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It goes without saying that the Bohemian Revolt had momentous influence on the 
history of the Czech lands, its people and its culture. What may not be as well known 
today is that the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War in 1618 also had decisive impact 
elsewhere, often in unexpected ways. In my home country, the Netherlands, the war 
in Bohemia is generally considered as an appendix to the longer Eighty Years War; 
the fight for independence against Habsburg Spain which started in 1568 and re-
sumed in full force around 1621. In the seventeenth century, however, the conflict 
in Bohemia was of vital interest to the people of the Dutch Republic. The Protestant 
Dutch saw a natural ally in Bohemia to fight the Habsburg Empire, opening up a new 
front in a global struggle. The Dutch supported the Bohemian cause financially: they 
had contributed 50,000 guilders per month to the Protestant German Union since 
1613, and in 1618 they added another 50,000 guilders. After the Battle of White Moun-
tain, the Dutch would provide a home for the Winter King and his wife, Elizabeth 
Stuart. 

The revolt in Bohemia was also largely responsible for an important media de-
velopment in the Netherlands: the birth of the newspaper. The first printed weekly 
newspapers were German, and had appeared in Strasbourg in 1605, followed by an-
other paper in Wolfenbüttel in 1609. The Dutch may not have invented the newspaper, 
but they would produce more newspapers per capita in the first half of the seven-
teenth century than any other country in Europe. Amsterdam would develop into the 
newspaper capital of Europe: it was here that the first French and English newspa-
pers (1620) were printed. The first Dutch papers emerged around the summer of 1618. 
The oldest extant issue dates from 14 June, and we have four other surviving issues, 
from 22 June, 15 November, 23 November and 30 November. All of these issues belong 
to the weekly Courante uyt Italien, Duystlandt, &c. (Current news from Italy, Germany, 
and so forth), published by Caspar van Hilten in Amsterdam. We know that at the 
same time another weekly paper was published by Broer Jansz, also in Amsterdam, 
named the Tijdinghen uyt verscheyde Quartieren (Tidings from various quarters), but 
the first surviving issue of that paper dates from February 1619.

These two Amsterdam newspapers, like all seventeenth-century papers, were 
largely composed of short news bulletins. These were dense reports, and went unac-
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companied by any commentary or further analysis. Newspapers did not interpret 
the news, as they do today, but provided raw information for readers, who were ex-
pected to be informed enough to form the right opinion about the value and meaning 
of the news reports. This was a tradition that the printed newspapers had adopted 
from commercial manuscript newsletters, the so-called avvisi, which had originated 
in Italy, and which were extremely popular amongst Europe’s ruling elite. The first 
printed newspapers emerged out of this established market for manuscript newslet-
ters. The incentive to turn to print was commercial: a printed newsletter could be 
produced in hundreds of copies, instead of a couple of dozen. But the emergence of 
printed newspapers in the Netherlands cannot be explained by the ease of produc-
tion or lower price alone. It was not a coincidence that the first newspapers appeared 
around 1618, when the revolt in Bohemia broke out.

The content of the earliest surviving Amsterdam newspapers is largely made up 
of reports concerning the tumultuous events taking place in Bohemia: the aftermath 
of the defenestration, the rallying of troops on both sides, and the diplomatic and 
military manoeuvring of the most important princes of the realm. The newspapers 
all contained long reports from Prague, which took up around a quarter of each issue, 
while reports from Vienna, Cologne and The Hague also concerned the development 
of the conflict in the Czech lands. 

Why did these newspapers devote so much attention to Bohemia? Of course, 
there was genuine interest amongst Dutch citizens in the revolt. More importantly, 
the two news publishers, Caspar van Hilten and Broer Jansz, belonged to a political 
faction in the Dutch Republic which had a profound interest in publicizing the war. 
The two newsmen both described themselves as news writers for Prince Maurice of 
Orange, the Stadholder and Captain-General of the army. Maurice was embroiled 
in a political conflict with the most powerful regents of Holland, led by the elderly 
statesman Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, who wished to avoid a renewal of war with the 
Habsburgs. Maurice, on the other hand, was in favour of continuing the war, and 
fighting the Habsburgs on as many fronts as possible by sponsoring or helping other 
enemies of Spain. The newspapers of Van Hilten and Jansz offered welcome publicity 
for the cause of Prince Maurice and his allies, by exposing the tribulations of inter-
national Calvinism, and rallying war sentiment to support the Bohemians against the 
Habsburg Emperor. Although they claimed to be objective publications with sober 
news reports, the first Dutch newspaper publishers had a partisan allegiance, and 
placed the Bohemian revolt at the centre of their weekly issues.

After the Battle of White Mountain and the exile of the Winter King, the Amster-
dam newspapers did not fold. Instead they continued to publish many news reports 
from the different theatres of the Thirty Years’ War, and soon also concerning other 
political conflicts around Europe. The papers proved incredibly popular in the Dutch 
Republic, and by the 1640s, Amsterdam was home to six Dutch newspapers, some 
of which were published twice or three times a week. Newspapers also appeared in 
other towns, following the standard set by the Amsterdam papers. The newspapers 
expanded in size and scope, and instead of the four or five reports that the first news-
papers included, they contained more than twenty. Although Prague remained an 
important news centre for the Dutch papers, with at least 1,402 reports from Prague 
placed in seventeenth-century Dutch newspapers, after the Thirty Years’ War the city 
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lost its prominence to new centres of conflict, such as London, Paris and Vienna. Nev-
ertheless, it was the news from Prague that first encouraged news writers to think 
of publishing a printed newspaper. It is to the Bohemian revolt that the Dutch press 
today owes its existence.
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THE REPORTS

Below you will find extracts from the first five surviving Dutch newspaper issues. 
Each contained a report from Prague, which is reproduced here, translated into Eng-
lish. The reports provide a good indication of the style and tone of early newspapers, 
which has been kept as faithful to the original as possible.

This is the oldest surviving Dutch newspaper, the Courante uyt Italien, Duytslandt, &c. of 14 June 1618. 
Most Dutch newspapers were printed similar to this example, on a half-sheet folio, in double columns. 
The first issues were printed on the front side of the sheet only, but by 1621 reports also occupied the 
back side. In this issue, the report from Prague takes up most of the first column and the top of the sec-
ond column. Image reproduced with permission from the Kungliga Biblioteket, Stockholm.
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