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Na daran Romale vi

ame sam Rom chache

Do not fear, you Gypsy men,

for we too, are Gypsies.
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In order to provide a comprehensive exploration, it is crucial to acknowledge the historical context surrounding the terminology employed to refer to the Romani people. While the term "gypsy" has been historically used, it is currently deemed offensive by many within the Romani community. This term perpetuates stereotypes and has been utilized as a means of marginalization and discrimination. Instead, it is recommended to employ terms such as "Romani," "Romany," or "Roma" to accurately represent their identity and demonstrate respect for their cultural heritage. 

Throughout this book, various terminologies, including "gypsy," are utilized, particularly in the section dedicated to the fairy tales.

Tracing their presence back several centuries, the Romani people's history in the Czech lands can be ascertained through historical records that document their arrival as early as the 14th century. Over time, this community has undergone transformations, carving out distinct traditions, customs, and dialects within the Czech Republic. From rural settlements to nomadic trade routes, their journey has been shaped by the vicissitudes of history. Nestled within the Czech Republic, they constitute an ethnic minority group with a heritage deeply rooted in Romani culture. Possessing a unique language, traditions, and a captivating history spanning across Europe, they have indelibly influenced the fabric of Czech society.

The initial segment of this book offers a concise history of the Romani people in Czechoslovakia. Similar to numerous other communities, the Romani people have encountered social, economic, and political challenges throughout their extensive history. Discrimination, marginalization, and social exclusion have cast shadows over their lives, hindering their access to education, employment, healthcare, and fundamental rights. Nevertheless, amid these obstacles, the Romani people have demonstrated remarkable resilience, emerging as beacons of strength and perseverance.

Within the Czech Republic, diverse subgroups and regional variations exist among the larger Romani population, each contributing unique perspectives, traditions, and experiences. Despite their adversities, many individuals of Romani descent have made significant contributions to various domains, including arts, music, literature, and advocacy for Romani rights and culture. Their presence enriches the tapestry of Czech society, interweaving a diverse and vibrant nation. Efforts to preserve and promote Romani culture and heritage are underway, with initiatives dedicated to documenting and reviving traditional Romani folklore, music, and language. Romani festivals, cultural events, and organizations play a pivotal role in celebrating and sharing the richness of Romani traditions with the broader Czech society, fostering a deeper comprehension and appreciation for their vibrant cultural legacy.

The second part of this book delves into twelve gypsy fairy tales. These tales are sourced from a book I have translated, entitled Cikánské Pohádky, originally published in 1913 by A.L. Hynek and translated by Zdenka Hostinska. The Czech translator drew material from the works of Dr. H. Von Wlislocki dating back to 1886. The original author recounted that during his travels with the Romani people, they shared these ancient tales while seated beside a parked caravan, illuminated by a blazing fire.

As we embark on this captivating exploration of the remarkable history and rich cultural tapestry of the Romani people in the Czech Republic, we embark on a journey of discovery, understanding, and celebration. Together, let us embrace the individuality, resilience, and contributions of the Romani community, forging a path toward a more inclusive and compassionate society that cherishes the diverse narratives of its inhabitants.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Romani in the Czech Lands
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The Gypsies
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The historical journey of the Roma people is a tapestry woven with complex threads of societal perceptions and assimilation attempts. As they settled in various parts of Europe, their experiences were shaped by a diverse range of acceptance and resistance. From enduring expulsion and persecution to facing forced assimilation and restrictive mandates, the Roma community has confronted formidable challenges in their quest for recognition and integration into European societies.

Throughout their migratory path across different regions of Europe, the Roma encountered a multitude of designations and labels that reflected the evolving perceptions and interactions with the majority populations. These terms offer insights into the intricate history and cultural heritage of the Roma community, shedding light on the complexities of their identity and societal relationships.

Historical sources often portrayed the Roma as outlaws, subjecting them to expulsion and persecution. Their presence was deemed illegal in the majority of Christian Europe, establishing a persistent barrier before and after their settlement in various regions.

During their arrival in Byzantium, the Roma were mistakenly associated with the term "gypsy." This misidentification arose from their perceived resemblance to another group known as the "Acingans." Both the Roma and the Acingans were believed to possess mystical powers and were associated with practices of white and dark magic. These arcane traditions were considered perilous and were even linked to satanic forces during that era. Interestingly, the Roma's mystical practices, such as spells and divination, were thought to provide protection to a Byzantine king during his hunting expeditions. Consequently, Byzantine church authorities repeatedly cautioned their followers about the Acingans/Cingans, viewing them as individuals who had forged pacts with the devil. As a result, the term "gypsy" acquired a negative connotation during the deep Middle Ages.

In the 15th century, another designation gained prominence: the belief in the Roma's Egyptian origin. This perception stemmed from their nomadic lifestyle and physical features, which some observers associated with the ancient Egyptians. However, it is important to note that this belief in their Egyptian heritage is not supported by historical evidence.

The circulation of a legend among both the public and professionals played a significant role in the widespread use of terms like "gypsy" in English or "gitano" in Spanish, which derive from the word "Egypt." According to Christian folklore, the Roma were believed to have originated from Egypt but had deviated from the Christian faith following the arrival of Muslim Turks. However, they expressed a deep longing to return to their Christian roots. As a form of penance, they were condemned to a nomadic existence, perpetually wandering the world without a true homeland. This legend, with its various interpretations, aimed to convey to Europeans that although the Roma had made mistakes, they were actively seeking redemption and a renewed connection with the Christian faith.

As a result, the term "gypsy" no longer carries the same negative connotations as it did in the past and is met with less reservation by the Roma community today compared to a decade ago.

In the 16th and particularly the 17th and 18th centuries, the Roma people experienced a period marked by numerous potentially interconnected factors that plunged them into a state of marginalization and persecution. Europe viewed the Roma as unwanted outcasts due to their distinctive appearance, unfamiliar culture, loose religious affiliations, the pervasive and irrational confusion between Roma and Turks, and the perception of their parasitic existence within the majority society. Official documents in most European countries, excluding the Ottoman Empire, repeatedly prohibited their presence.

The consequences for defying these prohibitions grew increasingly severe, even for those who sought to assist the Roma. Antigypsy decrees referred to members of Roma groups as wanderers or vagabonds, implying that individuals without such identities would not face fatal consequences. However, Roma individuals identified as part of the group or independently but exhibiting Roma traits often endured harsh trials and public executions as a deterrent. Those spared from execution, often women and children during initial capture, were forcibly escorted to the country's borders by the military, where they were compelled to sign a document pledging not to return.

In the southern realms, particularly in the parts of Europe dominated by the Ottoman Empire, the Roma encountered fewer hindrances. Hungary, for instance, witnessed Roma settlements as early as the 15th and 16th centuries, while the 18th century saw further progress aided by the Teresian assimilation and sedentarization project. These endeavors facilitated a more settled existence for the Roma within Hungarian society, offering them opportunities for integration and stability.
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Assimilation and Sedentarization
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The Teresian assimilation and sedentarization project denotes a historical initiative that unfolded during the reign of Empress Maria Theresa of Austria (1740-1780). This project aimed to effect societal and cultural transformations within the Romani population, specifically targeting their integration into the dominant social fabric and discouraging their distinct nomadic way of life.

Through various means, such as enforced settlements, restrictions on traditional occupations, and the promotion of settled habits, the Teresian assimilation and sedentarization project sought to bring about substantial changes among the Roma. The intention was to improve their social and economic conditions by facilitating their assimilation into mainstream society.

This ambitious undertaking left a profound impact on the Romani community, reshaping their living arrangements, economic activities, and cultural traditions. While the project sought to ameliorate the circumstances of the Romani population, it also entailed the loss of their traditional nomadic lifestyle and the erosion of their cultural heritage. It is worth noting that Spain similarly imposed compulsory settlement measures upon the Roma, particularly during the infamous Great Anti-Gypsy Raid in the mid-18th century.
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The Great Anti-Gypsy Raid
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The Great Anti-Gypsy Raid, which occurred in the mid-18th century, signifies a significant series of coordinated actions aimed at the Romani population across various European countries during that period. These actions were characterized by organized raids, persecutions, and mass expulsions specifically targeting Romani communities.

The underlying motivations behind these raids stemmed from deeply ingrained prejudice, stereotypes, and misconceptions surrounding the Romani people. They were often driven by a perceived need to maintain social order, safeguard economic interests, and eliminate what was erroneously perceived as a threat to established societal norms.

During the course of the Great Anti-Gypsy Raid, Romani individuals and families faced forceful eviction from their homes, confiscation of their belongings, and frequent instances of physical violence and discrimination. The consequences of these raids resulted in the displacement and scattering of Romani communities, further marginalizing them within society.

Nevertheless, it is important to note that some Roma communities have managed to maintain their nomadic way of life in countries such as France and Britain. Despite historical pressures to assimilate and settle, these communities have successfully preserved their traditional practices characterized by mobility and a profound connection to their cultural heritage.

For instance, in France, certain Roma groups continue to live in caravans, traveling from one location to another while engaging in their traditional crafts and trades. They face ongoing challenges in finding suitable camping sites and accessing basic services, yet they persist in upholding their nomadic identity.

Similarly, in Britain, select Roma communities choose to reside in caravans or trailers, periodically moving to different areas in search of seasonal employment or improved living conditions. Throughout their journey, they steadfastly uphold their unique traditions, language, and cultural practices, navigating the complexities of modern society while retaining their distinct way of life.
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Circling Nomads
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During an era characterized by widespread persecution and the nomadic trajectory of the Roma across Europe, a remarkable sense of solidarity and mutual understanding emerged among members of various Roma groups. This unity was forged through their shared experience of marginalization on the periphery of society.

Paradoxically, the distancing of themselves from an unsupportive and hostile majority became a defining moment that either strengthened or contributed to the formation of Romani identity. The majority's aversion towards "gypsies" led to two opposing tendencies that persist to this day. On one hand, there is a desire to deny their origins and disassociate from the despised and stigmatized ethnicity, which is primarily manifested externally. On the other hand, there is an internal and subtle unification and support for a shared identity based on rejection by the majority, which is more prevalent within the community itself.

Defining the Roma people has always posed a complex challenge. Today, Roma communities are dispersed globally, with an estimated population of 8 to 12 million residing in Europe alone. Despite their geographical diversity, the Roma engage with their surrounding regions and inhabitants in distinctive ways, fostering intercultural exchanges and embracing diverse customs.

These interactions have given rise to the proliferation of numerous dialects within the Romani language, reflecting the regional variations that have evolved over time. For instance, in Slovakia, a popular saying encapsulates the diversity among Roma communities: "Šel vatri – šel Roma," which translates to "One hundred settlements – a hundred times different Roma." However, in a momentous declaration made during the 5th congress of the International Romani Union held in Prague in 2000, Roma leaders affirmed their belonging to a unified Roma nation, transcending national borders and emphasizing their shared identity.

This proclamation marked a significant milestone in the international efforts to foster collaboration and unity among Roma communities, gaining momentum in the latter half of the 20th century.
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Bohemia, Moravia, and Slovakia
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The presence of the Romani people in the Czech lands dates back several centuries, with historical records indicating their arrival as early as the 14th century. Their migration from northern India and subsequent journeys across continents brought them to Eastern Europe, including the Czech lands. Their movement was influenced by various factors, such as economic opportunities, political upheavals, and the desire to escape persecution and discrimination.

In the historical chronicles of the Czech lands, the first documented references to the Roma people appear in Dalimil's Chronicle, a written account from the early 14th century. The last entry in this chronicle dates to the year 1314, attesting to the presence of Roma in the Czech lands during that time.

During their initial arrival, Czech society embraced the Roma with openness. The Roma, with their captivating stories and mythical narratives, were welcomed as they traversed a Europe steeped in Christian traditions, despite their own distinct cultural practices. Tales circulated, claiming that Roma blacksmiths had forged the very nails used in the crucifixion of Jesus or that they had refused shelter to Mary and Joseph during the birth of Jesus. These stories intrigued and fascinated the Christian populace, resulting in a warm reception for the Roma.

However, as the 15th century began, the Church started questioning the Roma people's adherence to Christian customs. This shift in perception led to a series of unfortunate events for the Roma across Europe. Accusations of arson and allegations of spying for the Turks further fueled the growing resentment towards the Roma. These circumstances culminated in their persecution, with acts of violence and discrimination becoming commonplace.

Historical sources reveal instances where Roma individuals captured outside their communities tried to convince the courts that they were not Roma, denying any affiliation and attributing their dark skin to summer sun exposure. Similarly, in later centuries, Roma individuals in various European countries adopted common and pleasing-sounding names, such as Růžička (Little Rose), Winter, Zima (Winter), Vrba (Willow), Janeček, and others, in an effort to mitigate discrimination.

The initial Roma settlers in the southeastern regions of Moravia benefited from the tolerance of the nobility towards their presence. This tolerance, however, came with conditions: the Roma had to sever ties with their extended families, abandon the use of the Romani language, and forsake their traditional attire. Assimilation became the prevailing mandate. Violating these regulations risked extradition to the capital court, where individuals would be tried for violating anti-Gypsy mandates and unauthorized presence in the Czech lands.

Within the Czech lands, which were divided into the Kingdom of Bohemia and the Margraviate of Moravia, the Roma faced a harsh fate. Symbolically, when a Roma individual appeared in the Margraviate of Moravia, their left ear was severed to signify their presence, while in the Czech lands, their right ear was removed. This cruel practice served as a visible reminder of the Romani status and subjected them to further mistreatment. Caught for a third time, severe punishments awaited them, including drowning, hanging, or burning.
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