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Introduction 

 

Currently, pilgrimage and pilgrimage tourism have literally become a phenomenon in Europe. 

The Czech Republic, which is, according to the Kathpress agency, the third most atheist 

country in the world after Japan and China takes part in this trend as well. However, the Czech 

Republic is a country with a Christian cultural and religious tradition, to which not only 

believers but also atheists and also the so-called "něcisté, i.e. somethingists", people who 

believe in the supernatural without belief in a specific god, refer to. 

 

Historical overview 

 

Although pilgrimage is documented in almost all cultures around the world and people have 

travelled to sacred places since ancient times to pay homage to sacred objects, natural 

formations, statues or images, in the territory of our state we mostly relate to places with a 

Christian tradition. In the early Middle - Ages, the current Czech Republic was a Slavic 

principality, taking over the Christian tradition of the princes of Great Moravia. This orientation 

towards Eastern Christianity was later replaced by Irish missions, which reached Czech 

territory via Germany (Sommer, Třeštík, Žemlička, 2009). 

 

At the end of Antiquity, the Christian pilgrims mostly travelled to the Holy Land and the graves 

of the apostles and martyrs. Gradually, the situation began to change, and more and more 

believers sought out other places of pilgrimage, especially those associated with national saints, 

such as St. Patrick for the Irish, St. Boniface for the Germans, St. Olaf for the Norwegians, St. 

Stephen for the Hungarians and St. Wenceslas for the Czechs (Ohler, 2000). 

 

In the beginning, the Czech princes´ religion was linked to the myths of the Slavs. This is a 

result of the fact that their early medieval state arose directly from the tribal form of the state. 

Part of these myths is not only the ancient pan-Slavic state of all Slavs at the "beginning of 

time", but also the arrival of Slavs in the Czech basin during the migration of peoples. This 

set of myths was adopted by the emerging state of Boleslavs. Around the 10th century, this 

myth was modified and connected with the locations of the Principality of Přemyslid dynasty. 

Prague became the Christian centre of the state, and the Říp Mountain became the old pagan 

centre of the country. After the battle of Chlumec (1126), the rotunda on the Říp Mountain 

was rebuilt by prince Spytihněv I and newly dedicated to St. Adalbert (sv. Vojtěch). The 

lands were thus protected by the two country patron saints from the two "centres" of 

Bohemia, St. Wenceslas (sv. Václav) from Prague and St. Adalbert (sv. Vojtěch) from the 

Říp Mountain (Sommer, Třeštík, Žemlička, 2009). 

 

With the christianization of the country, monasteries were founded, first of the Benedictine 

order, later of the Cistercian, Dominican and others. The founders were at first monarchs or 

members of their families. The oldest documented monastery was founded by princess Mlada 



and her father prince Boleslav I in the 1070s at Prague Castle near St. George's Church 

(Sommer, Třeštík, Žemlička, 2009). 

 

Most of the monasteries included a space for a hospital in their plan, which served not only 

for the sick, but also for the accommodation of pilgrims. Every Christian was required to love 

the stranger as his neighbour. This requirement especially applied to monasteries. They 

therefore had to observe the command of hospitality, which has been described in the 53rd  

chapter of Benedict's rules. However, it was not always easy to comply with it as the number 

of pilgrims often exceeded the capacity of the monastery (Ohler, 2000). An example of a 

Benedictine monastery providing refuge since the early Middle Ages in Bohemia is Břevnov 

in Prague. It is currently surrounded by a Prague urban district, including a large housing 

estate. However, in the past Bělohorská Avenue (Bělohorská třída) was an ancient trade route 

leading from Prague to western Bohemia, passing the Benedictine monastery with the small 

village of Břevnov (Ohler, 2000). 

 

The need of care for pilgrims gave rise to knightly orders. The Sovereign Order of the 

Knights of Malta, which is based in Prague on the Lesser Town, still serves in the Czech 

Lands. This order was originally created as the Order of St. John and its mission was to care 

for and protect pilgrims who were heading to the Holy Land. The knights built a system of 

hospices along the pilgrimage routes. In the Czech Lands, a system of commandry was 

created, which covered the route from Zittau (Žitava) to the Southern border, forested 

territory of Šumava Mountains. From this set of buildings we can still admire Prague's early 

medieval Church of Our Lady under the Chain with the adjacent Baroque building of the 

Grand Priory or the medieval commandry in Strakonice or the remains of the medieval 

interiors of the commandry in Český Dub (Ježková, 2013). 

 

Another option for accommodation were the inns, but they were not considered a safe choice. 

The pilgrims were in danger of being robbed, even being killed. The greatest danger was, of 

course, the corruption of pilgrim´s soul by one of the deadly sins (Ohler, 2000) 

 

During the late medieval period, there was a peak of Marian devotion in the Czech Lands, 

especially supported by the Czech kings Wenceslas II. and Charles IV. Many statues and 

paintings of the Virgin Mary have been preserved from this time until nowadays. In the 15th 

century, local Marian pilgrimage sites were established, for example in Kájov, Kadaň, 

Bohosudov or Vranov near Brno. Because of its accessibility, this pilgrimage tradition 

replaced the tradition of long-distance pilgrimages to Santiago, Jerusalem or Rome. However, 

the 15th century brought in the influence of the Reformation and the rejection of pilgrimages 

associated with it. The situation in terms of pilgrimages further worsened and pilgrimages 

decreased in the 16th century, in some regions this tradition ceased out completely (Kumr, 

2017). 

 

Pilgrimages revived during the re-Catholicization of the Czech Lands and the onset of the 

Baroque style. After a short period of early Baroque, which in the Czech Lands was limited 

not only in time, but also in place by the activities of Albrecht of Wallenstein (Valdštejn) in 

Prague and Jičín, there followed a long period of the 30-year war (1618-1648), when all 

cultural activities stopped. A great expansion of architecture, culture and religious activities 

did not occur until the middle of the 17 th century. Although the imperial court left Prague 

permanently, there was a construction boom as the high Catholic nobility became very rich 

due to their activities during the war. Another important investor was the Roman Catholic 

Church, especially the Society of Jesus (Tovaryšstvo Ježíšovo), the Jesuit order. The Jesuits 



experienced tremendous expansion during this time. Their wealth, influence and dominance 

grew, especially in education (Dvořáček, 2022). 

 

The period of the 17th and 18th centuries is a so-called Golden Age of Pilgrimages in the 

Czech Lands. The Marian devotion was on a massive scale and the popularity of Czech 

regional saints also increased. For example, the popularity of pilgrimages to Stará Boleslav to 

St. Wenceslas grew enormously. During this time, the existing pilgrimage sites were restored 

and rebuilt and many new ones were built. In addition to the sanctuary, the plans included 

spaces intended for pilgrims and their accommodation. Most of the pilgrimage sites of the 

Czech Republic have survived to this day in their Baroque form. 

 

During planning and construction, many Baroque architects created their works with the 

settings of the building in the landscape in mind. The landscape of the Czech Lands thus has 

become "Maria's Landscape".  It is interwoven with a network of churches, chapels, stations 

of the cross and trees with votive images on them. Attention was paid to springs and wells 

with healing water. Roads and ways to important pilgrimage sites were lined with open 

chapels and alleys of trees. Along the roads and at the crossroads, the wayside crosses were 

built to not only remind the traveller of the presence of God, but also to be pointers and 

orientation points on the way. Pilgrimages then became a mass affair, which had no borders 

and which was attended by the common people as well as the nobility. People brought holy 

pictures, paintings on glass, rosaries and prayer books from pilgrimages as souvenirs. On the 

spiritual side, the pilgrimage was a spiritual cleansing and freedom from worries for them. 

These pilgrimages were important not only from a religious point of view, but also had great 

cultural and patriotic significance. 

 

With the onset of the Enlightenment during the reign of Maria Theresa and Joseph II., 

pilgrimages were suppressed due to the development of science and technology. Everything 

associated with the veneration of holy relics and pilgrimages began to appear as backward 

and dark, suspicious from the point of view of modern science. In the Czech Lands, 

pilgrimages and popular expressions of piety were limited the most by Emperor Josef II. 

Above all, he tried to suppress the influence and authority of the church, and his decrees 

restricted not only organising of pilgrimages, but also led to the destruction of monasteries 

and the confiscation of their property. 

 

During the 19th and up to the first half of the 20th century, the pilgrimage tradition continued. 

However, it completely disappeared after the communist coup in 1948. The communist 

regime carried out thorough purges, liquidating all people and institutions, which it identified 

as a threat. One of these groups was the Church, especially the Catholic one. In the 1950s, as 

part of the "K" action, monastic life was drastically liquidated. At the same time, the 

displacement in the Sudetenland happened and vast areas were occupied by the Czechoslovak 

army.  The military used these abandoned places as targets for their military operations. Some 

of the chapels, which were frequently visited in the past, were shot down to foundations, 

some of them gradually decayed after being abandoned. 

 

In the 1980ties, young Catholic generation began to be more structured and organized. Part of 

the big happenings were walking pilgrimages from Prague to Stará Boleslav. Pilgrimages 

were organized on foot to overcome the totalitarian regime's restrictions on pilgrims' 

transport. Resistance against totalitarian power peaked in 1985 when pilgrims showed open 

dissatisfaction with the regime during the celebration of 1100 anniversary of St. Methodius 

(sv. Metoděj) death. In Velehrad, in the presence of Pope John Paul II, thousands of gathered 



believers expressed dissatisfaction with the minimization of the religious nature of the 

pilgrimage and its misuse for the purposes of the communist propaganda (Kumr, 2017). 

Another significant event was the canonization of Saint Agnes of Bohemia (Svatá Anežka 

Česká), which took place in Rome on 12th November 1989. Pope John Paul II was not 

allowed to enter into the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic by the communist regime to 

perform the canonisation there, therefore the Vatican authorities arranged for the 

Czechoslovak pilgrims to travel to Rome. Over 10,000 of them made the trip to Rome. Five 

days later, on 17th November 1989, the Velvet Revolution started by violently suppressed 

student demonstration (Hřídel, 2023). 

 

Present State 

 

Nowadays pilgrimage tourism takes many forms. They run from pilgrimages organized by 

individual parishes (locally or to well-known pilgrimage sites in the country and abroad), 

through pilgrimages organized by travel agencies which take care of all the pilgrim's comfort 

(transportation of luggage, provision of overnight accommodation, planning of the program), 

to individual or group walks (individual associations accompany groups of pilgrims along the 

routes they maintain). 

 

Travel agency Poutní zájezdy (Pilgrimage Tours), a subsidiary of the Slovak agency 

Awertravel Ltd., is probably the largest travel agency dealing with pilgrimage tourism on the 

Czech market. They primarily offer tours to Santiago de Compostela, Lourdes and the Holy 

Land. Their clients travel like pilgrims, but lightly, with only a small backpack, the rest of 

their luggage is transported for them by the agency, which also takes care of arranging 

overnight stays and transfers to/from the destination country (www.poutnizajezdy.cz). 

 

The oldest pilgrimage sites in the Czech Republic are connected by two pilgrimage routes: 

Blaník Mountain – Říp Mountain and Říp Mountain – Blaník Mountain. The paths are being 

taken care of by the volunteering association Cesta Česka. The routes lead through places that 

are related to the sacred places of the Slavs in Czech territory and to early Christian shrines 

relevant to the beginnings of the Czech state. The association takes care not only of the 

marking of the routes and their maintenance, but also organizes accompanying events, such 

as the annual pilgrimage or summer camp for children (https://www.cestaceska.cz/cs/poutni-

cesty/). 

 

Pilgrimage tourism is also supported at the level of regions, which in the recent past have 

developed cooperation with the Church, cultural facilities and associations dedicated to 

pilgrimage. Traveling is actively promoted through regional websites in the form of trip 

proposals or by creating so-called destinations, i.e., places where regional tourist agencies 

want to divert people's interest from highly exposed places and which at the same time offer 

new natural and cultural monuments. One such project is the destination of Toulava in the 

South Bohemian region. It offers the Toulava Pilgrimage Trail leading through three 

important pilgrimage sites in the South Bohemian region:  monasteries Klokoty, Milevsko 

and Bechyně as one of their long-distance routes (https://www.jiznicechy.cz/tipy-na-vylet/291-
poutni-stezkou-toulavy). 

 

Another important current undertaking is the creation of pilgrimage routes related to a 

specific saint and to the specific places where this saint lived. These are mostly country 

patron saints, such as Saint Gunther (svatý Vintíř / Sankt Gunther). In this case, it concerns 

cross-border cooperation between the Czech Republic and Germany, specifically the Pilsen 
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Region and Bavaria (Freistaat Beyern). The route is divided into nine stages, three of them 

are in the territory of the Federal Republic of Germany and six in the Czech Republic. Today, 

for his way of life, Saint Gunther has become a symbol of reconciliation between the two 

nations (https://www.turisturaj.cz/top-akce/vintirova-stezka). 

 

Interaction with other European states is also encouraged by the Zlín Region, which promotes 

the European Cultural Trail, or Cyril Methodius Trail, on its tourist website. The Zlín Region 

administration cooperates with the volunteer association Wandering without Borders 

(Putujme bez hranic) / the Cyril Methodius Route. At the same time, the Czech route is part 

of the international Cyril and Methodius routes that lead from Turkey through the Balkans 

and Central Europe all the way up to Poland (https://www.putujmebezhranic.cz/, 
https://www.vychodni-morava.cz/kultura/).  

 

Ultreia association takes care of long-distance routes of St. James to Santiago de Compostela 

in the Czech Lands. From the point of view of the St. James routes, the Czech Republic is a 

transit country. The Czech routes connect the German and Polish routes in the North to the 

routes in the Southwest, which lead to Germany, and in Southern Bohemia and Southern 

Moravia, which lead to Austria. The website of the association offers information about 

routes, accommodation, and cultural monuments, so that pilgrims can plan their journeys 

according to them. At the same time, the website contains links to St. James routes of other 

European countries. The association organizes group pilgrimages, which it informs about on 

its website and which anyone from the public can sign up for. It organizes the Annual 

Pilgrim's Meeting, which is again open to all who are interested. The association is in contact 

and cooperates with St. James´s associations from other European countries, especially from 

neighbouring countries, mainly Germany and Poland (https://ultreia.cz/). 

 

Another source of information for pilgrims who are interested in traveling in the Czech 

Republic is the website of the association of St. Ludmila. It was funded in connection with 

the 1,100-year anniversary of her martyrdom. On the website Travelling to Roots (Putování 

za kořeny), the association created a compilation of the routes of the above associations plus 

a short route associated with St. Ludmila (https://www.putovanizakoreny.cz/chci-putovat) 

 

Comprehensive information regarding church monuments and church tourism is provided by 

the Church Tourism website, which is coordinated from several regions and is supervised by 

the Diocese of Brno. Although it is a Church platform, it is intended for the general public 

and operates on a low-threshold basis. There is information about pilgrimage sites, 

accommodation, organizing pilgrimages and other activities, such as spiritual exercises. The 

information covers not only the territory of the Czech Republic, but also the surrounding 

countries, mainly Poland and Austria (https://www.cirkevnituristika.cz/?lang=cs). 

 

Almost all pilgrimage routes are using the markings of the Czech Tourist Club (KČT), where 

each route has its own specific symbol. The Czech Republic is a country with a great tourist 

tradition and is one of the best marked countries in the world. There are excellent markings in 

the terrain as well as equally high-quality markings online via the Mapy.cz application. It 

contains not only all the above-mentioned pilgrimage routes in the Czech Republic, but also 

pilgrimage routes abroad. 

 

The transport infrastructure in the Czech Republic is at a relatively high level. However, it is 

necessary to plan ahead and take into account that some areas, such as the border mountains, 

may be more difficult to access. In these areas, which are dependent on the seasonal influx of 
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tourists, transport also operates seasonally, not only bus, but ferry as well. A reliable source 

of information is the Idos.cz portal, where it is possible to search for transport options as per 

specific route. 

 

Refreshments and accommodation are very good in places exposed to tourism. Again, 

pilgrims should inform themselves in advance and provide for their own food if they are 

planning a trip to more remote areas. Accommodation is available, but it is mostly provided 

on a commercial level, therefore it comes at higher cost. There is a lack of cheap pilgrim 

accommodation. To support affordable accommodation, Ultreia association has developed 

the Bed for Pilgrim web portal offering community accommodation. It includes not only the 

accommodation on the Ways of St. James in the Czech Republic, but also the pilgrimage 

trails of other associations (https://postelpropoutnika.cz/svatojakubske_cesty). 

 

Pilgrimage tourism is currently being publicized in the media at higher level than before. 

Documentaries are filmed about it, both in the commercial sphere, such as the Czech 

Television documentary with the influencer Kazma about his journey to Santiago de 

Compostela, as well as individual entries of the Christian magazine about the pilgrimage of 

groups of ordinary people in Czech and Moravian landscape. Individual associations promote 

their activities and trips in general on social networks. 

 

There is general interest in pilgrimage tourism in the Czech Republic and this trend is 

growing. 
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