Necessary basic information about the places to be visited by Pope Benedict XVI in the Czech Republic
1. Bohemia and Moravia
The present-day territory of the Czech Republic covers approximately the core of the former Czech kingdom, the Lands of the Bohemian Crown, consisting of Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia. Silesia, the smallest part, often played an independent role in history and it still sticks to its own tradition even though it is actually considered part of Moravia today. Bohemia and Moravia form an indivisible whole with Czech-speaking inhabitants, sharing the same national culture and history. They represent two lines of spiritual tradition and they also played a double role in political events. From the territorial point of view, Bohemia is a closed area clearly defined by a range of mountains. Its border has stayed almost unchanged for centuries. The territory of Moravia, on the other hand, is like a gate opened towards the east. Though the border of Moravia has remained unchanged as well, its territory was both an entrance and exit point of cultural and therefore peaceful streams as well as militant streams. We can say that Moravia “opened” the Bohemian kingdom, making it a significant country in Europe, and in the Middle Ages also in the then entire “world,” and a potential big power with the possibility of expansion to Poland, Austria and Hungary and further to the Balkans and even to the Kiev Russia. It was also in Moravia where the first integrated and powerful state came into existence – Great Moravia.
From the point of view of military and power expansions, Moravia suffered a number of tragedies, which did not touch Bohemia, however – the expansion of Tatars and Turks as well as the less brutal expansion of the antique Rome is still visible here.
From the point of view of cultural and spiritual development, Moravia is characterised and forever connected with the fact that the Moravian town of Velehrad was the centre of the Ss. Cyril and Method mission, which became the basis of written Slavic culture. Although Cyril and Method came to a country which was Christian already, their arrival meant a fundamental breakthrough for the blossom of Christianity. The Ss. Cyril and Method tradition in Moravia is clearly distinguishable from the St. Wenceslaus tradition in Bohemia.
In no case do the two spiritual traditions stand against each other. On the contrary, they are intertwining, together contributing to the special richness of spiritual life of the whole. Even though Christianity had already been coming to Bohemia from Germany, Bohemia became a real Christian country when Prince Bořivoj, the head of the most powerful tribe in the newly forming state, was baptised by St. Method at Velehrad. Long time after the break of contact with Byzantium, Bohemia was a bi-liturgical country. The spiritual link with the Slavic mission in Bohemia was always alive in Bohemia. Moravia, in its turn, fully adopted the main national saint, martyr St. Wenceslaus, as its patron saint, as is proven by the consecration of the Cathedral in Olomouc and the permanent St. Wenceslaus devotion in the whole of Moravia.
An important but often superficially repeated fact is that Bohemia and Moravia lie in the very heart of Europe and therefore on the border between the east of Europe and its west. From the cultural point of view, this border demarcated the farthest influence of Byzantium and Rome for a long time. This border is not sharp. It is rather an overlap of cultures. Hence the often reiterated (and many times even politically abused) phrase about a bridge between the East and the West. The peculiarity of Czech culture is based on a remarkably natural interlinking of both influences. Analogically, the significance of Velehrad and later of Prague as a cultural centre is based on the horizon of the two basic centres, Rome and Byzantium. A geographical peculiarity of Bohemia and Moravia is that the territory lies in the watershed of rivers flowing to several seas.
2. Prague-Ruzyně

The main airport of the Czech Republic lies in a vicinity of two symbolic sites:

a) The Benedictine monastery in Prague’s Břevnov district founded by St. Vojtěch (Adalbert) in 993 is a symbol a thousand years’ old pursuit of grandeur and culture of this country and its Christian roots.
b) The prison in the Ruzyně district is a symbol of totalitarianism and inhumanity of totalitarian regimes but also of the power of spirit of those who fought against evil. In November 1993 it witnessed executions of students by Nazis. In the 1950s, interrogations took place here as preparation for political trials of the communist regime. 

The airport itself is a gate through which both good and evil may come. This was the arrival point of those who were returning from battlefields and exile to support life in freedom. This is where the occupation of Prague by the Soviet-led Red Army started.

3. Prague
The capital city of the Bohemian kingdom, later Czechoslovakia and today’s Czech Republic. It was an important centre of medieval trade lying on the crossroad of the north-south and east-west trade routes. Prague was also a significant centre of cultural and scholastic life, mainly in two peak periods under emperors Charles IV and Rudolph II. The city is a world-renowned urban jewel with a peculiar and unique mixture of architectonic styles, from the Romanesque style up to Art Nouveau, Cubism and Postmodernism.
Prague also represents a significant interconnection of three main elements of its culture –Czech, German and Jewish (landmarks in its Jewish ghetto rank among the oldest and most precious in Europe). Prague was a tolerant city granting asylum to refugees – mainly before the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War and before World War Two. 
Prague is the seat of the Charles University as well as of the oldest technical university, today’s ČVUT (Czech Technical University in Prague), and many other colleges. There are over 100,000 university students in Prague at present. 
4. Prague Castle
The seat of Bohemian princes and kings as well as Habsburg emperors. Today it is the seat of the President of the Czech Republic and his Office. It is the summit place of Czech statehood. The presidential flag flapping over the Castle bears the eloquent motto “Truth prevails.” 
The Castle complex includes the Prague Cathedral (see further) and St. George’s basilica with a female Benedictine monastery. This Romanesque convent, founded in 973, is the oldest Czech monastery. The third significant church within the Castle complex is the church of All Saints with a tomb of St. Prokop. 
5. Cathedral
The Prague Cathedral of Ss. Vitus, Wenceslaus and Adalbert, is the cathedral church of the Prague archdiocese, the main temple of the Prague Castle and a spiritual centre of Czech lands. The Cathedral stands on the site of a Romanesque rotunda, also dedicated to St. Vitus, founded by Prince Václav. St. Vitus was chosen as the patron saint of the rotunda because it treasured one the saint’s arms donated to Prince Václav by King Henry the Fowler. Later, the remains of St. Wenceslaus were translated here from Stará Boleslav, where he had been murdered. Since 973 the church served as a cathedral of the first Czech diocese. When, on the initiative of Prince Charles, the Prague bishopric was raised to the level of archbishopric in 1344 and the Bohemian kingdom thus gained church autonomy, the construction of the present-day Gothic cathedral was launched. Within the first stage of construction, the chapel of St. Wenceslaus was built over the original place of the saint’s tomb. Despite all the construction transformations the Cathedral has undergone, the place remains unchanged and stable. The Cathedral as we know it today was completed during St. Wenceslaus millennium celebrations in 1929. These celebrations were actively and sincerely joined by first Czechoslovak president T. G. Masaryk, otherwise a strong critic of Catholicism.

The founders of the Gothic cathedral, Emperor Charles IV and Archbishop Arnošt of Pardubice, intended to create an unquestionable spiritual centre of the country. The cathedral itself as well as churches in close vicinity of the Prague Castle hold tombs and remains of the country’s main patron saints: St. Wenceslaus, St. Adalbert, St. John of Nepomuk, St. Ludmila, St. Prokop. St. Vitus and St. Zikmund. The cathedral treasures a number of remains of saints gathered by Charles IV. 
A room which is only accessible from the chapel of St. Wenceslaus contains coronation jewels dedicated to this saint.
The cathedral served as the burial place of rulers (the Premyslid princes, Charles IV, Václav IV and Ferdinand I) and it still serves as the burial place of archbishops and bishops (the last to have been buried here is Cardinal František Tomášek). The cathedral is also the place of coronations. In present days, Te Deum is sung here after the election of a new president. It was held even upon the election of the first Communist president, Klement Gottwald, in 1948. Afterwards it did not take place until the election of Vaclav Havel.

6. Vladislav Hall
The biggest hall of the Prague Castle with its famous vault designed by architect Benedikt Rejt was named after King Vladislav Jagiello who had it built in the years 1492-1502. The hall has always been used for a number of purposes. Most often it served for audiences and various ceremonial gatherings and festivities. It was also the place where important declarations were made. In 1547, the trial with anti-Habsburg opponents took place here. In April 1948, a renewed foundation charter of the Charles University was declared here to replace the original Golden Bull of Charles IV, stolen by German occupants during World War Two. The neighbouring rooms served as seats of top state offices such as the imperial court, the Imperial Court Council and the Czech Chancellery. These rooms were witnesses of many dramatic events preceding the Thirty Years’ War. At a Diet held here in 1609 Emperor Rudolf II declared his Imperial Charter which assured religious freedom in Bohemia (see further). In the offices of the Czech Chancellery a defenestration took place on May 23, 1618, two governors and their secretary being thrown out of the window as the beginning of the uprising of Bohemian estates. In 1621, 27 leaders of the uprising were sentenced to death in the chamber of the Imperial Court Council. At present, important state acts such the presidential oath take place here. 
7. Spanish Hall
The Spanish Hall, the second biggest hall of the Prague Castle, is used for various purposes. It is a symbol, too, though not of nationwide importance. It has witnessed events which together form a mosaic proving the vanity, pride and far-awayness of rulers. Rudolf II had it built to contain his collections of works of art. When Emperor Leopold I lived in Prague during a plague in Vienna, a pompous masquerade ball took place here. Towards the end of the 17th century, the hall windows served as shooting positions for game hunters. A hunt even took place in the hall itself. After 1948, top meetings of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia were held here. The hall also witnessed a personnel reshuffle at the beginning of the Prague Spring of 1969, a brief period of political liberalisation of Czechoslovakia during the era of its domination by the Soviet Union. The hall is the site of receptions, art auctions as well as funeral ceremonies of important statesmen. In addition, several presidential elections, for example the election of current President Václav Klaus, took place here. 

8. Brno

The capital of Moravia founded by King Václav I was built in the years 1231-1237. The charter of municipal rights dates back to 1243. The town was built on the place of a Premyslid castle founded by Prince Břetislav in the early 11th century. It was the seat of appanage princes and later margraves. 

The skyline of the city is dominated by two hills, Špilberk and Petrov, symbolically expressing two kinds of power. Petrov, with its Cathedral of Ss. Peter and Paul (originally only St. Peter) and since 1777 also the seat of the bishop and a collegiate chapter, represents the spiritual power. Špilberk, with its monumental castle which turned into a modern military fortress during the 19th century, represents the secular power. The symbolic tension is strengthened by the fact that Špilberk is also the site of a former prison, where the worst criminals and traitors were imprisoned at the end of the 18th century, which contrasts with the freedom of spirit and forgiveness of the other hill.

The Brno bishopric came into existence when a new diocese split off from the Olomouc diocese in 1777. The first Brno bishop was appointed in 1778. The city can be proud of numerous old monasteries such as Franciscans, Augustinians (Augustinian monk G. Mendel from Brno laid foundations of the science of genetics), Jesuits and others.
Brno has always been a significant cultural and economic centre, even though administratively it stayed in the shadow of Olomouc for a long time. The Czech-German town started to blossom in the 19th century, and in the era of the pre-war Czechoslovak Republic it was the second most important city of the country. The university founded here at that time could measure up the Charles University in Prague. The University of Technology in Brno, leaning on the most important engineering companies in the country, successfully competed with Prague, too. Today, Brno is the second most important university city in the Czech Republic. The significance of Brno’s industry is underlined by the tradition of Brno trade fairs and the famous Masaryk circuit motor race.
A famous place in close vicinity of Brno is Slavkov, where the Napoleonic Battle of Austerlitz took place. 

9. Stará Boleslav

Stará Boleslav was formerly a stronghold built by Boleslav I, the younger brother of Premyslid Prince Wenceslaus, later St. Wenceslaus. The oldest church in this town is St. Kliment’s church originating from the 10th century, built on the place of a former wooden church which was allegedly built by St. Method. Another church here was Ss. Kosma and Damian church at whose gate St. Wenceslaus was murdered by his brother. It was also the site of St. Wenceslaus’s first tomb before his remains were translated to Prague’s Cathedral. In the mid-11th century, King Břetislav I built a new St. Wenceslaus’s basilica over the original church as a repentance imposed on him by the pope for the translation of the remains of St. Adalbert from the Polish town of Gniezno to Prague. The biggest church in Stará Boleslav is the church of the Assumption of Virgin Mary, built on the place of a former church of Virgin Mary and St. George during the turbulent times of the Thirty Years’ War. It is worth noting that a temple was built at a time of all-embracing destruction. 
The church of the Assumption of Virgin Mary treasures a Gothic gold-coated copper relief depicting Virgin Mary holding little Jesus in her arms. The icon is known as the Palladium, or protecting picture of Bohemia. 
Legend has it that St. Method donated the relief to St. Ludmila, the grandmother of St. Wenceslaus, upon her baptism. After she died a martyr’s death, Prince Wenceslaus inherited it and wore it on his chest. After his murder the relief disappeared. In 1160, during the reign of King Vladislav I, the relief was found by coincidence and a small chapel was built to treasure it. Since a number of prayers were answered in its vicinity, pilgrims started flooding this place.

On July 9, 1609, Emperor Rudolf II issued his Imperial Charter granting religious freedom to Bohemia, confirming the “Bohemian Confession” (formed by Lutherans and Czech brethren in 1575), a document which in fact meant legalisation of Czech Protestants. As Lutheranism was on the rise subsequently, the Catholics became concerned about their position and, on the initiative of Jesuits from Stará Boleslav, they organised a procession from Prague to Stará Boleslav on Aug 18 the same year. It was then that the relief got the name Palladium of Bohemia. This year, the 400th anniversary of both events is celebrated. During the Thirty Years’ War the Palladium was twice stolen by foreign troops, but each time it returned to its place. 
10. In conclusion
The places of visit are interconnected by a duality. While in some cases the pairs join together and thus gain strength (e.g. the Ss. Cyril and Method and St. Wenceslaus traditions, the unity of Prague and Czech-German-Jewish culture), in other cases they stand dramatically opposite each other (e.g. the Břevnov monastery versus the Ruzyně prison, the Petrov cathedral versus the Špilberk fortress and prison, St. Wenceslaus Chapel versus the Spanish Hall of the Prague Castle, the murder of Prince St Wenceslaus versus his subsequent proclamation of patron saint of Bohemia). The unifying theme therefore is the spiritual unity of good as opposed to the destructive power rivalry.
