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Relations between the Holy See and Czechoslovakia 
in the years 1945–1950

(From the restoration of diplomatic relations to the expulsion 
of the last diplomatic representative of the Vatican)

Jitka Jonová

Diplomatic relations with the Holy See were established after the creation of 
independent Czechoslovakia in October 1918. The future first nuncio in Czecho
slovakia, Clemente Micara (1879–1965) arrived in Prague accompanied by the 
Viennese nuncio Valfré di Bonzo in September 1919, thereby officially establish-
ing relations between Czechoslovakia and the Holy See. However, Micara was 
first appointed apostolic delegate in Czechoslovakia and was appointed to the 
post of nuncio only in May 1920.1 Despite moments of crisis (e.g. the Marmaggi 
affair, the Ciriaci affair) or the restrictions imposed due to the occupation of 
Bohemia and Moravia by the Nazi occupying power (from March 1939 to May 
1945), diplomatic relations existed until 1950, when they were «non-standard-
ly» terminated/interrupted by the communist Czechoslovak government.

The first part of the paper is devoted to the post-war restoration of diplomatic 
relations with the Holy See, the example of episcopal appointments, while the 
main focus will be paid to the gradual reduction and termination of diplomatic 
relations by Czechoslovakia in 1950.

1	 Giuseppe DE MARCHI, Le nunziature apostoliche dal 1800 al 1956, Roma 1957, pp. 66–67, 
83, 171. František X. HALAS, Fenomén Vatikán, Brno 2004, p. 542. Marek ŠMÍD, Apostolic 
Nuncio in Prague. An important factor in Czechoslovak-Vatican relations in the years 1920–1950, 
Brno 2015. More generally, on the development of Czechoslovak diplomacy, cfr. Jindřich 
DEJMEK, Diplomacie Československa. I, Nástin dějin ministerstva zahraničních věcí a diploma-
cie (1918–1992), Praha 2012.
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Appointment of Bishops in the years 1945–1950

During the Second World War, Bohemia and Moravia were occupied by Nazi 
Germany, in case of vacating the episcopal sees, the Nazis tried to impose German 
bishops on these sees, therefore, the Holy See preferred to leave the episcopal seats 
vacant. 

After the war, diplomatic relations were restored. The pre-war nuncio Mons. 
Saverio Ritter2 returned, however, he had to accept the position of internuncio. 
During the appointment period to the episcopal sees, the Holy See respected the 
wish of the Czechoslovak government that priests who did not cooperate with 
the Nazi occupation power, but instead participated in the resistance or were per-
secuted, were appointed to the bishop’s chair. In October 1945, the Pope decided 
to appoint the current Bishop of Hradec Králové Mořic Pícha the Archbishop of 
Prague. However, Pícha, like other bishops, had to show loyalty to Germany 
during the Second World War, for example, he sent a  congratulatory letter to 
Emanuel Moravec or at the end of the war, K.H. Frank used him as an intermedi-
ary for contacts with the Holy See. In the end, his appointment as Prague arch-
bishop did not take place, and Josef Beran, who was imprisoned in a concentra-
tion camp during the war, was appointed archbishop. In 1946, the bishop’s see in 
Brno was occupied by Karel Skoupý.3 A year later, the bishopric of České 
Budějovice was also occupied, while Josef Hlouch, the current associate professor 
of pastoral theology at the Faculty of Theology in Olomouc, was appointed. 
Štěpán Trochta, who was imprisoned in a concentration camp during the war, was 
appointed to Litoměřice, where the resignation of the previous bishop Antonín 
Weber was accepted in 1947. In March 1947, the Archbishop’s see in Olomouc 
became vacant due to the death of Leopold Prečan. It took more than a year to 
select a suitable candidate. There was considered the option of the current auxil-
iary bishop Stanislav Zela, who was considered for the Brno episcopal seat not 

2	 Saverio Ritter (1884–1951) received episcopal consecration in 1935 and was appointed nuncio 
in Czechoslovakia, where he worked until 1939. He did not accept any other diplomatic mis-
sion during World War II. In 1946, he returned as inter-nuncio, for health reasons, he moved 
away from Czechoslovakia in 1948, but due to his deteriorating health and political develop-
ments, he never returned to Prague.

3	 Città del Vaticano, Archivio Storico della Segreteria di Stato – Sezione per i Rapporti con gli 
Stati e le Organizzazioni Internazionali (ASRS), Congregazione degli Affari Ecclesiastici Straor-
dinari (AA.EE.SS.),Pio XII, parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 183, fol. 48
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long before that and in addition to this, he went through a concentration camp.4 
There was even a suggestion again as to whether Bishop Mořic Pícha of Hradec 
Králové should go to Olomouc, however, it was clear that there would be objec-
tions against it as in the case of the appointment to Prague.5 Josef (Karel) Mato-
cha was finally appointed the new archbishop of Olomouc.6 His appointment 
took place a month after the so-called victorious February, when the Communist 
Party seized power in the country. All the episcopal sees in Bohemia and Moravia 
were occupied, while Matoch’s episcopal consecration and enthronement were 
also attended by representatives of the government, including the excommuni-
cated priest Josef Plojhar, however, future events showed that the communist 
power had a clear plan for the Catholic Church – its subordination to the state 
power and even liquidation.

In June 1949, the pastoral letter Hlas biskupů a ordinářů v hodině velké zkoušky 
(The Voice of the Bishops and Ordinaries at the Hour of the Great Trial), which 
was supposed to be read on the Feast of Corpus Christi, was confiscated. In this 
letter, the bishops openly criticized the interventions of the authorities against the 
church and especially condemned the so-called Catholic action, which was organ-
ized by the state power and abused the name Catholic. The bishops asked for 
freedom to be maintained. The state authorities confiscated the pastoral letter 
and severely punished its possible reading. After the Mass about this celebration 
celebrated in the Cathedral of St. Vitus, the Prague archbishop Beran was arrested 
first in his residence and then in other places. It was clear that the situation had 
become serious. Soon the Holy See proceeded to appointing auxiliary bishops 
without consulting the government. 

Kajetán Matoušek (1910–1994) was the first one. He was secretly appointed 
bishop on August 29, 1949 and consecrated on September 17. The appointment 
of an auxiliary bishop for the Archdiocese of Olomouc took place surprisingly 
fast. In the summer of 1949, Archbishop Matocha requested the appointment of 
an auxiliary bishop, also for the case of «sede impedit».7 On October 11 it was 

4	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 183, fol. 34; Pos. 235, fol. 123.
5	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 235, fol. 116, February 20, 1948.
6	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 235.
7	 Zemský archiv Opava, pobočka Olomouc (ZAOpO) [Land Archive Opava, seat Olomouc], 

Arcibiskupství Olomouc (AO) [Archbishopric Olomouc], cart. 925, August 12, 1949.
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announced to the secretary of the internunciature, Ottavio De Liva8  that the 
Holy Father appointed assistant bishop Mons. František Tomášek, while adding 
the fact that the appointee is to receive episcopal consecration as soon as possible 
on any day, without waiting for the delivery of the corresponding papal docu-
ments and without the need for another consecrating bishop to be present, since 
it is not certain that it would be possible.9 The appointment of Tomášek an auxil-
iary bishop is dated October 12, 1949. On October 13, Tomášek asked Matocha 
for ordination,10 which was secretly granted to him by Matocha on October 14 
(without the presence of other bishops who would be consecrated at the same 
time), about which the Holy See was also informed.11 

At the beginning of the year 1950, it was decided to appoint another secret 
bishop, namely Ladislav Hlad an auxiliary bishop for the Archdiocese of Prague. 
On March 4, Hlad was informed of his appointment as a bishop, however, he was 
warned that the appointment and consecration shall remain secret, while he was 
to take over the episcopal office in the event that other ordinaries of Bohemia and 
Moravia are unable to do so.12 He received episcopal consecration secretly in 
Litoměřice from the hands of Bishop Trochta, while Kajetán Matoušek was the 
co-consecrator.13 A few days after de Liva was expelled from Prague, as the last 
diplomatic representative of the Holy See at the Prague Internunciature.

The Situation of the Internunciature in Prague

Internuncio Mons. Saverio Ritter left Prague in 1948 for health reasons, his health 
did not improve and therefore he was only represented by secretaries at the inter-

8	O ttavio de Liva (1911–1965) as a papal diplomat was appointed secretary at the internuncia-
ture in Prague. In March 1950, he was expelled from Czechoslovakia. In the years 1950–1954, 
he worked at the nunciature in Berlin. In the years 1960–1962, he was a permanent delegate to 
the International Atomic Energy Agency in Vienna. In April 1962, Pope John XXIII appointed 
him internuncio in Indonesia and titular archbishop, he received episcopal consecration from 
Cardinal König in Vienna.

9	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 270, fol. 111, October 11, 1949.
10	 ZAOpO, AO, cart. 935.
11	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 270, fol. 110, October 13, 1949.
12	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 270, fol. 143–152.
13	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 270, fol. 145, March 9, 1950.
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nunciature. The last state-recognized Vatican diplomat with the rank of Incaricato 
d’affari (chargé d’affaires) was Gennaro Verolino, however, he was expelled from 
the country by the communist state power in July 1949, the official reason being 
engagement on behalf of Cardinal Mindszenty in Hungary. The appointment of 
another diplomatic representative, at least in this rank, was not allowed by the 
communist state power, for example, Mons. Opilio Rossi (1910–2004). The 
interests of the Holy See were thus represented by the current Secretary of Lega-
tion, Ottavio de Liva, whom Czechoslovakia refused to recognize as chargé 
d’affaires.

Termination of Diplomatic Relations

The period from mid- 1949 was marked by a  serious deterioration in relations 
between Czechoslovakia and the Holy See. This led de Liva to address the ques-
tion of the nunciary archive. Concerns about possible police raids led him to ask 
how he should approach the archives of the nunciature so that the documents did 
not fall into the hands of state power.14 Tardini first considered burning particu-
larly sensitive documents that might harm someone.15 Eventually, he informed de 
Liva that he should do with the documents as he saw fit, or even burn them.16 

De Liva decided to send part of the materials through the courier of the Italian 
embassy in Prague. Subsequently, he proceeded to burning materials of lesser 
importance.17 The fear of the possible misuse of these materials by communist 
Czechoslovakia was considerable, and we may only assume what kind of «sensi-
tive» materials were destroyed in this way. At the same time, it explains the pos-
sible torso-like character of the preserved materials.

The seriousness of the situation is also demonstrated by the fact that de Liva 
was even banned from entering the Ministry of Foreign Affairs by the police. At 
the council of November 1949, he was unexpectedly asked by the head of proto-
col of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Josef Vladimír Klvaňa18 to appear at his 

14	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 62, July 17, 1949.
15	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 60r, July 18, 1949.
16	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 59, July 22, 1949.
17	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 57, July 27, 1949.
18	 KLVAŇA Josef Vladimír (1895 – after 1970). From the spring of 1944, he fought as an officer 

in the ranks of the French partisans, after the liberation of southern France, he joined the Cze-
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office at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. De Liva reminded him that two months 
ago, the police had denied him access and that he still had not even received 
a response to the protest note. He did not want it to happen again. According to 
de Liva’s description, Klvaňa had been unusually kind to him, which seemed sus-
picious to the diplomat.19 His disbelief was justified.

At the beginning of March 1950, de Liva informed the State Secretariat that 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to which he had returned his diplomatic passport 
in order to extend his visa he had been repeatedly requesting, did not grant him 
a visa, moreover, it even refused to return his passport based on insignificant pre-
texts and therefore, he asked for the diplomatic passport to be sent again.20 The 
British ambassador tried to help de Liva. The head of protocol at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs always promised to return his passport with the required visa, but 
de Liva described that promise as repeated lies. He even learned that a police offic-
er had been appointed, who had been ordered to strictly check on not only all 
people coming to the nunciature, but he also had two cars and several policemen 
at his disposal, who were assigned the task of following de Liva wherever he went. 
De Liva was surprised and unable to explain why, they were also tasked with pre-
venting him from crossing the state border, they were also allowed to use physical 
force if he tried to do so. «It could appear that this is precisely why the State Depart-
ment does not want to return my passport. Why is the government afraid that I will 
flee abroad? Why would they want to prevent this at all costs? And why, on the other 

choslovak diplomacy at the beginning of 1945 and as soon as in January 1945, he was entrusted 
with the management of the renewed consulate in Marseilles. From February 1946 to Septem-
ber 1948, he was assigned to the Czechoslovak embassy as a  Counsellor of Legation of the 
embassy in Paris, which was also initially led after the resignation of Ambassador J. Noska as 
chargé d’affaires. He was originally supposed to be sent as a new ambassador to Lebanon and 
Syria in the spring of 1948, however, this did not take place and he returned to Prague in Sep-
tember 1948. In November 1948, he was proposed as ambassador to Egypt (with scope of com-
petence also for Ethiopia), however, the government in Cairo did not grant him approval as 
a member of the Communist Party (he joined in April 1948). From January 1949, he finally led 
the diplomatic protocol of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Due to his activity in the «Western» 
resistance and his marriage to a French woman, he was dismissed from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in November 1951 and was subsequently evicted from Prague as part of the persecution 
of «bourgeois» officials. The rehabilitation proceedings, which started in the spring of 1969, 
were stopped at the beginning of normalization.

19	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 80, November 29, 1949.
20	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 303, March 6, 1950.
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hand, are members of the government and the press attacking me so violently? I do 
not understand why indeed. Nevertheless, it is a fact that there are two cars parked in 
front of the nunciature day and night with policemen always ready, while every time 
I drive out in the car, they follow me.» De Liva’s driver was interrogated at the 
police station and questioned if de Liva sometimes drove the car at night and if he 
changed the number plate.21 

De Liva was subjected to a libel campaign in the press (he was linked to the 
«fraudulent» miracle in Čihošť) and, like Mons. Verolino, he was also accused of 
subversive anti-state activity, while he feared that he would soon be expelled from 
Czechoslovakia and assumed that this offensive campaign and surveillance was 
only to prepare public opinion so that the government could justify his eventual 
expulsion in advance.22

The situation was serious and Giovanni Battista Montini promised to arrange 
for the passport to be sent by the nearest courier.23 The press continued in its 
smear libel campaign. Upon the advice of the French ambassador, he submitted 
a strong protest to the ministry of Foreign Affairs.24 De Liva was accused of hav-
ing participated in staging the so-called miracle in Čihošť, when during the ser-
mon of priest Josef Toufar, the cross on the tabernacle moved (Fr. Toufar himself 
could not even see it, later, he was alerted by the worshippers who noticed it. He 
reported the event to the bishop’s consistory, however, he did not consider it 
a miracle. Soon, the state secret police became interested in the events in Čihošť 
and wanted them as proof of the deception of the believers.). These claims were 
rejected by the Holy See as false and fabricated.25

Pius XII was observing the deteriorating situation in Czechoslovakia with 
concern and expressly sent a special «consoling» apostolic blessing to de Liva, 
the bishops, the clergy and the worshippers.26

21	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 305r–v, March 9, 1950.
22	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 298, March 9, 1950; 

fol. 299, March 8, 1950.
23	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 302, March 8, 1950; 

fol. 301, March 12, 1950.
24	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 297, March 11, 1950.
25	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 296, March 11, 1950.
26	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 293, March 11, 1950; 

fol. 294, 12 March 12, 1950.
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On 14th March, de Liva communicated that despite steps taken by the English 
ambassador, his passport had not been returned yet and he would remain under 
strict police surveillance. Although the libel campaign in the press died down, 
a «sensational» trial of the priest from Čihošť was expected soon ( Josef Toufar 
was arrested at the end of January 1950, he died as a result of brutal interrogation 
on 25th February 1950, his death was kept secret, even his relatives were informed 
only 4 years later, the plan of the Czechoslovak government for a «sensational» 
trial could not be implemented, author’s note). There was a belief in diplomatic 
circles that the internunciature would be closed down, therefore, de Liva proceed-
ed to consult on how to deal with the finances and the building of the nuncia-
ture.27

It was suggested that the money could be entrusted to the archbishop of 
Prague to help poorer priests, on condition that care would be taken to prevent 
compromising those who would receive the money.28 In case of abandonment of 
the property of the internunciature, it was recommended to entrust its adminis-
tration to the Swiss embassy, which has traditionally been neutral. 29

At the same time, the State Secretariat received confidential information that 
in recent days, an encrypted telegram was delivered to the Czechoslovak embassy 
at the Holy See, ordering the chargé d’affaire and the entire office to leave Rome 
within two weeks and return to Czechoslovakia. They shall leave unnoticed, dis-
guising their impending departure with an invitation and the usual duties. It shall 
not have the character of an official severance of relations with the Holy See. It 
shall also be stated that Mons. Opilio Rossi would not get a  «visa» to enter 
Czechoslovakia and de Liva would not be able to stay in Czechoslovakia.30

De Liva’s assumption, supported by other reports, soon became reality: 
«The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has the honour to announce the following 

to the Apostolic Internunciature:
The higher church hierarchy in Czechoslovakia has been abusing the Czecho-

slovak Roman Catholic Church and its churches for subversive anti-state activi-
ties for a  long time. At the same time, it even stages fraudulent ‘miracles’. The 
Czechoslovak authorities have demonstrably established that this hierarchy car-

27	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 32, March 14, 1950.
28	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 33, March 15, 1950.
29	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 31, March 15, 1950.
30	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 280, March 15, 1950.
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ries out the mentioned activity after the departure of the chargé d’affaires Mons. 
Verolina under the direct instruction and support of the employee of the Apos-
tolic Internunciature Mons. Ottavia de Liva, who covers his activities directed 
against the Czechoslovak Republic by being the head of the internunciature, 
although he was not recognized in this position by the Czechoslovak govern-
ment.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs considers the activities of Mons. Ottavio de 
Liva direct interference into the internal affairs of the Czechoslovak Republic. 
Such activity is an abuse of his official position and therefore the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs requests that the appointed person leave the territory of the Czecho-
slovak Republic within 3 days.

In Prague on 16th March 1950.31»

The Holy See negotiated with the diplomatic representation of Switzerland 
and Italy. Handing the internunciature over to the Swiss Embassy as the neutral 
one was preferred. If Switzerland encountered difficulties, the care of the interests 
of the internunciature would be entrusted to Italy, which had to grant its prelimi-
nary approval. De Liva was assured that the Holy See would protest against his 
expulsion.32 It was also noted that de Liva had already destroyed the encrypted 
messages.33 Nothing could be left to chance.

Furthermore, the Holy See drew attention to the fact that, as part of the offen-
sive campaign against de Liva so far, it was stated, among other things, that he did 
not have the right to act in the internunciature, however, the government had so 
far tolerated his activity for the sake of peace. The Holy See clarified that this was 
not the first time that, despite the guarantees given by the government in this 
regard, it was now questioning them itself. The State Secretariat therefore pro-
tested against the open breach of respect towards the diplomatic representative.34

The Holy See responded to de Liva’s expulsion from Prague with a circular to 
its diplomats. The accusations against de Liva have been dismissed as false ones by 
the Holy See. It was also reminded that it was the other way round. It was the 

31	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 22, March 16, 1950.
32	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 27, 29; 30, March 16, 1950.
33	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 26, March 17, 1950.
34	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 286–287 (Washington, 

Parigi, Londra, Berna, Bruxelles, l’Aja, Madrid, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires, Vatican Mission 
Kronberg in Taunus), March 18, 1950.
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government that attacked the church with its legislation, interfered into the inter-
nal affairs of the church and attempted to subject it to full state supervision. The 
actual reason for the expulsion was that the government had been persecuting the 
Catholic Church. In the last two months alone, it arrested over 50 priests, sought 
to influence the governance of dioceses, restricted the freedom of bishops, 
increased the police surveillance already applied to them, and continued increas-
ing its severity.35

After the expulsion of de Liva, the Internunciature in Prague was left without 
a diplomatic representative. The staff stayed in the nunciature building in Prague 
and in the summer residence in Karlovy Vary. The Holy See was waiting to see 
how the situation would develop. In the event that the Czechoslovak government 
insisted that diplomatic relations with the Holy See did not cease, it would not be 
appropriate for the Holy See to assert the contrary, however, in this case, it will be 
necessary to advise the government that the diplomatic guarantees of the two real 
estate properties remain intact and that the government itself was not able to pre-
vent that the office in the absence of diplomatic officials of the Holy See ask 
another diplomatic representation to take care of the property in question.36

In the draft note, intended for the Czechoslovak Embassy at the Holy See, the 
expulsion of de Liva was marked as the culmination of a  long series of attacks, 
moreover, no other proposed papal diplomat was approved by the Czechoslovak 
government. The Holy See has strongly protested against the deplorable behav-
iour of the Czechoslovak government towards the Prague Internunciature and 
regretted to inform the Czechoslovak embassy that the Holy See no longer recog-
nizes Ilja Rath chargé d’affaires of Czechoslovakia. It was also suggested to end the 
note without a formal farewell.37

Negotiations with the Swiss Embassy

After the expulsion of de Liva, the last papal diplomat, it was necessary to ensure 
the administration of the property of the nunciature. At the request of the Holy 
See, Switzerland agreed to take over the administration of the property of the 

35	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 13.
36	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 7r–v, March 24, 1950.
37	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 3–5, March 25, 1950.
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internunciature, it submitted a note to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Neverthe-
less, the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs replied that he could not accept the 
proposal on the grounds that diplomatic relations between the Vatican and Cze-
choslovakia were not disturbed and that the government was examining the 
issuance of a visa for the new representative of the Holy See. At the same time, 
Switzerland communicated to the Holy See that it saw no real possibility to save 
the nunciature workers from possible arrest.38

Given the approach of Czechoslovakia so far, it was likely that the response of 
the Prague Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Switzerland was nothing more than an 
excuse for making the issue lengthier. Therefore, on March 21, Rath was called 
and informed that given that the Czechoslovak government had already had 
enough time to resolve the visa for the proposed representative for the internment 
to Prague, the State Secretariat would wait for another five days for the visa to be 
granted and if this did not happen, the Holy See would have the authority to act 
as it sees fit. At that time, de Liva, who had been dismissed, arrived in Rome and 
stated that even among diplomats based in Prague, there is a general opinion that 
the police may not break into the headquarters of the internunciature, and that 
they are monitoring the situation carefully with the fear that the story may be 
repeated in other states.39 Subsequently, the Holy See announced that it no longer 
recognized Ilya Rath as chargé d’affaires.40

During another interview of the Swiss envoy regarding the takeover of the 
administration of the property of the internunciature, the Czechoslovak Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs  rejected it again stating that there had existed diplomatic rela-
tions between the Holy See and Czechoslovakia.41 Switzerland once again con-
firmed its willingness to take over the management of the property of the inter-
nunciature and, as far as possible, to help the Czech staff as well. However, there 
were fears that even if the police respected the extraterritoriality of the building, 
the Czechoslovak government would oppose the so-called right to asylum for its 
own citizens. Switzerland, if requested, tried to defend the interests of countries 
which required it. However, this was becoming more and more delicate in the 
countries behind the Iron Curtain.42 Nevertheless, Czechoslovakia continued to 

38	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 47, March 18, 1950.
39	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 44r–v, March 21, 1950.
40	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 40, March 24, 1950.
41	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 42, March 23, 1950.
42	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 52–53v, March 24, 1950.
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insist that relations with the Vatican had not been disrupted and that Switzerland 
could therefore not take over the administration of the  property of internuncia-
ture.43

Reports so far that the Czechoslovak Embassy to the Holy See was informed 
that Mons. Rossi would not get a  visa, but the State Secretariat shall not be 
informed of this refusal, were confirmed. Ilja Rath also fulfilled the task of 
«inconspicuously» leaving Rome and persisting without any contact with the 
State Secretariat, without cancelling the lease of the embassy premises though. He 
did not answer to the State Secretariat. Subsequently, he let it be known that he 
could not come because he was indisposed. When the Secretariat tried to contact 
him via phone, the embassy was told that Rath was away all day. After calling 
Rath’s apartment, it was reported that Rath was in his office! At 11:25 (about an 
hour after the previous call), the embassy was called again, however, it was com-
municated that he was not in the office. The typescript ends with a note: «É tutta 
una commedia!»44

On 26th March, the Czechoslovak embassy at the Holy See announced the 
departure of chargé d’affaires due to vacation. On the evening of 27th March, 
L’Osservatore Romano published an article about the arbitrary behaviour of the 
Czechoslovak government towards the Holy See and the Catholic Church.45

The Holy See expressed its gratitude to the ambassadors of Great Britain, 
France and Italy for their help and asked for the support of Switzerland in the 
matter of protecting the property of the internunciature in Prague. Nevertheless, 
it also thanked the former employees of the internunciature for their help, who 
were now persecuted by the communist regime.46

The Czechoslovak diplomatic representation at the Holy See disappeared 
completely into silence. Ilja Rath limited himself to announcing that he was leav-
ing Rome for special reasons, while in fact «the whole office» moved to Prague. 
It was obvious that it was a final departure. A month after Czechoslovakia expelled 
Mons. de Liva, it also dismissed the Czechoslovak diplomatic representation at 
the Holy See.47

43	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 39, March 25, 1950.
44	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 281, March 27, 1950.
45	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 36, March 28, 1950.
46	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 84–88.
47	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 93, newspaper article, 

May 4–5, 1950, n. 105, Corriere d’informazione.
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The fact that it was not possible to send any papal diplomat to Prague was suf-
ficient reason for the Holy See to entrust the protection of the property of the 
Apostolic Internunciature to another diplomatic representation. At the same 
time, it was asked whether it would be possible to carefully acquire some news 
about the living conditions of the nuns and other persons who remained at the 
internunciature through the Swiss Embassy.48

Czechoslovakia refused to explicitly acknowledge that it had interrupted dip-
lomatic relations. Switzerland, within its possibilities, tried to act in favour of the 
Holy See. It was found that Fr. Václav Mrtvý of Salesians of Don Bosco, the secre-
tary of the internunciature, was deceived and arrested by the secret police, there 
were even reports that he had been taken to Siberia, however, this was considered 
unlikely.49 The Czech authorities were also said to expel the Sisters of Mercy from 
the nunciature villa in Karlovy Vary and confiscate it.50 In a few days, the Czecho-
slovak authorities cancelled the confiscation of the nunciature villa in Karlovy 
Vary and allowed the Sisters to return to the building.51

When Switzerland asked why the Karlovy Vary villa belonging to the Prague 
nunciature had been seized, it was told that it was the fault of the local authorities 
and the villa would be returned to confirm that diplomatic relations with the 
Holy See had not been interrupted. In Prague diplomatic circles, it was believed 
that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs insisted on returning the villa, so as not to 
confirm hostile relations with the Holy See and so as it could still argue that dip-
lomatic relations had not been interrupted.52 

Cancelled – Not Cancelled Diplomatic Relations

The situation was rather unusual. The press reported on the fact that the Czecho-
slovak embassy to the Holy See «quietly closed its doors and the staff left Rome 
without saying goodbye.» Ilja Rath was said to have been ordered to close the 
office and return to Prague, which followed the expulsion of the papal diplomat 

48	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 49–50, April 16, 1950.
49	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 81, June 6, 1950; fol. 91, 

June 20, 1950.
50	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 74, October 3, 1950.
51	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 76, October 6, 1950.
52	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, f.7 1, November 8, 1950.
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de Liva from Czechoslovakia. With the departure of the Czechoslovak envoy 
from Rome, diplomatic relations with the Holy See of all Soviet satellites were de 
facto terminated. Prague was solely to blame for the termination of diplomatic 
relations between Czechoslovakia and the Holy See.53 These reports were usually 
accompanied by information about the situation – the persecution of the Catho-
lic Church in Czechoslovakia.54 

In November 1950, during the publication of the Anuario Pontificio for 1951, 
there arose the question of whether the diplomatic representative of Czechoslova-
kia to the Holy See should be listed there, while the information board from the 
door entrances had already been removed from the former residence and the 
apartment was returned to the owner. All this could be interpreted as a de facto 
interruption of the diplomatic representation of Czechoslovakia at the Holy See. 

The diplomatic representation of the Holy See in Czechoslovakia was the 
second matter. The issue was not simple, because Mons. Ritter had not been 
removed from the position of internuncio in Czechoslovakia. At that time, the 
Holy See had no diplomatic representative in Prague, as the Czechoslovak 
government did not allow any papal diplomat to do so. Therefore, it did not seem 
appropriate that the Papal Yearbook should continue to include the representa-
tive of the Holy See in Czechoslovakia in the person of Mons. Ritter. By doing so, 
the Holy See would agree with the claim of the Czechoslovak government that 
diplomatic relations had not been interrupted and therefore it is not possible to 
allow Switzerland to take over the guardianship of the nunciature.55 Mons. Svario 
Ritter passed away on April 21, 1951, the listing in the Anuario Pontificio for the 
year 1952 was no longer up-to-date. 

After the forced departure of Mons. de Liva, «formal» invitations, offers or 
messages from the bank, etc., were still delivered to the Prague (inter)nunciature. 
These were then «picked up» by the Swiss Embassy in 1950 and sent to the Vati-
can.56 Among them, there was also the protest of the Brno railway workers, who 
gathered at a  plant-wide meeting on 20th April 1950 protesting that «as deci-
sively as possible against all criminal actions of foreign reaction instigated by 

53	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 82–83 NCWC news Servi-
ce, 5/8/50, Rom, May 6 (Radio, NC).

54	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, For example, fol. 138–159 
Washington.

55	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 65–66, November 8, 1950.
56	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte II, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 276, fol. 94–137.
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American imperialism and having the task of disrupting the construction of our 
Republic. (…) We condemn as decisively as possible the criminal methods of the 
Vatican reaction carried out by the Catholic hierarchy in our country and we wel-
come the arrangement for all Catholic orders to be concentrated in a few monas-
teries and cloisters, so that they may devote themselves to true religion and that 
the vacated monasteries and cloisters be given to the needs of the working 
people.»57 However, they sent the protest to the internunciature, from which de 
Liva had been expelled a month before that.

Soon after his arrival in Rome, de Liva was invited to the Pontifical College of 
Nepomucenum.58 Alumni and representatives of this college were also in a diffi-
cult situation, their passports had not been extended by Czechoslovakia and they 
had been ordered to return to Czechoslovakia, otherwise they would not be 
allowed to return in the future. De Liva, even as a diplomatic representative of the 
Holy See in Czechoslovakia, had to state before his arrival in Rome that he could 
not help them because he was banned from any contact with any official of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.59 

The Holy See as well as the bishops (fearing that if the alumni were to return 
now, they would be exposed to persecution by the state communist power) 
advised the students who were in Nepomucenum to continue their formation in 
the hope that, when possible, they would be able to return as priests to their dio-
ceses at the request of their ordinaries.60 

Conclusion

It is evident that Pius XII, an experienced papal diplomat, paid attention to the 
situation in Czechoslovakia and did not hesitate to react flexibly. While during 
the Nazi occupation, dioceses were left vacant rather than having to appoint for-
ced German bishops, on the contrary, in 1949–50, he allowed the appointment of 
auxiliary bishops and their secret consecration in order to ensure the possibility of 
at least the bishops acting secretly. He had no trust in communism, in June 1949 

57	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 222, fol. 9y, 13y, December 1954.
58	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 249, fol. 183r–v, March 23, 1950.
59	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 249, fol. 187, February 5, 1950.
60	 ASRS, AA.EE.SS., Pio XII, Parte I, Cecoslovacchia, Pos. 249, fol. 185, February 24, 1950.
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the so-called excommunication decrees were issued for members and conscious 
supporters of the communist party or the state Catholic Action. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that Pius XII was in Czechoslovakia and other communist countri-
es perceived extremely negatively as an «imperialist» and peace-hostile pope.

With the dismissal of the last diplomatic representative, Ottavio de Liva, and 
the departure of the diplomatic representative of Czechoslovakia to the Holy See 
in 1950, diplomatic relations between the Holy See and communist Czechoslova-
kia were de facto terminated, although the Holy See had sought to preserve them. 
They were restored only after November 1989, when Giovanni Coppa was 
appointed nuncio to Czechoslovakia and František X. Halas was appointed 
Czechoslovak ambassador to the Holy See. 

Similarly, after 1950, bishops in Czechoslovakia could not operate freely, the 
absolute majority of them were interned either in their residence or in prisons. 
Some relaxation occurred in 1968, when previously appointed bishops were 
allowed to return to their dioceses, however, most of the previously appointed 
bishops died in the following years. Apart from the compromise appointment of 
the controversial pro-regime bishop Josef Vrana, new bishops for the Czech and 
Moravian dioceses were not appointed until the late 1980s.

Nepomucenum also found itself in a complicated situation, new alumni from 
the Republic could not come there (with the exception of emigrants) and priests 
who had already graduated could not return to the Republic. In addition, the col-
lege also ran into financial problems. The possibility of freely sending (but also 
returning to the homeland) theologians and priests to study at Nepomucenum 
could only be restored again after 1989 too.
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JITKA JONOVÁ

Relazioni tra la Santa Sede e Cecoslovacchia negli anni 1945–1950

Key words: Papal diplomacy – Ottavio De Liva – Nuncio – Czechoslovakia – 
Holy See – Pius XII.

Dopo la costituzione di una Cecoslovacchia indipendente nell’ottobre 1918, si 
stabilirono relazioni diplomatiche con la Santa Sede che, nonostante i momenti 
di crisi (ad esempio l’affare Marmaggi, l’affare Ciriaci) o  le restrizioni imposte 
dall’occupazione della Boemia e della Moravia da parte della potenza occupante 
nazista (dal marzo 1939 al maggio 1945), sono esistite fino al 1950, quando furo-
no interrotte «in modo non regolare» dal governo comunista cecoslovacco.

Dopo la guerra, le relazioni diplomatiche furono ripristinate, il nunzio prebel-
lico, mons. Saverio Ritter, ma dovette accettare la carica di internunzio. Nell’asse-
gnazione della sede episcopale, la Santa Sede rispettò la volontà del governo ceco-
slovacco di nominare sacerdoti che non avessero collaborato con la potenza occu-
pante nazista, ma che avessero invece partecipato alla resistenza o  fossero stati 
perseguitati. Josef Beran, che era stato imprigionato in un campo di concentra-
mento durante la guerra, fu nominato arcivescovo di Praga; allo stesso modo, 
Štěpán Trochta fu nominato a Litoměřice. Gradualmente, tutte le cattedre epi-
scopali in Boemia e Moravia furono occupate, ma gli eventi futuri dimostrarono 
che le autorità comuniste avevano un piano chiaro per la Chiesa cattolica: la sua 
subordinazione al potere statale e persino la liquidazione.

Nel giugno 1949, la lettera pastorale La voce dei vescovi e  degli ordinari fu 
sequestrata nell’ora della grande prova. In questa lettera i vescovi criticavano aper-
tamente l’ingerenza del potere statale contro la Chiesa e denunciavano in partico-
lare la cosiddetta azione cattolica «statale», organizzata dal potere statale e che 
abusava del nome cattolico. I vescovi hanno chiesto di preservare la libertà. Il 
potere statale confiscò la lettera pastorale e punì severamente la sua eventuale let-
tura. L’arcivescovo di Praga, Beran, fu arrestato dopo la messa di questa festa 
e internato prima nella sua residenza e poi in altri luoghi. Nel luglio 1949, l’Inca-
ricato d’affari, Gennaro Verolino, fu espulso. Ben presto la Santa Sede procedette 
alla nomina di vescovi ausiliari senza consultare il governo. 

Il primo vescovo ausiliare fu Kajetán Matoušek, nominato nell’agosto 1949 
per l’arcidiocesi di Praga e nell’ottobre 1949 František Tomášek per l’arcidiocesi 
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di Olomouc. La loro consacrazione poteva avvenire prima ancora della consegna 
delle bolle papali; la consacrazione vera e propria poteva avvenire alla presenza di 
un solo consacratore, senza la presenza di co-consacratori (come avvenne nel caso 
di F. Tomášek).

L’ultimo diplomatico riconosciuto dal Vaticano fu il segretario della Legazio-
ne Ottavio de Liva, che la Cecoslovacchia rifiutò di riconoscere anche come solo 
Incaricato d’affari. Le relazioni tra la Cecoslovacchia e la Santa Sede continuaro-
no a deteriorarsi in modo significativo. A De Liva fu persino vietato dalla polizia 
di entrare nel Ministero degli Affari Esteri. All’inizio di marzo 1950, de Liva 
informò la Segreteria di Stato che il Ministero degli Affari Esteri si era rifiutato di 
restituirgli il passaporto diplomatico e di concedergli un visto. Il 16 marzo 1950 il 
Ministero degli Affari Esteri ordinò a mons. De Liva di lasciare la Cecoslovacchia 
entro 3 giorni. 

Allo stesso tempo, la Legazione cecoslovacca presso la Santa Sede era già stata 
abbandonata senza un preavviso ufficiale. 

La situazione era piuttosto insolita. In realtà, le relazioni diplomatiche erano 
state interrotte, ma la Cecoslovacchia si rifiutò di ammetterlo, affermando che era 
solamente in corso di negoziazione la nomina di un nuovo diplomatico papale in 
Cecoslovacchia. In realtà, le relazioni diplomatiche furono ripristinate solo dopo 
il 1989, quando Giovanni Coppa fu nominato nuovo nunzio e František X. Halas 
l’Ambasciatore.


