comenius by Švabinský
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Comenius by Rembrandt
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2. Map of Comenius’s birth place

3. Record of Comenius as a student (still as of Nivnický) from the
registry book of the University of Herborn (see no. 38)
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4. The map of Moravia produced by Comenius himself

5. Herborn
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6. Comenius’s house in Fulnek

7. Lešno

Pictures
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8. Elbing (Elblag)

9. The Rákóczy Palace in Blatný potok in Hungary
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10. Amsterdam

11. Naarden (the city in hic Comenius is buried)

Pictures
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12. The oldest handwriting of J. A. Comenius from 1611.
The paragraph in the central part of the page says:
“V mladosti má člověk pamatovati, kterak by dobře živ byl,
a v starosti, kterak by dobře umřel.”
(In young age a man should remember how to live well,
and in old age how to die well.)
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13. A letter to M. Drabíkovi dated 1670.
This is the last letter of Comenius.
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14. Comenius’s own illustration of the world as labyrinth
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15. Centrum Securitatis

Pictures
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16. Truchlivý (The Mournful)
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17. The opening page of the Czech Didactics from 1630

Pictures

18. The opening page of Comenius’s pedagogical masterpiece
Opera didactica omnia
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19. Comenius’s motto from the cover page of Opera didactica omnia:
Omnia sponte fluant, absit violentia rebus.
(All things flow from their own accord; keep far away from violence.)

Pictures

20. The opening pages of Comenius’s final work Emendation;
notice that the book is addressed to the leadership of all of Europe.
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