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Introduction

Introduction

Close cooperation between Oxford philosophers and representatives of Prague dissent
began in January 1979. Soon after, a charitable organisation known as the Jan Hus Educa-
tional Foundation (JHEF or the Foundation) was established to provide systematic support.
Cooperation with the JHEF in Brno commenced in 1981, and the first home seminar was
held in December 1984. This collaboration continued discreetly, and therefore without in-
terruption, until the end of 1989. In the following year, the Czechoslovak Jan Hus Educa-
tional Foundation was established in Brno. It continues its activities to this day under its
Czech name, Vzdélavaci nadace Jana Husa (VNJH).

The exhibition Sparks of Freedom: British Support for Brno Dissent in the 1980s, held
in the Marble Halls (Mramorové saly) of the Moravian Museum from 15 October 2025
to 19 April 2026, along with the accompanying eponymous catalogue, focuses on events
in Brno during the second half of the 1980s. While this may seem a short time, both in
terms of historical perspective and individual human experience, closer examination
reveals the opposite. In the context of a totalitarian regime, five years of clandestine
cooperation, secrecy and sustained international collaboration constituted an excep-
tionally long and intense period. A single misstep could have led to exposure of the en-
tire operation, and intervention by state authorities had the potential to disrupt any
plans overnight. In terms of everyday life, five years might seem to pass in the blink of
an eye, but the exhibition and this catalogue aim to demonstrate how profoundly mean-
ingful and transformative this period was for those involved, as well as those in their
immediate circles.

In her book The Velvet Philosophers, Barbara Day introduces the narrative of British-Cze-
choslovak cooperation as the story of ‘a group of men and women on both sides of the Iron
Curtain for whom philosophy was a matter of life and death’ This passion for learning, so
rarely encountered by British academics in their own students, was precisely what inspired
many from the democratic world to engage in this risky endeavour. The question of life and
death, of genuine desire, was the driving force on both sides. In Brno, however, the effort
extended beyond philosophy. It represented a revitalising source of education and culture
in the broadest sense.



This true story unfolded in the 1980s. Although the worst brutality of the communist re-
gime had subsided, people still lived under constant pressure and constraints. Even in this
later period, the totalitarian regime still strove to maintain firm control over the lives of in-
dividuals. Whenever something escaped that control, and therefore posed a potential threat
to the regime, it sought to suppress it and restore order. This included a wide range of pu-
nishments: from subtle threats, spiteful acts, traps, betrayals and underhand tactics in everyday
life, to arrest, detention and imprisonment. The regime was remarkably inventive when it
came to forms of punishment. Crude interference in people’s lives, and even the mere fear of
it, fractured relationships and left scars, not just on bodies but deep within minds and souls.

Home seminars (and the parallel world that formed around them) were an attempt to es-
cape this straitjacket of control and lack of freedom. Liberation could come through a bold
severing of ties, or by the quiet but deliberate and persistent unravelling of them. In Brno,
it was the latter. The loosening of this grip brought the chance to breathe freely, along with
flashes of joy, fulfilment and meaning. Achieving this required great patience and determi-
nation from the key participants; a stubborn resolve to live a free life without accepting im-
posed boundaries.

In the case of Jiti Miiller, this resolve was accompanied by a strong sense of principle and
strategic thinking. Petr Oslzly, with his creative spirit, succeeded in expanding British sup-
port into areas beyond the home seminars. Miroslav Pospisil connected Britons and Brno
citizens through his interpreting skills. All three were united by their extraordinary dili-
gence. It is also important to emphasise that all three men found support and understanding
in their wives; Bronislava Miillerova, Eva Oslzla and Yvona Pospisilova. These women pro-
vided a stable family foundation and a sense of close support, which was essential to the
smooth continuation of the activities. It was thanks to this harmonious collaboration and
mutual trust that their joint efforts could endure.

The individual chapters of this catalogue follow a chronological structure, at least in part.
However, much of the activity took place simultaneously across multiple cultural spheres.
For this reason, the chapters are also organised thematically according to areas of focus.
First, readers are introduced to the beginnings of British-Czechoslovak, and later specifically
Brno-based, cooperation, especially regarding samizdat activities. The following chapters
explore home cinemas, visual art, music and the environment. The catalogue also covers
the activities of VNJH after 1989. At its core is the section devoted to home seminars with
British guests, held in the home of Eva and Petr Oslzly. The book concludes with a photo-
graphic appendix and biographical portraits of key figures associated with the Jan Hus Edu-
cational Foundation (JHEF).

The exhibition and catalogue draw on the rich resources of the JHEF and other collections
held by the Moravian Museum’s Department of the History of Antitotalitarian Culture
(ODKAZ). They are also based on consultations with and personal collections of individuals
associated with the JHEE in particular Barbara Day, Jiti Miiller, Petr Oslzly, and Miroslav Po-
spisil. We would like to express our sincere thanks to them for their advice, comments, in-
sighttul criticism and much-needed clarification and support, both professional and personal.
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The Beginnings of Cooperation

The Beginnings of Cooperation

Petra Pichlova

The Phenomenon of Home Seminars in Czechoslovakia

The emergence of home seminars in Czechoslovakia was closely linked to the rise of
the totalitarian regime and its restrictions on independent-minded intellectuals.' Some
of the first home seminars began as early as the 1950s, when university lecturers dee-
med politically undesirable were dismissed. These individuals typically took up ma-
nual labour but continued to educate themselves in their original fields and sought to
share their knowledge with others. This trend intensified during the period of Nor-
malisation in the 1970s, when political screening and further purges took place at uni-
versities. During this time, home seminars became the only space where knowledge
could be freely exchanged and open discussion could occur. The seminars were seen
as gatherings of people eager for knowledge and free intellectual debate.

A turning point came with the events surrounding Charter 77. From 1977 onwards,
the number and frequency of home seminars increased, and efforts emerged to establish
a more structured form of alternative education, including a programme that would to
some extent be a substitute for formal academic study for those who had been denied it.
As a result, many of the home seminars began to take place at regular intervals. (GRAE-
VENITZ 2009, 27)

One of these seminars was run by Julius Tomin, a signatory of the first wave of
Charter 77. He initially lectured on ancient philosophy, with a particular focus on

Numerous home seminars took place in Czechoslovakia, in various forms and at different locations. Their
focus also varied, ranging from literary discussions and lectures in philosophy and the natural sciences
to the activities of the hidden underground church. Educational circles also included prison lectures de-
livered by incarcerated university professors, such as the theoretician and art historian RdzZena
Vackova. A thorough classification and mapping of home seminars would merit a scholarly publication
of its own.

11



Copy of the letter sent by Julius Tomin on 20 May 1978 to four foreign universities. The English
versions were sent to Oxford and Harvard, and the German versions to Heidelberg and Berlin.
Of the four universities, only Oxford responded. Jan Hus Educational Foundation Collection
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The Beginnings of Cooperation

Photo from a clandestine meeting between Julius Tomin and his students. Barbara Day Collection
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British Home Seminars in the Household of Eva and Petr Oslzly

British Home Seminars in the Household
of Eva and Petr Oslzly

Marta Mrazovad

Jifi Miiller knew that since his activities were unacceptable to the regime, he could not
himself host foreign lecturers. He therefore decided to approach his long-time friend Petr
Oslzly, then dramaturge at the Brno-based Divadlo na provazku (Theatre on a String).
Oslzly’s work at the theatre and his broader cultural engagement could provide the semi-
nars with ‘perfect cover’ (DAY 1999, 133) Oslzly had many international contacts connected
to his theatrical work, so it did not seem suspicious when foreign visitors appeared at his
home. Miiller deliberately selected the harmonious household of Eva and Petr Oslzly, ...
because only a good marriage could endure the requirements I had.*® He followed the same
logic when choosing the household of Jana and Milan Jelinek for French lecturers and that
of Marie and Jaroslav Blazke for German speakers. It must also be emphasised that
the strong bond between Bronislava and Jiti Miiller formed the core of the flawless orga-
nisation behind these events.

Miiller approached Petr Oslzly saying he wanted to discuss a ‘serious proposal’ with
him and his wife Eva. (OsLzLy 1993, 13) During the ensuing visit, he explained how the
proposed seminar should be organised and made them explicitly aware of the risks it
would entail. Petr Oslzly recalls: ‘Given our values, mine and my wife’s, Jifi assumed we
would offer our flat for the project, fully take on the organisation, make it our own, and
be prepared to risk a confrontation with the StB, which naturally loomed over the whole
affair and, if it came to pass, would undoubtedly endanger our entire family. (OsLzLY, JE-
RABKOVA 2020, 176) The Oslzlys agreed without hesitation. They had several personal
reasons. They had studied at university during the relatively free climate of the 1960s and
were thus a ‘lost generation’ for the totalitarian regime, having ‘absorbed too much of the
freedom of 1968 and not enough Marxism. (ibid., 14) As a result, they were unable to
teach at universities and participate in shaping the education of young people. Petr Oslzly

8 E-mail from Jifi Mller to Petra Pichlova, 27 March 2019.
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British Home Seminars in the Household of Eva and Petr Oslzly




The Jan Hus Educational Foundation and Brno Samizdat

The Jan Hus Educational Foundation
and Brno Samizdat

Petra Pichlova

Jiti Miiller’s feel for conspiracy was fully ignited after his release from a five-year prison
sentence in December 1976.*! It was at that time that he began to devote himself in-
tensively to samizdat activities. He saw this as a meaningful pursuit: one that could
awaken people from inertia and, more importantly, build bridges between the world
of dissent and a broader readership. This effort to create connections proved successful
for Miiller (and, very soon after, also for Bronislava Koutna, who he married in 1979).
Not only did the production of their publishing operation, originally intended as a re-
edition of Ludvik VaculiK’s Petlice series, expand, but the number of subscribers outside
dissident circles grew, even including individuals within official structures. According
to Jiti Miiller’s recollections, this included judges from the Municipal Court in Brno:
‘There was a group of four judges; two women and two men. And one of the women
even worked as an editor on some literature. We all shared the same interest. I was in-
terested in ensuring that I didn’t put them at risk, so that they could continue working
as judges. One of them later became President of the Constitutional Court. (URBASEK
2005, 598)

Such expansion could only occur thanks to strict adherence to the rules of secrecy and ef-
forts to keep activities as hidden as possible: “The Miillers followed strict conspiratorial rules:
dozens of people collaborated with them, regularly or occasionally, knowingly or unknow-
ingly, but they were never informed about each other’ (PRIBAN 2018, 515) This secrecy, de-

4L Jifi Muller was arrested in November 1971 and a year later sentenced to five and a half years in prison for
subversion of the republic (he had organised the production and distribution of leaflets ahead of the elec-
tions to representative bodies). He was released in December 1976. (PiBaN 2018, 514) Immediately after
his release, he signed Charter 77 and brought the text of the declaration to Brno, where — together with Ja-
roslav Sabata — he began recruiting the first signatories.
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Jiri Muller shortly after his return from prison at the end of 1976. Jifi Mller Collection

In 1979, Jiti Muller married Bronislava Koutna. All subsequent unofficial activities were joint efforts.
Pictured with their parents at a cottage in 1979. From left: Bronislava Koutna, Jifi Mller, Frantiska
Millerova, Vilém Miller and Anna Koutna Tesafova. Jifi Muller Collection
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Home Cinemas

Home Cinemas

Romana Dominika Hrbatovdad

Cinema, like other forms of art, was subject to censorship in Czechoslovakia during the
first half of the 1980s. Some of the films were not released for general distribution at all,
let alone being shown in private Czechoslovak households. This cultural sphere became
one of the areas of interest for Bronislava and Jiti Muller (PICHLOVA 2020, 333-334). At
that time, there were only limited options on the domestic market for acquiring video-
cassettes and VCRs for personal use. While such technology was widely available and
commonly used abroad, ordinary citizens in Czechoslovakia enjoyed no such privilege.
The first Tesla-brand VCRs”® began to appear on the domestic market in around 1983-
1984, usually available through Tuzex hard-currency shops. Another option was to receive
a device as a gift or to import one from abroad.” This offered an opportunity to harness
Western technological advancement in the service of greater freedom at home. The
Miillers had been considering this option for a very long time: “The idea of importing
a VCR was not some passing whim. Jifi and Bronislava Miiller had worked it out in detail,
including other aspects that home cinemas could offer’ (ibid., 333). They presented their
proposal, along with the idea of establishing so-called home cinema screenings’, during
a visit from Paul Flather in July 1984: ‘Most Klub (meaning bridge club): this is the video
club project, described by JM as building bridges out of the current ghetto, where dissi-
dents and others find themselves, to the rest of the population (hence the name)’” One

® These were devices assembled from kits imported by the Dutch company Philips, which had a licensing
agreement with the Bratislava-based Tesla plant. (Dép 1987, 256)

7 In his letter, Jifi Mller proposed to Roger Scruton that a VCR be brought legally into Czechoslovakia from
abroad, for example as a wedding gift. Letter from Jifi Miller to Roger Scruton, dated 22 August 1984. Held
in the JHEF fund, ODKAZ sub-collection, Moravian Museum.

78 petr Oslzly recalls the existence of home cinemas: ‘Our British friends brought over books that were una-
vailable here, and kept asking whether there was anything else we might need. So Jifi Miller and | came up
with the idea that we could run an underground home cinema, screening banned films. | received foreign
currency from Britain so | could buy a colour television and VCR in Tuzex —owning a VCR was still quite rare
in our circles at the time.” (OstzLy, JeRABkovA 2020, 183)

7% Report from Paul Flather’s trip, 6-16 July 1984. Held in the JHEF fund, ODKAZ subcollection, Moravian Museum.
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Photo taken during filming of a documentary about places connected with Gustav Mahler’s childhood
in Kalisté and the surrounding area. From left: Markéta Oslzla, Petr Oslzly, David Matthews, Mrs. Kra-
tochvilova and Miroslav Pospisil. August 1989. Miroslav Pospisil Collection
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The Underground University and the Visual Arts

The Underground University
and the Visual Arts

Romana Dominika Hrbatovdad

The 1980s in Czechoslovakia were a difficult and unacceptable time for many young
artists who refused to submit their creative freedom to ‘Normalisation ideals’ and the re-
strictions and directives of censorship. Many of them thus became classified as ‘unautho-
rised’ artists,'" losing the possibility of making a living through their art and having to
seek other means of livelihood.'” This situation gradually manifested itself in all areas,
particularly in education. At the same time, suitable specialist literature for study was also
unavailable. Access to sources dealing with contemporary visual art in Czechoslovakia
and abroad was complicated, and above all, financially demanding.'®

No work of art can exist solely for its own sake. There is an interaction between the
artist and the viewer, and, of course, among artists themselves. The possibility of discus-
sion, of inspiration, as well as a free art market; all of this influences the existence of a free
creative environment. Just as a writer finds it difficult to write only for the drawer, a visual
artist needs to exhibit their work. Artists therefore naturally sought ways to exhibit to-
gether, in ‘small informal galleries’ (flats, cottages or gardens).

As part of his concept of the underground university as a ‘Faculty of Arts, one of the
organisers, Petr Oslzly, himself a graduate in both theatre studies and art history, also
considered it desirable to provide lectures on art. In May 1985, thanks to the international
touring of Divadlo na provazku (Theatre on a String), he travelled to the United Kingdom.
The theatre presented its English-language version of Bertolt Brecht’s The Wedding at the
19th International Brighton Festival (OSLZLY et al. 1999). It was in Brighton that he first
met Jessica Douglas-Home (née Jessica Gwynne). Together they arranged a secret meeting
with Roger Scruton at the Caledonian Club in London, near Hyde Park. Petr Oslzly later
commented on this decision: ‘My visit to London was, of course, not the result of a game
of chance encounters, momentary ideas or decisions. It had been prepared in advance.

101 At the time, artistic merit was not the decisive factor. What mattered were political views, or whether one
had joined the Socialist Youth Union or the Communist Party.

192 Otherwise, they risked being charged with parasitism.

103 ‘A book on art ordered from a Western publisher could cost as much as half a month’s salary.’ (Dar 1999, 169)
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The Underground University and the Visual Arts

Backstage at the 19th International Brighton Festival, May 1985: Divadlo na provazku presents the
English version of Bertolt Brecht’s The Wedding. From left: Jifi Pecha, Bolek Polivka, ?, Miroslav Do-
nutil, Iva Bittovd, ?. CED Archive, ref. DHNP-AF-I11-016. Photo by Pavel Zatloukal

The Theatre on String performed their Comme-
dia dell’arte and a drama workshop in Bristol
within the Days of Czechoslovak Culture held
on the JHEF’s initiative. Theatre historian Bar-
bara Day was the key figure behind the organi-
sation of the event. The Centre for Experimental
Theatre Archive, ref. DHNP-AF-111-016. Photo
Pavel Zatloukal
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