Ladies and gentlemen, dear colleagues,
I am really glad to see you in our old and representative baroque building of the Czech National Library in Prague, which you are visiting today. It is a historical and lovely building, but a little bit small for the National Library in the 21st century. However, I hope that your next meeting will be in our new building. I cannot say I am sure, but after last few days I can say I believe it now. It is not easy explain to Czech politicians why it is so important to build a new and modern library. Most of them do not need our services. Never mind. It seems that public opinion is opposite. And politicians need every voter, especially before elections. And elections are very, very often. 
The announcement of the results of the international, open architectural competition, ob​serving the competition rules of the International Union of Architects (UIA), was one of the most important events of 2007 not only in the life of the National Library but also, as it later proved to be the case, for the entire Czech society. The winning project by Future Systems, the design studio of the British architect of Czech origin, Jan Kaplický, became, after the public announce​ment of the results of the competition in the Klementinum on 2nd March, one of the dominant themes of the media as well as discussions in the broadest circles of Czech society. 
It would not be a discussion in the Czech Republic if, besides arguments determined by the sim​ple and understandable opposition of like/dislike, various reasons ‘credibly’ describing all that was wrong and even how the winning project had actually won unfairly were not sought. The more this part of the debate lacked arguments, the more emotion and uncompromising intransigence surfaced, turning the discussion into polemics. The basic facts, however, are quite clear: the competition followed the rules of the UIA, and any possible protests against its correctness or objections to it can be solved only by the UIA itself, which confirmed repeatedly that the results of the competition are valid and in accordance with its regulations. What is more important for the National Library is, however, that the winning project is a superbly organised library at a good location with flexibly designed space. The curious and for a number of people perhaps even provocative outer shell of the building, which was paradoxically discussed the most throughout 2007, is for us ‘merely’ an architectural, aesthetic category, which in no way affects the most important fact, mentioned in the previous sentence. 
The decision to build a new building for the Modern Library Collections and Services was taken in the end of 2004, preceded by a fruitful, even if not too long, discussion (because, considering how full the depository was then and still is, there was truly no time for long debates). We thoroughly examined various possibilities and projects while seeking something that would solve the current (and in the past century repeatedly recurring) space problems for the next fifty years, which would be as economical as possible both in terms of investment resources and those of library operation. First of all, however, we examined the possibility of expanding the capacity of the Klementinum itself. 
The capacity of the current Klementinum can be significantly increased in only two ways practi​cally: to cover its courtyards (and thus forever completely negate the original Baroque disposition of this precious national cultural monument) or deepening it, through which theoretically an underground, seven-storey new building of the National Library could be created (the implementation of such a plan would be very expensive and simultaneously – considering its proximity to the River Vltava and our expe​rience with the floods of 2002 – extremely risky). Another possibility considered was expansion of the today’s central depository in Prague - Hostivař, which would not however solve the lack of places for users in the Klementinum itself and moreover would confirm for the long term the current separation between the place where services are provided (the Klementinum) and the place (15 km away) where the majority of our holdings are deposited at present. Such organisation puts permanently great pressure on the opera​tional costs connected with transporting library documents; it is not ecological, it is slow in terms of service provision, and it damages book collections. 

We also investigated the possibility of designing a building of a new National Library which would incorporate all of our operations. Such a solution would be, however, both much more expensive and, for example from the viewpoint of placement of the historical collections, completely nonsensical (the original Baroque Library Hall is not only a point of interest for sightseeing tours but also a functional depository for the Historical and Music Collections of the NL). The Historical and Music Collections have been placed in the Klementinum hundreds of years ago, and its spaces, where the temperature conditions - in spite of the follow-on of the seasons of the year - change only very slowly, completely suit the manuscripts and early printed books without being necessary to air-condition the depositories, which would require large financial resources. More over, we sought from the beginning to expand the National Library rather than to relocate it completely elsewhere.
Hence the decision to divide the National Library into Modern Library Collections and Services and Historical and Music Collections (and also the Slavonic Library, Information Centre for Librarianship and other parts of the operations of the NL) and the services related to them and to build a new, modern building for the Library Collections and Services. 

Another important decision on the way to a new building of the National Library was the ques​tion of its location. We were looking for a construction land in the wider centre of Prague, in a zone safe from water and easily accessible by city transport. The western edge of the Letná hill completely meets all these conditions. 
The entire process of decision-making, negotiating and approving the investment plans connect​ed with both the new building and the reconstruction of the Klementinum took place in compliance with the laws and other provisions. A number of institutions and their organisational units, particularly the Ministry of Culture of the CR and the Capital City of Prague, participated in it on various stages of its development. Each individual decision, each individual plan was published within a reasonable time at the website of the National Library and by means of press releases and press conferences also in the media. In this connection, it is interesting that an enormous increase in interest in the new building of the National Library did occur only after the announcement of the results of the architectural competition, although the plans leading to a new building had been publicly known from the end of 2004. 

Only the first week after the announcement of the competition results was characterised by predominantly positive reactions. For various reasons, whose roots I do not even want to look for, various opinions on the correctness of the competition and bias of the jury began to appear after seven days, even the question of suitable placement was re-opened… While the beauty or ugliness of Kaplický’s design was being passionately discussed inside the Czech Republic and nicknames for The Eye above Prague were springing up like mushrooms (the most frequent of which was ‘octopus’), the project began to draw the attention of also the li​brary and architectural world and – in a very specific way – of domestic politicians. Our president Václav Klaus said: I forestall this ugly building by my body, for example. It was really hit for six, because his idea is a deep security problem.
But the project ‘The Eye above Prague’ is considered by the overwhelming majority of Czech librarians as unique; in the field of world architecture, the project even acquired the first significant international award: in Great Britain, it was conferred one of the main prizes (AJ/Bovis Award) for Best in Show at the Summer Exhibition of the Royal Academy of Arts. ‘Its technical excellence in relation to book storage is as important as its extraordinary visual appearance. …when built it [will] be a destination for any visitor to Prague,’ said Paul Finch, Architectural Review editor and a member of the AJ/Bovis Award jury. According to Finch, it is not – just like in the case of the rest of Kaplický’s projects – an ‘arbitrary icon’ but ‘a considered work of formal design’. 
The splitting of the Czech society into supporters and opponents of Kaplický’s proposal - in the second half of 2007 - was accompanied also by various petitions and public gatherings for and against; the public debate was joined even by some Czech politicians led by President Václav Klaus. Whereas among the strong supporters of the ‘Eye’ have been for example the author of the National Library of France Dominic Perrault or movie director Miloš Forman, the most distinctive spokesman for the opponents became the director of the National Gallery in Prague, Milan Knížák. In the end, intense debates moved also onto the grounds of the Municipal Assembly of the City of Prague. 
In the Czech Republic, we have one historical phrase: every Czech is musician. After the last year with the Eye above Prague, or octopus, if you like, I can say: every Czech is architect, our politicians especially. But I believe that our new building will have been successfully constructed on the western edge of Letná, because, like the vast majority of visitors to the exhibition in the Klementinum Gallery (there were more than 30,000 of them), where we showed all the proposals from the architectural competition, we are convinced that ‘The Eye above Prague’ is not only an ideally designed library but at the same time a building that will draw the attention of Prague’s citizen as well as visitors. 

More and deeper information about this project is brought by my colleague Bohdana Stoklasová, director of the Modern Library Collections and Services. 
 Thank you for your attention, I am going to  a next meeting about our octopus. 
