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The history and content of the Library of National 

Museum in Prague‘s collection of seventeenth to 

nineteenth century small prints functionally related to 

broadside ballads and chapbooks in English speaking 

environment. Collecting of these prints has a long 

history in the Library of the National Museum, 

starting with an important figure of Czech history and 

ethnology study and a librarian Čeněk Zíbrt. 

First broadside ballads were part of the library as soon 

as 1818, probably as a donation. More prints of this 

nature got into the library collections after 1854 when 

the library was tasked with keeping officially 

censored copies of these prints. Many of the older 

aquisitions bear witness to the arrangement, mostly in 

the shape of a stamp and date of the official approval, 

sometimes containing notes on inapropriety of parts 

of the text.  

 

 

 

 



Many of these small prints also came in homemade convolutes, called špalíček a (wood) block. 

Not yet seeing the value of these convolutes, they were divided and often bound anew, by author, 

by the theme or other feature of the prints the librarians deemed important in the first half of 20th 

century these convolutes were bound by Karel Just, a bookbinder residing in Prague – Žižkov. 

 



One of the first people to use the National Museum 

Library collection for reasearch was Čeněk Zíbrt 

(1964-1932), the National museum Library director, 

who by the library tradition stored his materials in 

the drawers of his worktable. Of course there is little 

evidence to support or dismiss these claims, but his 

work is evidenced by many entries of the journal 

Zíbrt was an editor of – Český lid. 

Zíbrt‘s succesor, historian Josef Volf (1878 – 1937) 

was responsible for the founding of special 

broadside ballad collection (sbírka kramářských 

písní), with the exception of prints older than 1774, 

which were – and are to these days – part of the old 

print collections. Later acquisitions did not respect 

this division in favour of keeping the newly acquired 

collections undivided. 

 



In 1931 the the National Museum Library founded ‘a 

special archive‘ of broadside ballads of about 6000 prints 

and called for the public to donate personal collections to 

replenish it. (In a newspaper article Žalostivý příběh o 

přehrozném mordu, který jistý kornet na své paní a 

dvouma dítkami v lese vykonal, České slovo 7.11. 1931, 

roč. 23, s. 14.) 

 



In the sixties, in connection to a series of conferences 

called Václavkova Olomouc and a revival of scientific 

research of the genre, a project of national 

retrospective bibliography of broadside ballads was 

concieved (Národní retrospektivní bibliografie 

kramářských písňových textů devatenáctého století).  

While the older prints were a part of Czechoslovak 

bibliography of incunabulas and old prints - Knihopis 

českých a slovenských tisků, there was no such 

platform for the prints of 19th century. Guidelines 

were created for the new, specialized bibliography and 

the department of book culture of National Museum 

Library was tasked with the project. The works were 

lead by Dr. Karel Bezděk and Dr. Eva Ryšavá and 

went on until to the 2000s. The idea became part of the 

project of National retrospective bibliography of 19th 

century (National Library in Prague), now abandoned. 

 



According to Dr. Eva Ryšavá, in 1997 there were from the 17 631 documented bohemica old prints 

in Knihopis českých a slovenských tisků (bibliography of bohemica and slovacica from the 

incunabulas to early 19th century, there was 5638 broadside ballads (in chapbook format). Twenty 

years later, the number will slightly differ , but it means almost one third of all documented old 

prints is in fact of this origin. The numbers show the genre was well established within the society. 

The ninteenth century continued this trend. 

In 1997, the Retrospective bibliography of bohemical prints of 19th century (lead by Dr. Eva 

Ryšavá) letter A index (the bibliography is organized by text incipits) reached 1552 unique print 

editions (excluding variants). The material primarily used was the National musemu collections, 

Vlastivědný ústav Olomouc and collections of museum in Chrudim. The estimation of the authors 

was the bibliography could reach around 30 000 individual entries. Taking into account numerous 

other collections in museums and libraries across Czech Republic, the final number would most 

likely be even higher. 

 

 



2008 – 2011 - Grant project 

Vytvoření otevřeného 

badatelského prostředí pro 

kramářské tisky (in 

collaboration with AiP 

Beroun s.r.o.. 

1) Partial digitization of the 

collection 

2) Bibliographic description in 

TEI XML 

3) Creation of an internet 

library with good quality 

digitized documents. 

 

 



4) Trying to keep the project 

alive (2012-2017) 

 

5) Revamp of the database, 

inclusion of database 

management system (Based on 

Invenio) (2017 - ?) 

 

6) Finding new partners and 

publishing their bibliographic 

descriptions and digitized prints 

 

7) Bright plans for the future 

(?!) 

www.spalicek.net 



Project presentation - INFORUM conference 2011 

















The idea behind the digital library was firstly create a platform where the National 
Museum Library collections could be presented in a user friendly manner while at the 

same time offering broad search options.  
Since the conception of the project, many things changed. It is now a lot easier to 

transform difrent formats into the TEI XML and we were able to offer participation to 
other institutions.  

Although the data are not always entirely consistent, it is our opinion that the research 
can only benefit from getting a common platform. 
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One of the best known authors, František 
Hais (1818-1897), was a well known and 
popular character of 19th century Prague. 
Hais was involved in many aspects of 
broadside ballad or chapbook production. 
 
He also left unique memoirs, of which a 
partial edition was published by PhDr. Eva 
Ryšavá: 
 

 
HAIS, František a RYŠAVÁ, Eva, ed. 
Vzpomínky pražského písničkáře: 1818-
1897. 1. vyd. Praha: Odeon, 1985. 470 s., 
16 s. obr. příl. Lidové umění slovesné. 
 

 


