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Renowned for their storied pasts, Prague and Budapest have also established themselves as steadfast beacons of a brightly burning future. A visit here will expand your mind and enrich your soul.

Prague, thanks to its breathtaking architecture, resembles a forgotten fairy tale more than a Central European capital. From the top of Wenceslas Square to the majestic Prague Castle, it is just as beautiful as Paris and Venice, though far less expensive and a lot more liberal-minded than either. This is the capital of Bohemia, after all, where beer is cheaper than bottled water and freedom of expression perseveres.
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Faster, bigger, and rougher around the edges than Prague, Budapest nevertheless abounds in beauty, harmony, and incontestable charm. Whether it’s the no-nonsense bustle of Pest or the Dickensian backstreets of Buda, the people’s passion for music, drink, and romance expresses itself brazenly on every corner.

The myriad of changes Prague and Budapest have undergone is obvious as previously foreign concepts like cell phones, fast food, and high fashion trends are now ubiquitous. Come to Prague and Budapest and have your eyes opened and your heart stirred by a seamless blend of the Old World with the new.
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Planning Your Trip


  Where to Go

  Prague



The Golden City is not only one of the most beautiful capitals in the world, it is one of the hottest destinations in the region as well thanks to its well-preserved historic buildings and laid-back, anything-goes attitude that continues to attract artists, foreigners, and anyone else looking for a bit of the Bohemian in their lives. Whether it’s the majesty of Prague Castle, the picturesque streets of Malá Strana, or the breathtaking beauty of Charles Bridge and Old Town Square, Prague is a city that never fails to leave an indelible impression on visitors.
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Bohemia

The country’s largest region boasts plenty of pretty castles and sleepy towns that make for excellent day trips. Karlštejn, Konopiště, and Křivoklát are remarkable castles, unique in both architecture and beauty. Český Krumlov’s castle, meanwhile, is the second largest in the country and overlooks the stunning medieval town of the same name. Fans of the morbid will be fascinated by the macabre bone church in Kutná Hora, while those looking to heal amid gorgeous natural surroundings will be impressed by Karlovy Vary’s curative springs.

Moravia

Moravia represents the country’s wine region. Steeped in tradition, Moravians are proud of their land as well as their capital, Brno, a fine place to visit for a couple of days. Aside from its historic old town, it’s also the scene of countless cultural events that add to the overall university-town vibe. Meanwhile, UNESCO-listed Telč has one of the prettiest squares in the country, and its surrounding lakes and forests make for a peaceful getaway. And don’t forget magical Mikulov, which has served as Moravia’s leading wine center for centuries.

Budapest

The famed Danube River separates Buda’s hilly west bank from Pest’s bustling streets. In Pest, visitors can enjoy the remarkable St. Stephen’s Basilica and Heroes Square, as well as lingering romantic strolls along the Danube Embankment. Meanwhile, Buda’s ancient tranquility persists in tiny residential streets, the Royal Palace of Buda, and the serene and otherworldly Buda Hills.


  If You Have...

  • A LONG WEEKEND: Spend two days each in Prague and Budapest.

  • ONE WEEK: Add some time in Bohemia and Moravia.

  • TWO WEEKS: Add a trip to Lake Balaton.



Beyond Budapest

It’d be a shame if you didn’t get beyond Budapest. The artist colony Szentendre, with its promenade, Mediterranean restaurants, and colorful shops, is a popular day trip. Esztergom, meanwhile, is a must for history fans, who’ll practically faint at the sight of the awe-inspiring Basilica. Then there’s legendary Lake Balaton. Central Europe’s largest lake attracts countless visitors looking for parties in Siófok or wine tasting in traditional villages up north, all easily accessible from Budapest.

When to Go

In the spring, flowers begin to bloom, the land turns a healthy shade of green, and temperatures start to climb. Fairs and festivals begin, too, with both cities hosting popular Spring Festivals.

The summer season is easily the busiest time of year. Prague’s streets are overrun with families and tour groups, while students and backpackers fill the bars and clubs. In Budapest, finding a table at an outdoor café becomes considerably harder, while Danube Bend towns come alive and Lake Balaton becomes the place to let your hair down.

Those not interested in battling the crowds should visit in the fall, when the capitals turn into cozier and cheaper destinations. Prague’s parks, along with Margaret Island and the Buda Hills, turn red and gold, providing picturesque backdrops to breathtaking skylines.

While admittedly cold and unnervingly dark, the winter is still a charming time to visit. Prague affects a Kafkaesque aura whose mysterious beauty is compounded by snow-capped buildings. Budapest, in turn, sees its streets and squares settle back into the majestic beauty they’re renowned for. Both cities boast Christmas markets and legendary New Year’s Eve parties, while Bohemia’s ski resorts ring loudly with the merriment of snowboarders, skiers, and nighttime revelers. The main drawback to visiting at this time is that Czech castles and gardens close till spring, while Hungary’s most important sites keep shorter hours.
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winter in Prague



Before You Go

Visas and Officialdom

Visitors from the United States and Canada need a valid passport to gain entry to both the Czech Republic and Hungary. Citizens of the European Union, the United States, and Canada do not need a visa to enter either country, provided their visits are less than 90 days in length. Visitors from other countries should check with their local Czech and Hungarian consulates, as requirements change often.

What to Take

If visiting in the winter, bring a heavy coat, wool cap, gloves, and boots with lining and treads. If you plan on traveling through the region or simply love to walk, bring a pair of long underwear, too.

Frequent rainfalls are common during spring or fall, so bring an umbrella and a waterproof jacket. Sweaters, fleeces, and warm coats are also good ideas due to the chilly evenings.

In the summer, flaunt it if you got it. Short skirts, sandals, and halter tops rule female fashion, while men stick to shorts and T-shirts. A long-sleeved shirt or two won’t hurt, nor will a sweater or light jacket. If you plan on camping, hiking, or tanning, don’t forget the insect repellent and sunblock.

Finally, those planning on patronizing expensive restaurants or chic clubs should bring semiformal attire. Suits and formal wear, on the other hand, are appropriate when visiting classical music concerts or the opera.


The Best of Prague and Budapest


Ten days is enough time to take in all the major sights both cities have to offer, but it does mean sticking to a tight schedule and forgoing a few museums. Be prepared to do a lot of walking, and get your camera ready—you’re about to experience a few Kodak moments.

Prague

DAY 1

Fly into Prague’s Václav Havel Airport and head for your hotel. Staying in Nové Město (Old Town) means being within spitting distance of a wide array of shops, restaurants, sights, and nighttime action. Conversely, if it’s a more peaceful, picturesque environment you’re looking for, Malá Strana (Lesser Town) is hard to beat.
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  headstones in the Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague



DAY 2

Start your first full day at the top of Nové Město on the National Museum’s steps, where you can see the length of bustling Wenceslas Square stretching out before you. If natural history isn’t your thing, forgo the museum and make your way slowly down the square. There are countless shopping possibilities on either side of the boulevard as well as numerous cafés and restaurants that are perfect for people watching. When you’re ready to move on again, continue down to the bottom of the square, otherwise known as Můstek. On the right is Na Příkopě Street, which is filled with even more shops, cafés, and restaurants as well as casinos and museums. Those interested in learning more about the Czech Republic’s Communist past should definitely pay a visit to the highly informative Museum of Communism. Farther along Na Příkopě Street, you’ll come upon the Powder Tower and art nouveau masterpiece the Municipal House. Have lunch, then head for Old Town Square, taking time to admire the gorgeous facades and wide array of beautiful buildings like the Church of Our Lady Before Týn and Church of St. Nicholas. Drink in Old Town Hall and the Astronomical Clock, and make sure to catch the wooden marionette show, The Walk of the Apostles, performed at the top of every hour. From there, take a stroll down chic Pařížská Street with its trendy boutiques and designer cafés. Stop for coffee then continue on to Josefov, Prague’s famed Jewish quarter and home of the magnificent Spanish Synagogue and haunting Old Jewish Cemetery. Lose yourself among the winding picturesque streets, then settle in for an evening of traditional food and drink, or head back to Nové Město for a more cultured evening, taking in a classical concert or opera at the Municipal House, National Theater, or State Opera House.
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DAY 3

Start your day bright and early by heading to Prague Castle, the city’s most popular and recognizable landmark. Admire the view of Prague down below before wandering through the courtyards and entering jaw-dropping St. Vitus Cathedral. Bask in the glory of its massive nave, stained glass windows, and ornate frescoes, then follow the crowds to tiny Golden Lane, onetime home of the incomparable Franz Kafka.

Backtrack to the castle’s front gates and ease on down Nerudova Street, peeking into its plethora of souvenir shops before arriving at legendary Malostranska Square. Enjoy a traditional Czech lunch, then burn those calories off with an enjoyable walk through Lesser Town’s romantic cobblestone streets. You’ll find no shortage of art galleries, cafés, and glass shops, but make sure to leave time for a visit to Kampa Island. Rest on one of its park benches, and when you’ve had enough of the remarkable view of Old Town and the lazy Vltava River, head for the Charles Bridge and see for yourself why it’s widely considered one of Prague’s most memorable structures. Take your pick from any one of the district’s many fantastic restaurants, and cap it off with a live show or drinks. Don’t go too wild, however. You’re traveling tomorrow.

Stopover in Brno

DAY 4

Hit the road early and head for Brno, your halfway point between Prague and Budapest. Once there, get yourself settled and head for Old Town for a tasty Moravian lunch. Take a stroll through Freedom Square and check out the shops on Masarykova Street for any friendly deals. Take in Old Town Hall and the Cabbage Market then head on up to Špilberk Castle for a taste of history and the finest views in town. Brush up on your history at the Brno City Museum, including the grislier side of the times at the castle’s Casemates. Finish off your whirlwind tour with a visit to St. Peter and Paul’s Cathedral and the Capuchin Crypt then consult this guide’s listings for a memorable dinner and fun night out. Exercise discipline once again, however, as tomorrow’s another travel day.

Budapest

DAY 5

Today is another travel day, so pack your bags and head for the airport, bus station, car rental office, or train station. Upon arriving in Budapest, settle into your hotel, freshen up, and hit the Belváros. Vörösmarty Square is the city’s social hub and the site of the world-famous Café Gerbeaud. Don’t miss the opportunity to grab a delicious cup of coffee and scrumptious dessert before heading on to Váci Street, the country’s best-known pedestrian shopping district. At the end of the street is the cavernous Central Market Hall, which, if still open by the time you reach it, will overwhelm you with countless stalls selling everything from wine and paprika to traditional clothing and gifts. If you still have some energy left, take a romantic walk down Budapest’s famed Danube Embankment, home to cozy outdoor restaurants and cafés as well as gorgeous views of Buda Castle and Gellért Hill.

DAY 6

Begin at the Royal Palace of Buda, and if time or interest allows, spend a couple of hours admiring the artwork in the massive Hungarian National Gallery. A hop, skip, and a jump will take you to Szentháromság Square and monumental Matthias Church, as well as kitschy yet playful Fishermen’s Bastion. Grab some lunch, and when you’re done admiring the maze of streets and royal views, head on back down the hill and over the striking Chain Bridge.
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statue of Prince Eugene of Savoy in the Royal Palace of Buda in Budapest



Spend the afternoon exploring grand boulevard Andrássy Avenue, whose numerous shops are bound to keep you occupied for some time. You’ll soon come upon the grand Opera House, a tour of which is highly recommended whether you’re a fan of opera or not. A little farther on is Nagymező Street, Budapest’s Broadway, the site of charming outdoor cafés, popular theaters, and the city’s very own Moulin Rouge club. Just down from that is Franz Liszt Square, a bustling collection of outdoor restaurants, bars, and cafés—the perfect place to enjoy an excellent meal, fine wine, and a well-deserved evening of fun.

DAY 7

Kick things off bright and early with gigantic Heroes Square. It’s flanked on either side by the Palace of Art and Museum of Fine Arts, both of which are perfect for fans of culture and high art. Nearby is eclectic Vajdahunyad Castle and its collection of Gothic, Renaissance, and baroque buildings. If you have the time, soothe your aches and pains in one of Europe’s largest spa complexes, the Széchenyi Spa Baths. If traveling with kids, visit family fave Vidám Park, full of Old World charm and home to a 100-year-old merry-go-round. Have some lunch on or around Andrássy út as you head back toward the center and over to St. Stephen’s Basilica, Hungary’s largest church. Enjoy a cup of coffee or light snack at one of the cafés bordering the square, then continue on past peaceful Liberty Square to Kossuth Lajos Square and the remarkable Parliament building, a tour of which is highly recommended. As evening descends, treat yourself to a tasty Hungarian dinner and some excellent domestic wine.


  
  
  
    	[image: image]
    	[image: image]
  

  
    	the Chain Bridge and Parliament in Budapest
    	St. Stephen’s Basilica in Budapest
  



DAY 8

Spend a peaceful and relaxing morning on beautiful Margaret Island, where lazy strolls among its gardens and ruins will reward you with an amusing Musical Fountain, the historic Dominican Convent, and open-air water complex Palatinus Strand. After lunch, head for the Buda Hills. Take a breathtaking ride up the hills via the Cog-Wheel Railroad and the Children’s Railroad, stopping to enjoy the serenity of Normafa before reaching János-hegy—Budapest’s highest point. Make your way back down slowly, savoring the natural surroundings before returning to the realities of the big city. Once back, reward yourself for all the walking you’ve done with a delicious meal and top it off with domestic wine and a tantalizing dessert.


The Perfect Night Out

While there is certainly no shortage of things to do at night in either capital, it is this same dizzying array of choices that can leave some travelers overwhelmed. But fear not: Below you’ll find the perfect recipe for a successful night on the town that kicks off with a proper traditional meal before moving on to cocktails, live music, clubbing, and a nightcap or two as the sun begins to rise. Follow one or all these suggestions and prepare yourself for an evening to remember.

BEST TRADITIONAL FOOD

• U Pinkasů (Prague): Time-honored Czech restaurant serves up delicious traditional fare and a rare unpasteurized version of Pilsner Urquell—the country’s finest brew.

• Zeller Bistro (Budapest): Pleasant and affordable restaurant offers mouth-watering Hungarian dishes prepared with ingredients grown on the owners’ farm.

BEST COCKTAILS

• Blue Light (Prague): Bustling bar with a hip, cozy vibe serves some of the finest cocktails in Malá Strana.

• 400 (Budapest): Lively bar in the Jewish Quarter features local DJs and a large outdoor terrace packed with late-night revelers.

BEST LIVE MUSIC

• Jazz Dock (Prague): Warm and friendly jazz club offers an excellent range of live acts jamming till the wee hours along Prague’s famed riverbank.

• A38 (Budapest): Unique concert hall located in the bowels of a former Ukrainian stone-carrier ship comes complete with restaurant and thumping outdoor terrace.

BEST CLUB

• Roxy (Prague): Popular with locals and tourists alike, Prague’s most famous club continues to attract world-class bands and DJs on a weekly basis.

• Instant (Budapest): This high-energy club with a house-party feel is filled to capacity on any given night with youngsters looking to groove the night away.

BEST AFTER-HOURS BAR

• Le Clan (Prague): Laid-back after-hours club attracts partiers of all stripes looking to stave off their inevitable comedown.

• Corvintető (Budapest): Old-school after-hours club throws legendary parties and offers gorgeous panoramic views of Budapest from its enormous rooftop patio.



Day Trip to Szentendre

DAY 9

Pack a bag and power up your camera; it’s time to head 13 miles north to the picturesque and historical artist colony of Szentendre. Once there, begin at the main square, Szentendre’s nerve center, taking your time to enjoy the lovely baroque and rococo architecture as well as the large number of shops, cafés, and restaurants that populate the busy Bogdányi Street strip. Have lunch at one of the popular restaurants mentioned in this guide then take a long, leisurely stroll along the beautiful and romantic embankment, Szentendre’s very own Danube Embankment. If time permits, check out the historical works of local artists at the Ferenczy Museum, or the extensive collection of Hungary’s most celebrated ceramics artist at the Margit Kovács Museum. Upon returning to Budapest, spoil yourself with a scrumptious meal and loads of last-minute fun. It is your last night in town, after all.

Back to Prague

DAY 10

Have a hearty breakfast and squeeze in the impressive Dohány Street Synagogue, the largest functioning synagogue on the continent. Then it’s on the road again for the trip back to Prague. If you get to Prague at a reasonable hour, take a final stroll around the city’s magical streets and try to visit Charles Bridge one last time. You’ll be happy you did.

DAY 11

Head to Václav Havel Airport and start figuring out how soon you can conceivably come back.

Prague Like a Local

Everybody knows what the main sights, bars, and restaurants are, but what if you’d like to live like a local? Eat, drink, and stroll where they do—here are a few local tips.
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  entering the Lesser Town from Charles Bridge



Day 1

Start your day with an affordable breakfast and bottomless cup of coffee at Bohemia Bagel by Charles Bridge. Pick up an extra bagel or two if you like because you’ll be doing a lot of walking. Start with the streets of Malá Strana (Lesser Town) and work your way through Kampa Island over to Petřín Hill. Take the funicular or do as the brave do and make your way slowly up the hill on foot, resting and admiring the view below as often as you like. When you get to the top, stroll through the large grounds and, if you have the energy, climb up Petřín Lookout Tower for an excellent panoramic view. Grab a delicious and healthy lunch at Malý Buddha, then continue on to the castle. When you’re done there, leave the tourist hordes behind and head on over for more peaceful walking through both Wallenstein Gardens and Vojan Park, and say hello to the peacocks in the latter. Enjoy a delicious Balkan dinner at the unbeatable Gitanes, and when you’re ready to rock and roll with the local contingent, start drinking at Klub Újezd, where anything goes. If something a little more upscale is to your liking, get on over to Blue Light for cocktails and impromptu conversations. Both bars stay open until very late, so dig in and get ready to party like a Bohemian.
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view of the Lesser Town and Petřín Hill from Prague Castle



Day 2

Enjoy breakfast at the charming Café Louvre, then make your way to Stromovka Park, one of Prague’s more serene getaways, where you can breathe in the fresh air and clear your head among laughing children, playful dogs, and the fortunate locals who don’t have a day job. Come out on the end where Výstaviště is located and take your pick from amusement rides, the Lapidárium, or Sea World. Have lunch at one of the local restaurants and walk it off with a romantic stroll through Letná Park before grabbing a picnic bench at its popular beer garden for informal drinks and excellent views of the city below. Have a fun dinner at local favorite Hostinec na Staré Kovárně before moving a couple of doors down to Fraktal, where free-form conversation comes more naturally than you might think. Order a beer. Drink. Repeat.

Day 3

Take your pick from the countless restaurants along Wenceslas Square and have breakfast while watching the people go by. Next, it’s shopping along Na Příkopě Street whose boutiques, malls, and specialty shops will easily keep you busy till lunch. For a real local experience, break bread at U Govindy Vegetarian Club. Spend a few hours browsing the myriad of shops lining both Celetná and Pařížská Streets, picking up gifts and mooning over outfits you can’t afford. Have a cup of coffee with local artists and students at Café Montmartre, then explore the back streets of Staré Město (Old Town) while asking yourself if a downtown core can really be this beautiful. An exotic dinner at Zebra Asian Noodle Bar will provide the sturdy base you’ll need for drinks at the always fun and rowdy Harley’s Bar. If cocktails and the in-crowd are more your speed, then a night at M1 Secret Lounge should do the trick.


Day Trips from Prague


As great as the Golden City is, it would be a shame if you didn’t expand your horizons a little bit by hitting the road and enjoying some of the more interesting and inspiring day trips the country has to offer. From castles to colonnades, museums and mom-and-pop wine cellars, you’ll quickly come to realize that the Czech Republic has a lot more going for it than the its castle or the Charles Bridge.

Bohemia

KARLŠTEJN

After breakfast, jump on a train or in the car and head to Karlštejn Castle. Enjoy the trip along the Berounka River, and when you get to the castle, don’t be put off by the busloads of tourists—there simply isn’t a down time here. Settle on a tour of your liking and have fun roaming through the castle’s various rooms and chapels. For lunch, try either Koruna or U Janů for tasty traditional Czech fare.
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  Karlštejn Castle



KUTNÁ HORA

Kutná Hora, part of UNESCO’s World Cultural Heritage List, boasts the masterfully Gothic St. Barbara’s Cathedral. Take your time admiring its remarkable interiors, then set off for another memorable interior—the morbid yet fascinating Sedlec Ossuary with its unbelievable collection of human bones. If you haven’t lost your appetite, try Pivnice Dačický for a traditional Czech lunch or local fave U Šneka Pohodáře for yummy pizza pie. Depending on time or interest, check out the Czech Silver Museum and Medieval Mine or take a walk through town and soak up life in a slower, friendlier Bohemia.

ČESKÝ KRUMLOV

Leave Prague as early as possible because you’ll want to maximize your time in the medieval paradise that is Český Krumlov. Stroll through the town’s historic center and stop for lunch at either Tavern U dwau Maryí or Cikánská jizba before heading off to the castle, where tours through Masquerade Hall and Mirror Hall will simply astound. Don’t forget to peer into the Bear Moat, and if shopping is in the cards for you, definitely stop by Egon Schiele Art Centrum for funky, creative souvenirs.

KARLOVY VARY

Up and at ‘em nice and early before making your way to Karlovy Vary, the Czech Republic’s largest and most famous spa. Head straight for the springs and see whether you can actually stomach the metallic-tasting water. Enjoy walking around the town’s five colonnades, stopping only for lunch before wandering around the peaceful town some more. Visit historical sights like the Russian Orthodox Church of St. Peter and Paul or take a tour of the Becherovka factory, where one of the country’s most popular liqueurs is made.

Moravia

TELČ

Hit the road for a trip to the peaceful, picturesque, and UNESCO-listed town of Telč. The town square, one of the prettiest in the country, deserves a slow, appreciative stroll through it, so take time to enjoy all the well-preserved examples of Renaissance and baroque architecture. Have lunch on the charming summer terrace of Šenk pod věží, then head up to remarkable Telč Castle, where a tour of its lavishly decorated halls will leave you breathless. If there’s time, make sure to explore a few of the countryside’s numerous lakes and forests.
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  Telč’s town square



MIKULOV

Pay a visit to the heart of wine country and the town of Mikulov. Start with the remarkably well-preserved Renaissance buildings that characterize the town square. Pop your head into the Church of St. Wenceslas for a look at one of the country’s most valuable church organs then settle in for lunch. Afterward, up to Mikulov Castle you go, where you can learn plenty about Moravia’s wine history at the Regional Museum of Mikulov as well as feast your eyes on Central Europe’s second-largest wine barrel. Spend the rest of your time sampling the local wine at various wineries and wine cellars, and make sure to buy a few bottles for friends and family back home.


Treat Yourself in Budapest


Those who like to treat themselves to something extra special while on holiday will find no shortage of opportunities to do so in Budapest. Whether its upscale shops, fine dining, or world-class baths, this city has it all. Here are a few tips on how you can make your stay here an extra cozy one.

Shopping

Begin where everyone else does—on Váci Street. Ignore the plethora of souvenir shops with their knockoff T-shirts and cheap mugs. Head instead for the boutiques and name-brand outlets, where you’ll find everything from a new pair of shoes to that expensive but amazing item of clothing you wouldn’t dare buy at home.

Another unique shopping experience can be found at the one and only WestEnd City Center, Central Europe’s largest shopping center. With over 400 shops at your disposal, you’ll not only find whatever it is you’re looking for, but probably one or two things you weren’t. Grand Andrássy Avenue will definitely keep you busy for at least a couple of hours thanks to large bountiful shops selling everything from high fashion to creative gift items. Make a list and check it twice; you’re off to Central Market Hall. Browse the countless stalls selling fresh fruits and vegetables, every kind of conceivable deli meat, tons of domestic wine, traditional folk costumes, and a whole lot more.

Food and Drink

Stop at least once for a delicious lunch at famed Café Gerbeaud and make sure to leave room for a scrumptious and decadent dessert. When you’re done with the day’s sightseeing, opt for dinner and drinks on trendy Ráday Street, where you can take your pick from an amazing variety of top-notch restaurants and bars. Feel like feasting? Try Kárpátia, one of the city’s better-known Hungarian restaurants, whose rich interiors, excellent service, and traditional dishes like pike perch and the lip-smackingly good strudel will make you feel like the king or queen you’ve always known you are.


Strange Brews

Everybody knows that a surefire way to make good with the locals is to imbibe the local brew. But what if it looks funny, smells weird, or you’ve heard it tastes like Grandma’s homemade cough syrup? Brace yourself by reading the following descriptions to both countries’ local liquors, then buck up and give them a try. If they’re not to your liking, take solace in the fact that you can always wash them down with some of the world’s finest wine and beer.

ABSINTHE

The mysterious mind-altering effects of absinthe have made this spirit famous around the world. The origin of absinthe can be traced back to the end of the 18th century when French doctor Pierre Ordinaire began using wormwood (Artemisia absinthium) together with anise, fennel, hyssop, and numerous other herbs distilled in an alcoholic base as an herbal remedy for his patients. Absinthe is still banned in most countries today, but you’ll find it readily available in plenty of Prague bars, which play up the drink’s magical history. If you decide to give it a whirl, it will most likely be served to you in a small glass, along with a teaspoon and packet of sugar. Pour some sugar onto the spoon, then soak the spoonful with absinthe and light it in order to caramelize the sugar. When the flame goes out, stir the sugar into your drink, and drink it all down. You’ll soon realize why most bars have a two-absinthe maximum. And don’t worry—the “mind-altering effects” are largely exaggerations. Try some of the “Green Fairy” at Red Room, Harley’s Bar, and Batalion in Prague.

BECHEROVKA

Becherovka is an interesting 100 percent natural alcoholic drink. The sweet herbal liquid has a maturation process before it is filtered and bottled, and the recipe hasn’t changed in over 200 years. Becherovka is very popular among Czechs, but it is really an acquired taste. Give it a try, but don’t feel bad if it’s not to your liking. You can find Becherovka pretty much anywhere, including J.J. Murphy’s, Fraktal, and M1 Secret Lounge.

PÁLINKA

Almost always drunk as a shot, pálinka is an integral part of Hungarian drinking culture. The word’s origin comes from the Slavic word páliť (distill). Made from plums, apples, pears, apricots, and sometimes cherries, a shot of this brandy was traditionally used as a digestion aid. Today, it can be found in most Budapest bars, including Szoda, 400, and Morrison’s Music Pub.

UNICUM

“Das ist ein Unikum!” (That is special/unique!) is the phrase most associated with this digestive liqueur that dates back to Kaiser Joseph II of Austria. Made from 40 different herbs and spices, it is one of Hungary’s most requested spirits. Don’t let its tar-black color and syrupy consistency scare you away; just prepare yourself for a considerably earthier version of Jägermeister with a bitter aftertaste. Try it at Szimpla kert and Corvintető, both in Budapest.

FERNET

Popular with hipsters the world over, Fernet is an herbal liquor for anyone who likes the strong stuff. In Prague and Budapest, you can find two flavors: Fernet Stock (bitter) and Fernet Citrus (lemon flavored). The recipe is heavily guarded, and with ingredients such as gentian root, quinine, orange peels, and Roman chamomile, you probably are better off not knowing it. An Italian original, this spirit is best served cold or with ice, but it also makes for a potent shooter. Try a shot of Fernet in Prague along with your beer at Duende, Chapeau Rouge, and Blue Light.



All that vacation food and drink is bound to catch up with you, so why not burn a few calories the fun way by walking over to Buda and taking in the glorious surroundings? From Buda Palace to Matthias Church, Rózsadomb to the Víziváros, you’ll have no shortage of sights to gawk at and more than enough to do until you’ve built that appetite back up again. Since you’re already on the Buda side, don’t miss the opportunity to enjoy an upscale dinner at Arany Kaviár, where, if you really feel like spoiling yourself, the Gourmet Menu is the only appropriate choice.

Enjoy lunch on bustling Franz Liszt Square and unwind as you watch the world go by. Take a long, leisurely stroll down Andrássy Avenue toward mighty Heroes Square, taking time to stop and appreciate the dilapidated extravagance of Kodály körönd. Upon reaching Heroes Square, check out Hungary’s largest collection of contemporary art at the Palace of Art or the treasure trove of art history at the Museum of Fine Arts. If you happen to have seen enough high culture for one day, don’t fret—simply take your pick from less intellectually imposing activities such as the Budapest Zoo and Botanical Garden, the Hungarian State Circus, or venerable Vidám Park. When the day’s fun is over, have dinner at the always impressive Gundel, one of the country’s best known and most respected restaurants.

Take your time strolling down Budapest’s historic Danube Embankment, making sure to absorb the beautiful view of Buda Castle on the opposite side of the river, then choose from any number of restaurants offering excellent traditional fare.

Spas

Shopping and eating can take a lot out of a person, so make your way to the remarkable Gellért Baths and splash around in the lavish indoor pool or bask in the steam rooms and saunas. Feel like a makeover? Cruise up and down Andrássy Avenue and choose from any number of salons offering all kinds of aesthetic boosts. When it comes to pampering and relaxation, the Széchenyi Spa Baths are always a sure bet. Chill out with the natives in the gigantic outdoor swimming pool or head straight for the impressive set of steam rooms, saunas, and Turkish baths.
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  Széchenyi Spa Baths in Budapest



Enjoy life the old-fashioned way by having a picnic on Margaret Island. Afterward, spend the day strolling past colorful flower gardens, romantic ruins, and a lovely mini zoo, or take in the entire 225 acres via bicycle or electric car, both of which are available to rent. When you’re ready to spoil yourself a little, make a beeline for open-air complex Palatinus Strand. With three thermal pools, a water slide, table tennis, and trampolines, you may never want to leave.


Balaton Getaway


Whether you like to party till you drop, appreciate nature, or crave cultured evenings sipping the region’s finest wines, you will find that Hungary’s Lake Balaton has something for everyone.

Day 1: Budapest to Siófok

Get in the car or jump on one of the trains regularly leaving Budapest’s Keleti and Déli train stations and prepare yourself for Siófok—Lake Balaton’s Dionysian capital. Upon arrival, find the hostel, guesthouse, or wellness center you’ve secured a room at, then waste no time heading for Siófok Beach. Work on that tan or stay in shape by joining a game of beach volleyball. When hunger strikes, grab a snack at any of the many kiosks or dive into a tasty traditional dish at the excellent Csárdás Restaurant. Spend some time walking down the tree-lined promenades, and if you’re looking for a different place to take an afternoon dip, check out either the Aranypart (Gold Coast) or Ezüstpart (Silver Coast). Freshen up and grab some dinner before beginning what is sure to be a long night. Head back to Siófok Beach for nonstop fun at the Coke Club or hit the Palace Dance Club or Bacardi Music Café for dancing till dawn.

Day 2: Siófok

Sleep in, shake off that hangover, and head back to whatever beach you fancy for more fun in the sun. Add some culture to your visit by checking out peaceful and romantic Millennium Park—the perfect antidote to the frenzy of activity that surrounds the rest of town. Head for the railroad and have an unbelievable lunch at Hintaló Vendéglő, known to satisfy even the most finicky of diners. Drop by the unique Evangelical Lutheran Church, designed by Ybl Prize-winning architect Imre Makovecz, then make your way through the shops and stalls of Kálmán Promenade and pick up a souvenir or two. After dinner, take a nice long walk, enjoy the sunset, and figure out whether you really want to knock off early in a town that was born ready to party.

Day 3: Balatonfüred

Head north to pretty Balatonfüred, where the old world meets the new. Check into your hotel, then make your way to the center of town, where you’ll find Lajos Kossuth Spring. Drink deeply from its curative springs and feel the debauchery of Siófok pleasantly fade away. Have lunch at the outdoor Cimbora Grill Garden and gorge on the wide array of grilled meat dishes as well as the generous salad bar on offer. Walk around town admiring the tasteful villas and charming residential districts, stopping for a cup of coffee or souvenir shopping along the way. Enjoy a fantastic meal on Stefánia Vitorlás Restaurant’s sunny terrace and make sure to save some room for one of the over 40 desserts available. If you feel rested enough and could do with another party, check out Café La Luna or Waikiki Cocktail Bar for tasty cocktails and remarkable views of the lake.

Day 4: Tihany

Take the boat over to Tihany and settle into a nice hotel or inn along the bay. Give yourself a couple of hours to explore the peninsula’s pretty interior, which includes the Inner Lake and Outer Lake, accessible via a trail from Tihany village. Once you’ve built up an appetite, head for Fogas Csárda, Tihany’s oldest traditional restaurant and a hit with both visitors and locals. Stroll along the cobblestone streets of charming Tihany village and have a look at all the handicrafts, wine, and embroidery for sale before moving on to impressive Tihany Benedictine Abbey. When you’re done admiring the wood carvings and baroque pulpit inside, take the path to the left of the church leading up to Echo Hill. Enjoy gorgeous views of the lake and shout a few words when you get to the top to find out how the hill got its name. Unwind with dinner at the superb Ferenc Cellar Tavern and finish the evening with a glass of wine or a pleasant walk.
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  view of Lake Balaton from Tihany Benedictine Abbey



Day 5: Badacsony

Take the train west to beautiful Badacsony and find yourself a nice hotel along the shore or guesthouse in the center of town. Take one of the many walking trails leading to the legendary Basalt Hills and lose yourself among the geological gems. For lunch, try the excellent pike perch at the Szent Orban Wine-House and Restaurant and drink in the wonderful panoramic view from its summer terrace. Spend the rest of the day wine tasting, moving from wine cellar to wine cellar and enjoying the beautiful vistas along the way. If visiting during the end of July, make sure to stick around for at least one day and night of the Badacsony Wine Festival.

Day 6: Keszthely

Get up at a decent hour and head to Keszthely, located at the far western tip of the lake. Check into a pension along the shore or in the center of town and waste no time getting to Festetics Palace, Hungary’s fourth-largest palace. Enjoy a tasty lunch at Jóbarát Vendéglő, then spend a couple of hours at the highly informative Balaton Museum or enjoy an afternoon of walking around town checking out the shops and Keszthely’s open-air market. This is your last night at Lake Balaton, so spoil yourself with a wonderful dinner and then cap off the night with drinks at John’s Pub or the more alternative 512 Club.

Day 7: Back to Budapest

After finishing breakfast, jump in the car or on the train and make your way back to the capital.



PRAGUE


HIGHLIGHTS

PLANNING YOUR TIME

ORIENTATION

Sights

NOVÉ MĚSTO (NEW TOWN)

STARÉ MĚSTO (OLD TOWN)

MALÁ STRANA (LESSER TOWN)

HRADČANY

DEJVICE

HOLEŠOVICE

ŽIŽKOV

VINOHRADY

Entertainment and Events

BARS

CLUBS

LIVE MUSIC

THE ARTS

FESTIVALS AND EVENTS

Shopping

SHOPPING DISTRICTS

NOVÉ MĚSTO

STARÉ MĚSTO

MALÁ STRANA

Sports and Recreation

BILLIARDS

BOWLING

CLIMBING

CYCLING

FITNESS CENTERS

GOLF

IN-LINE ROLLER-SKATING

SQUASH

SWIMMING

TENNIS

YOGA

SPECTATOR SPORTS

Accommodations

NOVÉ MĚSTO

STARÉ MĚSTO

MALÁ STRANA

HRADČANY

DEJVICE

HOLEŠOVICE

ŽIŽKOV AND VINOHRADY

Food

NOVÉ MĚSTO

STARÉ MĚSTO

MALÁ STRANA

HRADČANY

DEJVICE

HOLEŠOVICE

ŽIŽKOV AND VINOHRADY

Information and Services

VISITOR INFORMATION OFFICES

EMERGENCY SERVICES

MEDICAL SERVICES

BANKS AND CURRENCY EXCHANGE

POSTAL SERVICES

INTERNET

LAUNDRY

Getting There

BY AIR

BY TRAIN

BY BUS

BY CAR

Getting Around

BY PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

BY TAXI

BY CAR

It has been a quarter of a century since Communism fell and the doors to Soviet Bloc countries flew open. Since then, Prague has established itself as the hottest travel destination in central Europe thanks in large part to its breathtaking surroundings that boast lush wooded parks and architectural marvels that have been left relatively untouched despite two world wars.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR M TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



M Václavské náměstí (Wenceslas Square): Commercial center by day, neon jungle by night, the hub of the city pulses with a lively mix of human traffic no matter what time it is (click here).

M Obecní dům (Municipal House): Sit back and enjoy the Prague Philharmonic Orchestra perform classical masterpieces in the city’s finest example of art nouveau architecture (click here).

M Národní divadlo (National Theater): This icon of Czech culture is the perfect place to take in drama, opera, or the ballet. A tour of the magnificent playhouse is also available (click here).

M Staroměstské náměstí (Old Town Square): Abuzz with shops, hotels, restaurants, and bars, this is the place to meet fellow travelers, take in some of the city’s most jaw-dropping sights, and enjoy intoxicating nightlife (click here).

M Karlův most (Charles Bridge): Take a long romantic stroll past artists, musicians, and souvenir hawkers vying for your attention, along with breathtaking views of the city (click here).

M Rudolfinum: Home of the Czech Philhar-monic Orchestra, this magnificent example of neo-Renaissance architecture also houses some of the city’s most interesting art retrospectives (click here).

M Petřínské sady (Petřín Hill): Take the funicular or walk all the way up Prague’s highest and greenest hill to get away from the maddening crowd (click here).

M Pražský hrad (Prague Castle): Whether it’s St. Vitus Cathedral, Golden Lane, or the Royal Garden that brings them here, this is one place everybody goes at some point during their stay. It’s the epitome of Prague’s national pride and international identity (click here).

M Sbírka moderního a současného umění (National Gallery Collection of 19th-, 20th-, and 21st-Century Art): The 20th-century Bohemian art on display includes cubism and surrealism alongside thought-provoking and often hair-raising Stalin-era work (click here).

M Letenské sady (Letná Park): Pull up a bench and drink in the city’s mesmerizing skyline (click here).



Who can remain unimpressed by the awe-inspiring Prague Castle and St. Vitus Cathedral, or the inherent beauty of Petřín Hill and Kampa Island? Is there anybody who has walked up and down Charles Bridge and not felt its palpable perfection deep in their heart? The simple truth is that Prague is a magical, melancholy city that mesmerizes all of its visitors without fail season after season. There are also thousands of foreigners who’ve made the capital their home, many of whom had initially arrived with the intention of staying for a month or two but found they couldn’t resist the city’s “claws” Kafka once famously warned of.

Not just a living, breathing museum of arresting architecture, Prague also boasts legendary nightlife that attracts thousands of visitors who are desperate to party with Bohemians while getting a taste of the world’s best beer. Others come to shop along trendy Pařížská and pricey Na Příkopě Streets, while still others choose Prague as their honeymoon destination, strolling hand in hand down its cobblestone streets and sealing their lifelong pledge of love with a romantic Old World kiss. Whether you come here to party, soak up the history, or simply check out what everybody’s been buzzing about, Prague will resonate deep within you long after you’ve reluctantly left.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Most come to Prague for a quick whirlwind tour of the major sights and better-known bars and rarely stay longer than a weekend. It’s true that the city center and its immediate surroundings can easily be covered in a couple of well-planned days, though a four-day visit offers you a better chance to get an authentic taste of all Prague has to offer, and five days is ideal if you’d like to investigate the outlying neighborhoods or get in a day trip to one of the many nearby castles and towns.

Prague is a breeze to get around thanks to the fact that the most important sights are situated in Prague 1, starting from the top of Wenceslas Square in Nové Město all the way down to Old Town Square in Staré Město then over Charles Bridge into picturesque Malá Strana and Prague Castle. While most people prefer to stroll along the romantic cobblestone streets, others are more than satisfied with Prague’s exceptional public transportation system, which offers subway stations near and around all sights, as well as numerous trams that lead right to the doorstep of the most significant monuments. Public transportation is also the best and easiest way to reach outlying neighborhoods like Dejvice, Holešovice, Vinohrady, and Žižkov. These particular districts will be of interest primarily to those who are looking to learn more about how the city really ticks. The deeper you delve into these areas, the more you’ll shed the hordes of visitors that crowd the center and the closer you’ll come to understanding what exactly it is that makes Praguers so proud of their magical city.

ORIENTATION

Nové Město (New Town)

Located in Prague 1, Nové Město is one of the city’s busiest districts and is characterized by Václavské náměstí (Wenceslas Square). Starting from its natural top at the National Museum, it stretches down toward Můstek, interrupted halfway by busy Vodičkova Street. Turning northeast at Můstek leads you down pedestrian Na Příkopě Street, which eventually ends at Náměstí republiky; heading southwest from Můstek will take you to Národní třída and the Vltava River.

The major subway stops are Muzeum, Můstek, Náměstí Republiky, Karlovo náměstí, and Národní třída. The major tram lines are 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 14, 16, 18, 22, 23, 24, and 26.

Staré Město (Old Town)

The eastern tip of Celetná Street marks the border between Old Town and New Town. Heading west brings you to Staroměstské náměstí (Old Town Square). Walking past Old Town Hall takes you to jam-packed Karlova Street, which winds its way to the Old Town side of Charles Bridge. Behind the Jan Hus monument in Old Town Square is the start of fashionable Pařížská Street and the beginning of Josefov, Prague’s Jewish quarter, which stretches all the way down to the Vltava River.
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Prague Addresses and Districts

Prague is separated into 10 postal districts, the numbers of which are generally included when giving an address. For example, the proper full address for the excellent Café Louvre would be written like this: Národní 20, Praha 1. Oftentimes, the address given will also state the specific neighborhood within the district: Národní 20, Praha 1, Nové Město. This, of course, makes it even easier to locate a particular address. The most common districts and their corresponding neighborhoods:

Praha 1

The city’s most central and by far most popular district, Prague 1 is home to the tourist-driven neighborhoods of Hradčany, Malá Strana, Staré Město, Josefov, and northern Nové Město. All the major sights are here: Prague Castle, Charles Bridge, and Wenceslas Square, along with the city’s major shops, restaurants, hotels, and businesses.

Praha 2

Prague 2 comprises the tail end of southern Nové Město, Vyšehrad, and western Vinohrady. A good deal of its charm lies in its quiet residential streets, cozy wine bars, intimate restaurants, and wooded parks.

Praha 3

Eastern Vinohrady and Žižkov make up the city’s third district. Still close to the center, it’s full of old decrepit buildings, though it’s been going through a bit of a makeover the last few years. Žižkov, in particular, is known for its countless bars and rather Bohemian expat residents.

Praha 5

Prague 5 is situated on the Vltava River’s left bank, just south of Malá Strana. Its main neighborhood, Smíchov, has undergone dramatic changes over the last five years, transforming itself from a dodgy area into a bustling commercial center full of cinemas, shopping centers, and administrative offices.

Praha 6

Prague 6’s main neighborhood is Dejvice. Home to Divoká Šárka, Břevnov Monastery, and Hvězda Summer Palace, it is mainly characterized by embassies, ambassadors’ villas, university campuses, and residential areas.

Praha 7

Continuous reconstruction of Holešovice, Prague’s former industrial zone, has made the seventh district one of the hotter locations to invest in real estate these days. This relatively central neighborhood is home to Stromovka Park, Letná Park, and Výstaviště.

TERMS

The Czech language is a notoriously difficult one, but learning a few of the terms below ought to help you navigate the city’s streets with relative ease.

• most–bridge

• nábřeží–quay

• nádraží–train station

• náměstí (also abbreviated as nám.)–square

• ostrov–island

• sady/zahrada–garden(s)

• třída (also abbreviated as tr.)–avenue

• ulice (also abbreviated as ul.)–street

• zastávka–bus, tram, subway stop



The major subway stop is Staroměstská. The major tram lines are 12, 17, and 18.

Malá Strana (Lesser Town)

Malostranské náměstí is the district’s center, where all visitors eventually find themselves. This is where you’ll find legendary Nerudova Street, lined with restaurants and souvenir shops as it stretches up to Prague Castle.
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Prague Castle looms over the Lesser Town.



The major subway stop is Malostranská. The major tram lines are 12, 18, 20, 22, and 23.

Hradčany

Hradčany is defined by Prague Castle. The center of the castle complex is Jiřské náměstí, which leads off to plenty of sights, including lovely Golden Lane. Opposite the castle’s gated entrance is the gorgeous Hradčanské náměstí, home to the Archbishop’s Palace, Sternberg Palace, and Schwarzenberg Palace. Just west of the square is Loretánské náměstí, characterized by the magnificent Loreto.

The major subway stop is Hradčanská. The major tram lines are 1, 8, 15, 22, 23, and 25.

Dejvice

The center of the sixth district is the busy roundabout known as Vitězné náměstí. Evropská Street connects to this square and leads to both Divoká Šárka and Václav Havel Airport.

The major subway stop is Dejvická. The major tram lines are 2, 8, 20, and 26.

Holešovice

Prague’s seventh district is reached via Milady Horákove, which delves into the depths of Holešovice, passing Letná Park and busy commercial square Letenské náměstí before ending at Strossmayerovo náměstí. From here, it’s just a few blocks to the National Gallery Collection of 19th-, 20th-, and 21st-Century Art, Výstaviště’s exhibition grounds, and beautiful Stromovka Park.

The major subway stops are Vltavská and Nádraží Holešovice. The major tram lines are 1, 5, 8, 12, 14, 15, 17, 25, and 26.

Žižkov

Žižkov is Prague’s sprawling third district, and its main square is Náměstí Jiřiho z Poděbrad. On the opposite side of the district is Žižkov Hill as well as main road Seifertová, whose tram lines connect the area with the center of town.

The major subway stops are Florenc and Jiřiho z Poděbrad. The major tram lines are 5, 9, 10, 11, and 26.

Vinohrady

Vinohrady is located in the heart of Prague’s second district and boasts two main squares: the heavily congested I. P. Pavlova, with its endless stream of trams, shoppers, and area workers, and the grander, more peaceful Náměstí Míru, where comfortable benches and the magnificent Church of St. Ludmilla provide the perfect antidote to I. P.’s bustle. The area’s two main streets are Ječná, which leads to Karlovo náměstí, and Vinohradská, which starts right behind the National Museum.

The major subway stops are Náměstí Míru and I. P. Pavlova. The major tram lines are 4, 6, 10, 16, 22, and 23.

Sights

NOVÉ MĚSTO (NEW TOWN)

Founded by Charles IV in 1348, Nové Město is a predominantly commercial district that is home to many of the city’s finer shops, most of its financial institutions, and a plethora of restaurants, bars, and hotels. Bustling both day and night with all walks of life, it stretches north and east to Národní, Na Příkopě, and Revoluční, where it borders Staré Město (Old Town).


M Václavské náměstí and Vicinity (Wenceslas Square)
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Wenceslas Square



More a boulevard than a square, the 2,462-foot-long, 197-foot-wide Wenceslas Square is named after St. Wenceslas, former duke and present patron saint of Bohemia who, legend has it, was murdered while on his way to church by mercenaries hired by his brother Boleslav.
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The square operates as the unofficial hub of the city and was the site of nearly every major historical event that the country underwent during the 20th century. On October 28, 1918, droves of Praguers filled the square to hear Czechoslovakia proclaimed an independent republic. During the Nazi occupation, the streets were the scene of mass demonstrations. The brief hope-filled Prague Spring of 1968 came and went here, and on January 19, 1969, university student Jan Palach set himself ablaze in protest of the Soviet invasion. It was here, too, on November 17, 1989, that the world tuned in to see hundreds of thousands of Czechs celebrating their first taste of democracy in over 40 years.

In the early morning, while locals head to work and travelers sleep off their hangovers, the boulevard is relatively quiet, making it easy to drink in some of the historical buildings that line it. At number 34 for example, you’ll find the Wiehl House, a beautiful neo-Renaissance building designed in 1895-1896 that boasts colorful murals, gables, turrets, and a belfry. The Melantrich Building at number 30 will stay in the hearts and minds of Czechs for a long time to come, as this is the spot where Václav Havel and Alexander Dubček stood on the second balcony and announced to a delirious crowd on November 24, 1989, that Communism was finally over. At number 25 stands the infamous art nouveau Grand Hotel Evropa, which, despite its magnificent facade, has fallen way behind the times in the realm of hotel service and makes for a much better photograph than a place to rest your head.

Wenceslas Square becomes a lively mix of hurried workers and souvenir-laden visitors as the day unfolds. It can get somewhat overwhelming at times, but one way to avoid the crush of human traffic is to cross over to the island that runs down the middle of the boulevard. Lined with benches and well-manicured little gardens, the meridian is a far less crowded affair and makes for a perfect place to rest your feet, have a snack, or simply look around and admire the view without hurry. At night, Wenceslas Square sheds the day’s overtly commercial slant and fills up with a barrage of thrill-seekers, giving the area a carnival-like atmosphere that extends well into the wee hours.

NÁRODNÍ MUZEUM (NATIONAL MUSEUM)

At the southern end of the square sits the National Museum (Václavské náměstí 68, tel. 224 497 111, www.nm.cz, closed for reconstruction until June 2015), a grand neo-Renaissance building that was built between 1885 and 1891 based on the designs of Josef Schulz. Weather-beaten and war-weary, it survived near-bankruptcy during the World War I and a German bomb during the World War II. Soviet soldiers senselessly opened fire on its facade in 1968, and underground blasting during the construction of the Museum subway station in 1978 caused further damage, as did the construction of what was then dubbed the “North-South Highway” (Wilsonova/Mezibranska St.), which runs past the front of the building.

Today, scores of visitors congregate at the top of the museum’s steps to enjoy the view encompassing the length of the square. Inside, permanent exhibitions include the primeval history of Bohemia, Moravia, and Slovakia as well as various zoological and mineral collections. The truth is that most of what’s on display here is rather unimpressive, but the majestic lobby and opulent staircase are well worth a look. In front of the museum, you’ll notice two small mounds embedded in the cobblestone street. They are there to commemorate Jan Palach, who set himself on fire in protest against the Soviets, as well as Jan Zajíc, who followed suit a month later.

In front of the National Museum, on the other side of Wilsonova Street, is an imposing equestrian statue of St. Wenceslas, designed by famed Czech sculptor Josef Myslbek. Simply called “The Horse,” it marks the beginning of the boulevard and is one of Prague’s favorite meeting spots, not to mention the starting point of countless walking tours. St. Wenceslas keeps company with fellow Bohemian patron saints Agnes, Adelbert, Procopius, and Wenceslas’s own grandmother, Ludmila. At the foot of the statue rests a memorial to the victims of Communism, depicting the images of Palach and Zajíc, two protesters who sacrificed their lives for their beliefs.


Velvet Václav: From Dissident to President

It is a very clear understanding that the only kind of politics that truly makes sense is one that is guided by conscience.

Václav Havel (1936-2011)

Playwright, poet, political prisoner, and president, Václav Havel was one of the foremost intellectual figures and moral forces in Eastern Europe, bringing the world’s attention to the absurdity of regulated thought and speech under Communist rule and emphasizing the moral revival of the individual amid changes in the social order. Born into an affluent family in Prague, Havel was denied entry to university due to his “bourgeois” background. He ended up studying at a technical college from 1955 to 1957, then served in the Czechoslovak army between 1957 and 1959 before joining the progressive Theater on the Balustrade in 1960. Starting as a stagehand, Havel eventually saw his first play, The Garden Party, performed on stage in 1963. It satirized modern bureaucracy and was a critical success both at home and abroad. In 1965 he picked up where he left off, writing The Memorandum, in which he introduced an artificial language constructed with the express purpose of creating greater precision in communication. The theme was further explored a few years later in 1968 with The Increased Difficulty of Concentration, which attacked fashionable sociological terminology, the era’s own specific brand of political correctness. During this time, Havel was also a member of the editorial board of the literary magazine Tvár, which quickly started to annoy the conservative Writers Association. The magazine was ground to a halt in 1969, the same year Havel’s passport was confiscated on the grounds that his writings were considered subversive and therefore a danger to the state.

Communism’s “normalization” period began in the 1970s, a period that saw tens of thousands of writers and artists arbitrarily threatened, expelled from the country, or simply locked away. Things began to look bleak, and Havel saw his country becoming more and more apathetic and demoralized in the face of increased repression. In 1975 he sat down and wrote a letter to Gustav Husak, Czechoslovakia’s then-ruler, and lambasted him in systematic detail as to how totalitarianism was ruining the country: “So far, you and your government have chosen the easy way out for yourselves, and the most dangerous road for society: the path of inner decay for the sake of outward appearances; of deadening life for the sake of increasing uniformity; of deepening the spiritual and moral crisis of our society and ceaselessly degrading human dignity for the puny sake of protecting your own power.” Broadcast over Radio Free Europe and illegally typed and distributed among numerous underground artistic and political circles, Havel’s letter sent ripples of rebellion throughout the region, causing many to stop and realize that they too could stand up, ignore the potential consequences, and put their oppressors on the defensive.

Havel continued to fight the good fight, sparking the Charter 77 movement that defended civil liberties, specifically rock music and its musicians, who had recently been brought to the courts as dangers to society and the state. Imprisoned in 1979 for 4.5 years for subversion of the republic, Havel was released in 1983 due to illness and instantly became the unofficial leader of the Czechoslovak human rights movement. He continued to write powerful plays and political essays as well as deliver impassioned speeches and pleas that began gaining the attention and sympathy of neighboring Western countries. In November 1989, Havel formed a political opposition group named the Civic Forum and was elected by direct popular vote as president of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic when Communism finally fell. The so-called Velvet Revolution of 1989, named after Havel’s favorite band The Velvet Underground, may very well have been a political inevitability, but it was Havel himself who stood up time and again for the right of individuals to speak freely and, as he liked to put it, “live in truth.”




RADIO FREE EUROPE


East of the National Museum is the former home of the Stock Exchange (1936-1938), which later became the Federal Assembly Building in 1973 and continued as such until Czechoslovakia split into two republics in 1993. Today, the dull-looking building is the headquarters of Radio Free Europe (Vinohradská 1, tel. 221 122 114, www.rferl.org) and has been surrounded by concrete barriers and heavy security ever since a bomb threat was called in shortly after the tragic events of 9/11.

STÁTNÍ OPERA PRAHA (PRAGUE STATE OPERA)

East of Radio Free Europe is the pretty Prague State Opera (Wilsonova 4, tel. 224 901 448, www.sop.cz, box office daily 10am-6pm), which opened on January 5, 1888, with a performance of Wagner’s The Mastersingers of Nuremberg. Every season brings above-average artists from all over Europe who perform the classics, along with a few lesser-known works now and again to keep things interesting. Tickets are rather inexpensive compared to Western prices, and the elegant neo-rococo auditorium alone is worth the visit.

Northern Nové Město

The north side of Wenceslas Square is named Můstek, or “little bridge” in Czech. Indeed, a bridge once connected Old and New Town here, the partial remains of which can still be seen down in the depths of the Můstek subway station. Today, Můstek is surrounded by a wide variety of shops as well as food stands offering all kinds of greasy burgers, sausages, and hometown late-night favorite smažený sýr (deep-fried cheese). Continuing straight past the square, with the National Museum at your back, you will eventually end up in Old Town Square. Turning southwest at Můstek will take you to southern Nové Město and the Vltava River; heading northeast sends you down Na Příkopě, an unapologetically expensive street filled with shops, restaurants, casinos, and cafés, not to mention museums, the Municipal House, and Powder Tower.

MUZEUM KOMUNISMU (MUSEUM OF COMMUNISM)

Starting with the coup in February 1948 and spanning four full decades before Communism’s collapse in 1989, the thought-provoking Museum of Communism (Na Příkopě 10, tel. 224 212 966, www.muzeumkomunismu.cz, daily 9am-9pm, 190 Kč) recreates a memorable account of the totalitarian regime that changed the face of the country and is still felt and remembered by many today. The theme of the museum is “Communism—the Dream, the Reality, and the Nightmare,” and visitors are invited to experience what life was like behind the iron curtain. An old schoolroom and interrogation room have been recreated, while news footage of the era in the museum’s Television Time Machine both chill and inspire. This is a great introduction to life under Communism and a vivid reminder of what many Czechs endured not all that long ago.

MUCHOVO MUZEUM (MUCHA MUSEUM)

Alfons Mucha (1860-1939) is arguably the Czech Republic’s best-known visual artist. More than 100 exhibits featuring various paintings, photographs, and personal memorabilia can be found at the Mucha Museum (Kaunický palác, Panská 7, tel. 224 216 415, www.mucha.cz, daily 10am-6pm, 180 Kč). Most often remembered for the unconventional yet beautiful posters he designed for Sarah Bernhardt, he also played a key role in influencing French art nouveau at the turn of the 20th century. A 30-minute video detailing Mucha’s life and a re-creation of his Parisian studio are also part of the exhibition, and visitors can purchase reprints of many of his colorful works from the museum’s gift shop.
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the mighty and majestic Municipal House



M OBECNÍ DŮM (MUNICIPAL HOUSE)

Prague’s most prominent art nouveau building also happens to be one of its most beautiful. Situated on the site of the former Royal Court Palace, the Municipal House (Náměstí Republiky 5, tel. 222 002 101, www.obecnidum.cz, guided tours 290 Kč, times vary) was constructed between 1905 and 1911 and decorated with intricate stained glass windows, gold trimmings, the finest in Czech crystal, and magnificent frescoes painted by the country’s most talented 20th-century artists, including Alfons Mucha and Karel Spillar, who is also responsible for the mosaic, titled Homage to Prague, above the building’s main entrance. The Municipal House contains several upper-class restaurants, bars, conference rooms, and the like, but its essence can be found in Smetana Hall, named after the famous Czech composer and which remains Prague’s largest concert hall. Taking in a classical concert here is an unforgettable experience and highly recommended to anyone who is a fan of the music.

PRAŠNÁ BRÁNA (POWDER TOWER)

Next to the Municipal House is the 213-foot-tall Powder Tower (tel. 724 911 461, www.prazskeveze.eu, Oct. and Mar. daily 10am-8pm, Nov.-Feb. daily 10am-6pm, Apr.-Sept. daily 10am-10pm, 75 Kč). This Gothic structure originally served as the gateway to the Royal Route that wound through Old Town, over Charles Bridge, and up to the Castle. Built in 1475, it was one of Prague’s original 13 city gates and was originally named Mountain Tower. The name changed in the 17th century when the structure was used to store gunpowder. Renovated in the 1990s, visitors can now climb the 186 steps to the top for excellent views of the city, along with a permanent exhibition dealing with the history of Prague and its towers.

MUZEUM HLAVNÍHO MĚSTA PRAHY (PRAGUE CITY MUSEUM)

Tracing Prague’s development from the earliest settlement of the Prague Basin all the way to the late 18th century, the Prague City Museum (Na Poříčí 52, tel. 221 709 674, www.muzeumprahy.cz, Tues.-Sun. 9am-6pm, 120 Kč) is an interesting and educational way to spend an hour or two. Full of historical artifacts, weapons, maps, and signs, its most prized possession is a remarkable huge cardboard model of the city designed from 1826 to 1837 by Antonin Lanweil. Masterfully crafted, this model accurately depicts the city as it was before large areas of the center were cleared during the 19th and 20th centuries.

Southern Nové Město

FRANTIŠKÁNSKÁ ZAHRADA (FRANCISCAN GARDENS)

Located just off Vodičkova Street behind Světozor Cinema are the Franciscan Gardens, formerly a monastic garden built by—you guessed it—the Franciscans. The small park is a peaceful oasis amid the rush and rumble of Nové Město and is often inhabited by office workers on their lunch break, students playing hooky, or just about anybody else looking to rest on one of the many comfortable benches. It’s a perfect place to take a break from the crowds.


The Royal Route: Walking with Kings

One of the most enjoyable ways to see the best of Prague’s offerings is to follow the Royal Route—the historical path Bohemian monarchs took on their way to being crowned at Prague Castle’s St. Vitus Cathedral. The route starts at the Powder Tower located next to the magnificent Municipal House. It continues down colorful Celetná Street, home to countless souvenir shops as well as beautiful murals, facades, and important pieces of architecture, including the House of the Black Madonna. Following Celetná will lead you to Old Town Square and all of the beauty that comes with it: the astronomical clock, Týn Church, and St. Nicholas Church, among others. Continue on down Karlova Street and its wide array of shops and restaurants until you hit Charles Bridge, one of Prague’s most celebrated attractions. Here you can enjoy the wonderful view of Prague Castle, the lovely Vltava River, buskers, artisans, and 30 remarkable statues that cause everybody to stop, stare, and admire. Coming off the bridge, take adjoining Mostecká Street up to Malostranské náměstí and pause for a moment to enjoy its collection of historical buildings, including the awe-inspiring St. Nicholas Church. From there, it’s on to steep Nerudova Street and its never-ending shops, restaurants, and cafés filled with visitors and locals, all enjoying the grandeur of times long gone but not forgotten. At the top of Nerudova, follow the curve to the right and you’ll come upon Matthias Gate and Prague Castle, which served as the official end of the coronation procession. The path itself is very easy to navigate, but if you find yourself confused or feel that you’ve lost your way, look down—there are silver arrows in the ground labeled “Silver Line” outlining the entire path.


[image: Image]

The Royal Route takes you across Charles Bridge.





PALÁC ADRIA (ADRIA PALACE)

Located southwest of Můstek is Jungmannovo náměstí, and the Adria Palace is at number 28. Built in 1925, it is arguably the city’s finest example of rondocubist architecture. It’s now home to modern offices, apartments, and shops, but it still makes for an excellent photograph.

KOSTEL PANNY MARIE SNĚŽNÉ (CHURCH OF OUR LADY OF THE SNOWS)

Founded in 1347 by Charles IV, the Church of Our Lady of the Snows (Jungmannovo náměstí 18, tel. 222 246 243, http://pms.ofm.cz, daily 7am-7:30pm) was intended to be Prague’s most exalted place of worship. The Hussite Wars put an end to that dream, however, and only one-third of the church was ever completed. Visitors will nevertheless be impressed by the church’s vaulted ceilings and altarpiece as well as the 95-foot-tall main altar that was designed in the mid-17th century and still stands as Prague’s tallest.
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National Theater



M NÁRODNÍ DIVADLO (NATIONAL THEATER)

The neo-Renaissance National Theater (Ostrovní 1, tel. 224 901 448, www.narodni-divadlo.cz, box office daily 10am-6pm), lined with a balustrade of wild horses and topped with a golden dome, is one of the country’s strongest symbols of a people who wanted to unify their Czech nation and culture. Funded completely with donations from people of all social strata, the ceremonial foundation stone was laid on May 16, 1868, and the theater opened officially on June 11, 1881, in honor of Crown Prince Rudolf’s visit. Tragedy struck scarcely two months later, however, when a fire broke out while additional work was being done on the building, destroying the copper dome, stage, and auditorium. Once again the Czech people got together and amassed an incredible one million florins in just 47 days. Finally, on November 18, 1883, the theater opened officially with a performance of Bedřich Smetana’s opera Libuše. Today, the theater continues to be a beacon of culture and entertainment, offering consistently sold-out audiences the very best in ballet, opera, and theater.

Tours of the National Theater are Saturday-Sunday 8:30am-11am. The tour lasts one hour and costs 200 Kč pp. For information, email tourinfo@pis.cz.

PALÁC ŽOFÍN (ŽOFÍN PALACE)

The gorgeous Žofín Palace (Slovanský ostrov 226, tel. 224 934 880, www.zofin.cz), a neo-Renaissance mansion located on Slovanský Island, was built during 1885-1887 in honor of the Archduchess Sophie, mother of Emperor Franz Joseph I. Offering tremendous views of the city, including Prague Castle, it has seen some of the world’s finest composers perform, including Smetana, Dvořák, Berlioz, Liszt, and Wagner. Its huge halls are ideal for concerts and balls, both of which continue to this day, along with congresses, gala receptions, and major business events.

MÁNES GALLERY

Designed by Otakar Novotný and completed in 1934, the functionalist-looking Mánes Gallery (Masarykovo nábřeží 250, tel. 224 932 938, www.galeriemanes.cz, Tues.-Sun. 10am-8pm, admission varies) is home to three spacious floors of regularly scheduled international art shows as well as popular exhibits of contemporary Czech artists. If you have the time, treat yourself to a cup of coffee and a wonderful panoramic view of the city on the gallery’s restaurant terraces.

Karlovo náměstí and Vicinity (Charles Square)

Charles IV took it upon himself to create a square large enough to rival the one found in Old Town. He certainly accomplished what he set out to do. Originally a cattle market, Charles Square remains the largest square in the capital. Choked by busy roads and an endless stream of trams, the park in the middle of the square is nevertheless an enjoyable place to walk the dog, read a book, or soak your tired feet in the fountain. Plenty of shops, restaurants, and offices are found in the area, along with interesting historical sights, including New Town Hall, the baroque Cathedral of St. Ignatius, Emause Monastery, and the Faust House. Although it’s an excellent place to take a stroll and soak up some rays, the park is known to become a rather popular place for drug users and petty criminals at night. Use caution and common sense when walking through the square after dusk.

NOVOMĚSTSKÁ RADNICE (NEW TOWN HALL)

Operating as the home of New Town authorities from 1377 to 1784, New Town Hall (Karlovo náměstí 1/23, tel. 224 948 229, www.novomestskaradnice.cz, Tues.-Sun. 10am-6pm, 50 Kč) was also the site of Prague’s First Defenestration. On July 30, 1419, an angry mob led by Jan Želivský demanded the release of Hussite prisoners that were being held in the building. When the Roman Catholic councilors refused, the outraged crowd stormed the building and went about throwing all the present councilors out the window. Those who somehow managed to survive the fall were beaten to death. It was here, then, that Prague’s first protest and the beginning of the Hussite Revolution took place. Today, the building’s three lovely halls are used for far more enjoyable purposes such as cultural events and weddings.

KOSTEL SV. IGNÁCE (CHURCH OF ST. IGNATIUS)

The full-on gilding and flamboyant stucco work found on the Church of St. Ignatius (Karlovo náměstí, corner of Ječná and Resslova, open only for mass Mon.-Fri. 6:15am, 7:30am, 5:30pm, Sat. 6:30am, 7:30am, 5:30pm, Sun. 7am, 9am, 11am in Latin, 5:30pm) is quite typical of the kind of baroque churches the Jesuits were apt to build in order to convince others of the power of their faith. It was built by Carlo Lurago in 1665 and finished in 1687 by Paul Ignatz Bayer, who added the church’s tower. Both architects were also responsible for the adjoining Jesuit College, which was converted into a military hospital in 1773 and now serves as Charles University’s teaching hospital.

FAUSTŮV DŮM (FAUST HOUSE)

Although closed to the public, the Faust House (Karlovo náměstí 40-41) is associated with so much bizarre history that it’s worth a look from the outside. Built in the 14th century, it was first owned by alchemist Prince Václav of Opava, then by famous alchemist Edward Kelley in the 16th century, and Count Ferdinand Mladota in the 18th century. (The count’s experiments would oftentimes go awry, resulting in minor explosions and consequent holes in the roof.) Under Rudolf II, an astrologer named Jakub Krucinek lived here with his two sons, the younger of which killed the other in the name of large amounts of treasure that were purportedly hidden in the house. In the 19th century, Karl Jaenig moved in and proceeded to cover the walls with scribbled funereal texts. He fashioned a working gallows in the home and slept in a wooden coffin. His final wish was to be buried facing the bottom of said coffin. With all the crazy things that have gone down within these walls, perhaps the authorities know what they’re doing by not letting the public in. Visit at your own risk.
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Emmaus Monastery



KOSTEL SV. CYRILA A METODĚJE (ORTHODOX CATHEDRAL OF STS. CYRIL AND METHODIUS)

Built in the 1730s by Kilián Ignáz Dientzenhofer, the baroque Orthodox Cathedral of Sts. Cyril and Methodius (Resslova 9a, tel. 224 920 686, http://pravoslavnacirkev.cz, Nov.-Feb. Tues.-Sat. 9am-5pm, Mar.-Oct. Tues.-Sun. 9am-5pm, 75 Kč) is known primarily for being the scene where Czech nationalists took their last stand on May 27, 1942, following the successful assassination of Reinhard Heydrich, the Nazi SS Obergruppenführer and General of Police. Hiding in the cathedral’s crypt and betrayed before they could escape, on June 18 the Nationalists found themselves surrounded by hundreds of Gestapo soldiers whose orders were to capture the “criminals” alive. They fought valiantly, though three Czech soldiers died while defending the nave. The remaining four soldiers fought until they were down to their last four bullets, which they then used on themselves.

EMAUZSKÉ OPATSTVÍ (EMMAUS MONASTERY)

Consecrated on Easter Monday in 1372 in the presence of King Charles IV, the Emmaus Monastery (Vyšehradská 49, tel. 224 917 662, www.emauzy.cz, May-Sept. Mon.-Fri. 11am-5pm, Apr. and Oct. Mon.-Fri. 11am-5pm, Nov.-Mar. Mon.-Fri. 11am-2pm, 40 Kč) has been through a lot, to say the least. It was first ravaged during the Hussite Wars and then again during the brief French occupation of Prague in the 18th century. By the late 19th century, the church was in such dire condition that it was in danger of being torn down. The worst came during the 1940s and 1950s, however, when both the Nazis and Soviets took turns taking over the premises and brutally killing most of the monks who made their home here. The monastery was finally returned to the Benedictine order after the fall of Communism, and massive efforts to painstakingly restore this wonderful piece of history continue to this day.

BOTANICKÁ ZAHRADA UNIVERSITY KARLOVY (CHARLES UNIVERSITY BOTANICAL GARDEN)

If you’re looking to do something a little different during your stay, try the oft-overlooked Charles University Botanical Garden (Na Slupi 16, tel. 221 951 885, www.bz-uk.cz, Feb.-Mar. daily 10am-4pm, Apr.-Oct. daily 10am-5pm, Nov.-Jan. daily 10am-4pm, 50 Kč). Inaugurated in 1898, it serves as a public garden as well as an educational paradise for students of the university. Outside, there is a fine collection of central European flora, including the valuable Ginkgo biloba ‘Praga’ cultivar—the only specimen of its kind in the world. There are also incredible greenhouses on the premises housing the oldest Cycas in the country, along with a collection of cacti, papayas, huge primeval plants, orchids, and a whole lot more.

STARÉ MĚSTO (OLD TOWN)

Staré Město has been the heart and soul of the capital since its founding in 1231. Today, it attracts visitors from all over the world who stare open-mouthed at the staggering beauty accumulated over a millennium’s worth of architecture. In Old Town Square alone, one can see Romanesque, Gothic, rococo, and art nouveau buildings blending in nicely with the upsurge of tourism-dependent businesses that have cropped up throughout the district. Trendy restaurants and cocktail bars have replaced old-school eateries and pubs, and the once-quiet cobblestone streets are now filled with large groups of visitors looking to experience a bit of the Bohemian magic that has been immortalized in countless books, plays, and films. Despite the increase in overpriced cafés and upscale shops, Staré Město nevertheless remains as elegant, romantic, and intoxicating as ever.

Celetná ulice (Celetná Street)

Stretching between the Powder Tower (in Nové Město) and Old Town Square is the lively pedestrian lane Celetná, named as such due to the plaited bread rolls (called calty) that were baked here in the 13th century. It is one of the city’s oldest streets and was part of the royal coronation route of Czech kings that ran all the way to Prague Castle. Lined with picturesque houses as well as numerous shops, cafés, and restaurants, it bustles with activity during the day and reverts to one of Prague’s most romantic streets at night. Many of the houses here are of historical significance, including the Pachta Palace (number 36), which began as a mint in the Middle Ages and became a court building in 1849, employing a then-unknown youngster named Franz Kafka. The House at the Golden Angel (number 29) used to operate as an inn and extended its hospitality to revered guests such as Mozart. And let us not forget the House at the Three Kings (number 3) where Kafka lived between 1896 and 1907.

DŮM U ČERNĚ MATKY BOŽÍ (HOUSE OF THE BLACK MADONNA)

On the corner of Celetná Street and Ovocný trh you’ll find one of the world’s most striking examples of cubist architecture. The House of the Black Madonna (Ovocný trh 19, tel. 224 211 746, www.ngprague.cz, Tues.-Sun. 10am-6pm, 100 Kč) came to be after wholesale merchant František Josef Herbst commissioned respected Czech architect Josef Gočár to design a department store. Built in 1911-1912, the building was a sensitive addition to a historic city center and remains one of Prague’s most aesthetically pleasing buildings. It now houses the Museum of Czech Cubism (Ovocný trh 19, tel. 224 211 746, Tues.-Sun. 10am-6pm, 100 Kč), which is run by the National Gallery and offers a comprehensive collection of paintings, prints, and sculptures that reflect the 1910-1919 period, cubism’s most significant years.

M Staroměstské náměstí (Old Town Square)

For most people, entering Old Town Square for the first time is like walking onto a movie set in the 18th century, when colorful facades and architectural styles ranging from Gothic to baroque were par for the course. Not only is it the country’s most beautiful square, it is undoubtedly one of the entire continent’s as well. It has operated as Prague’s economic and political center since the 10th century, acting as marketplace, execution site, and location of nation-changing announcements—including the beginning of the Communist takeover. While its first houses date as far back as the 12th and 13th centuries, the square remains home to some of the city’s most spectacular buildings, including Old Town Hall with its famous Astronomical Clock, St. Nicholas Church, and the Church of Our Lady Before Týn.
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Czech Cubism

Inspired by the work of Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso, four remarkably talented and avant-garde artists—Pavel Janák, Josef Gočár, Josef Chochol, and Vlastislav Hofman—took French cubist principles and adapted them to furniture, decorative objects, and buildings, ignoring the arguments of their predecessors and pushing cubism farther than anyone else dared to. Characterized by sharp points, slicing panes, and crystalline shapes, the Czech cubists believed that the only way an object’s internal energy could be properly freed was by smashing the vertical and horizontal surfaces that restrained it. Using the pyramid as the zenith of architectural design and the crystal as the quintessential natural form, they introduced angled planes to everyday objects, giving them a dynamism that transformed them into powerful works of art. The cubist movement was vastly supported by Bohemia’s cultural elite, who enjoyed the daring new designs that found their way into their desks, chairs, villas, and offices. Art historian Miroslav Lamac explained the phenomenon: “Prague became the city of cubism with cubist apartment blocks full of cubist flats furnished with cubist furniture. The inhabitants could drink coffee from cubist cups, put flowers in cubist vases, keep the time on cubist clocks, light their rooms with cubist lamps and read books in cubist type.” Some of the finer surviving examples of cubist architecture about town are the House of the Black Madonna (Ovocný trh 19 in Staré Město), the apartment building at Elišky Krásnohorské 10-14 in Josefov, and Adria Palace (Jungmannovo náměstí 28 in Nové Město). Those interested in learning more about this fascinating movement are strongly urged to visit the Museum of Czech Cubism, housed in the aforementioned House of the Black Madonna.



The ever-growing number of visitors who flock to the city has changed the face of the square, fueling an overt commercialism that includes a line of stalls on the west side selling kitsch to the swarms of tour groups that descend on the square daily. Despite the crowds, it is still one of the most wondrous places in town—a space often filled with smiling faces, people posing for photographs, swing jazz bands, and lovers enjoying the romance in the air, which is as old as it is intoxicating. Cafés, bars, and restaurants have got in on the act, too, setting out tables and chairs that offer the finest views available. Throughout the summer, the square is often the site of world-music concerts, art exhibits, and a wide variety of traditional cultural events. In the winter, it is the setting of Prague’s biggest Christmas market, a jolly outdoor affair augmented by a gigantic brilliantly lit tree.

The center of the square is characterized by the Jan Hus monument, dedicated to the Protestant reformer who was labeled a heretic and burned at the stake on July 6, 1415. It was designed by Ladislav Šaloun and presented to the public in 1915 on the 500th anniversary of Hus’s death. The base of its steps used to be a popular meeting point as well as a perfect place for locals and visitors alike to take a breather and drink in the square’s charm. Unfortunately, countless overzealous (and drunken) tourists repeatedly tried climbing the monument, prompting authorities to install a ring of flowerbeds and benches around it.

Near the monument lies a brass strip in the ground known as the Prague Meridian, which marks the site of the former Marian Column of 1650. When the column’s shadow fell on the meridian at noon, a senior timekeeper in the observation tower of the Klementinum would wave a flag, prompting all of Prague’s timekeepers to synchronize their clocks.
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STAROMĚSTSKÁ RADNICE A ORLOJ (OLD TOWN HALL AND ASTRONOMICAL CLOCK)

One of the most striking and popular buildings of Old Town Square is the Old Town Hall and Astronomical Clock (Staroměstské náměstí, tel. 775 443 438, Mon. 11am-10pm, Tues.-Sun. 9am-10pm, 100 Kč). The Town Hall was established in 1338 and is actually an amalgamation of neighboring buildings that were joined together over the years, resulting in a mixture of Renaissance and Gothic architectural styles. There is a nearly 200-foot-tall viewing tower inside the building, well worth the time and money as it affords remarkable views of the square and Old Town in general.

The most intriguing feature of Town Hall is, of course, the Astronomical Clock that was incorporated into the structure in 1490. Legend has it that Master Hanuš, the clock’s maker, was blinded by the town’s council in order to prevent him from recreating his marvelous achievement elsewhere in Europe. Seeking revenge, Hanuš is purported to have stuck his hands in the machinery, thereby ending his life and damaging the clock (for the time being at least). The clock itself is an intricate piece of machinery and consists of three main components: an astronomical dial showing the position of the sun and moon in relation to the zodiac; a calendar dial with medallions representing the months of the year; and the crowd favorite, The Walk of the Apostles—an hourly (9am-9pm) show where wooden statuettes appear from mini trapdoors and move from left to right while a skeletal figure signifying Death pulls a rope to the rhythm of the chimes. In actual fact, the “puppet show” is a rather anticlimactic affair but worth a look should you happen to be in the square at the top of the hour.
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Prague Meridian in Old Town Square



KOSTEL MATKY BOŽÍ PŘED TÝNEM (CHURCH OF OUR LADY BEFORE TÝN)

The Church of Our Lady Before Týn (Staroměstské náměstí 604, tel. 222 318 186, mass Tues.-Sat. 10am-1pm and 3pm-5pm, Sun. 10:30am-noon, free) is the grand Gothic building dominating one side of Old Town Square, characterized by its twin towers capped by four small spires. Impressive by day, it adds to the overall fairy-tale feel of “Magic Prague” when lit up at night, causing many visitors to stop in mid-step and simply admire it in silence. It was founded in 1385 during the reign of Charles IV and possesses one of the most remarkable baroque interiors to be found in the city. Brightly stained glass, a rococo altar on the northern wall, and a black-and-gold organ are just some of its features, with the most interesting being the tomb of famed astronomer Tycho Brahe, who served as Rudolf II’s “personal consultant.”

KOSTEL SV. MIKULÁŠE (CHURCH OF ST. NICHOLAS)

Designed by Kilian Ignaz Dientzenhofer, the Church of St. Nicholas (Staroměstské náměstí, daily 10am-4pm, free), not to be confused with the one in Malá Strana, is a gorgeous baroque building on the corner of Old Town Square. It was completed in 1735 and is a favorite with tour groups and visitors in general as it hosts a number of classical music concerts every day of the week. Tickets can be bought in front of the church, which is also the site of the occasional busker or two, including a crowd-pleasing, well-dressed elderly man who plays jazz standards on the saxophone.

PALÁC KINSKÝCH (GOLTZ-KINSKY PALACE)

Standing on a site that was previously occupied by two medieval dwellings, Goltz-Kinsky Palace (Staroměstské náměstí 12, tel. 224 810 758, Tues.-Sun. 10am-6pm, 120 Kč) is a late-baroque building with a gorgeous pink-and-white rococo facade that does much to add to the square’s overall beauty. It was built between 1755 and 1765 by Anselmo Lurago based on the designs of Kilian Ignaz Dientzenhofer. The palace operated as a German grammar school, and a quiet student named Franz Kafka was enrolled here between 1893 and 1901. His father, Hermann, was around as well, running a haberdashery on the main floor. A chilling historical event occurred on the palace’s balcony on February 25, 1948, when then Communist leader Klement Gottwald informed the crowds below that the Communist era had officially begun. Today, the palace hosts various collections of the National Gallery, including one permanent exhibit detailing the Art of Asia and the Ancient Mediterranean.

DŮM U KAMENNÉHO ZVONU (HOUSE AT THE STONE BELL)

Dating back to the second half of the 13th century and recognized as Prague’s oldest Gothic building, the House at the Stone Bell (Staroměstské náměstí 13, tel. 224 828 245, www.ghmp.cz, Tues.-Sun. 10am-8pm, 120 Kč) was painstakingly restored in the late 1980s and now boasts an enchanting baroque courtyard along with three floors of exhibitions run by the City Gallery of Prague. It is the site of occasional concerts and various artistic events as well.
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a detail of the Astronomical Clock in the Old Town Hall



On the Way to Charles Bridge

The easiest and most popular way to reach Charles Bridge is via the twisting cobblestone street known as Karlova. Numerous baroque and Renaissance facades line the way, including the former residence of famed astronomer Johannes Kepler, who lived at number 4. Countless shops on either side of the narrow street offer the usual tourist grab bag of T-shirts, marionettes, and glass, making for a jam-packed route that can become rather frustrating at times. To fully appreciate Karlova, try taking a stroll during the early hours of the morning or late at night when the street is nearly empty and at its most enchanting.

Malé náměstí (Little Square) marks the beginning of Karlova just past Old Town Hall. At its center is a Renaissance fountain protected by a pretty wrought-iron grill from the 16th century. The small square is surrounded by expensive shops, like the colorful Rott Building, as well as hotels, taxis, and antique cars offering hour-long tours of the area at inflated prices.

KLEMENTINUM (CLEMENTINUM)

The Clementinum (Mariánské náměstí 5, tel. 222 220 879, www.klementinum.com, tours daily, times vary, 220 Kč) is a massive baroque complex located right by the Charles Bridge that can be accessed from Mariánské náměstí or Karlova Street. It is now home to the National Library of the Czech Republic and holds over six million volumes, including the surviving remnants of Tycho Brahe’s library, as well as collections from Count Kinsky and the Lobkowicz family.

On the premises is a pretty Mirror Chapel that was built around 1720. It boasts slick marbled walls and floors, gorgeous ceiling frescoes, and murals depicting the life of the Virgin Mary. Mozart used to play here occasionally and the chapel continues to host classical music concerts on a daily basis. There is also a breathtaking baroque Library Hall, finished in 1722, with a tremendous trompe l’oeil ceiling symbolizing antique wisdom with a Dome of Wisdom acting as its centerpiece. The hall has remained virtually untouched over the years and is as good an example of an authentic baroque library as you’re going to get. Finally, the Astronomical Tower, which was built around the same time as both the chapel and library hall, served as an astronomical observatory that was fitted out by Jesuit Jan Klein with the latest devices of the era. It was from here that the Prague Meridian was determined and a signal, followed by a cannon shot, was fired every noon to let the entire city know that the middle of the day had arrived. Tours of all three sights are offered daily.


Jan Hus: Bohemia’s Early Church Reformer

Jan Hus, the man immortalized in the large statue characterizing Old Town Square, was born to poor Czech parents in the town of Husinec in 1369. He became an ordained priest in 1400 and was appointed preacher of Prague’s Bethlehem Chapel a mere two years later. It was around this time that relations with England grew stronger thanks to Anne of Bohemia’s marriage to Richard II. As a result, the writings of John Wycliffe, otherwise known as “the Morning Star of the Reformation,” became available to Hus, whose dissatisfaction with the Roman Catholic Church’s corruption and abuse matched Wycliffe’s.

In 1410, Archbishop Zbyňek Zajic confiscated Wycliffe’s books and ordered them burned. Hus protested and was excommunicated in 1412 for his efforts. The Bethlehem Chapel was closed and the city of Prague placed under an interdict, meaning it was to be denied all sacraments. No religious services, not even those related to burying the dead, were allowed. Hus left Prague and sought refuge with a variety of noble families who populated Bohemia at the time.

Between 1414 and 1418, the Council of Constance was called on to deal with the increasing problem of heresy and corruption in Europe. King Sigismund of Hungary, brother of King Václav, was the motivating force behind the Council. In the spring of 1415, he invited Hus to attend, promising him safe conduct. Hus agreed to come and planned to defend his position before the Church’s highest authorities. He was arrested on his arrival, however, and all his books, including his Bible, were taken from him. He was charged with heresy and refused the chance to defend himself. It quickly became clear that his sentence was a foregone conclusion unless he recanted his position, which he steadfastly refused to do.

Jan Hus was burned at the stake on July 6, 1415. When news of his death reached Bohemia, the nobles—some of whom had sheltered him, and who supported reform—sent a protest, the protestatio Bohemorum, to the Council of Constance. King Sigismund responded by threatening to drown any and all Wycliffe and Hus supporters.

On July 30, 1419, priest Jan Želivský led a Hussite group through the streets of Prague, which resulted in anti-Hussites throwing rocks at them from the New Town Hall. The infuriated crowd stormed the building, seized the burgomaster as well as six town councilors, and threw them all from the windows onto the spears below, marking the “First Defenestration of Prague.” A truce was declared on November 13, but not before much of the city had been destroyed.

There were three anti-Hussite crusades in total, all of which involved much of Europe. It wasn’t until the late 15th century that the fighting ground to a merciful halt.
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Jan Hus monument, with the Church of St. Nicholas in the background






M Karlův most (Charles Bridge)


Apart from Prague Castle, Charles Bridge is the city’s most popular attraction and synonymous with Prague’s world-renowned beauty and mystique. Thousands of visitors cross the bridge daily, stopping to get their portrait painted, posing for one-of-a-kind photographs, and taking slow, romantic strolls hand in hand. Adding to the historic atmosphere are buskers, artists, and vendors selling everything from panoramic pictures of the bridge to handcrafted souvenirs and jewelry. Though packed in the summertime (so much so that it makes it almost impossible to enjoy the bridge’s beauty), the crowds do thin out a bit come evening time. The most magical moments to enjoy the glorious view are at night when the castle and near mystical surroundings are brilliantly lit. The truly lucky may even get the entire bridge to themselves, though it’ll have to be very late at night or early in the morning before the professional photographers appear hoping for the day’s best and brightest light.

It is interesting to note that the Charles Bridge was not the first bridge to stand in its present location. That was the Judith Bridge, built in 1172, and it served the capital until its unfortunate collapse in 1342 due to heavy flooding. Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV laid the foundation stone of the Charles Bridge on July 9, 1357, at exactly 5:31am. The date and time are of numerological significance as several odd numbers were aligned. Starting with the year then taking the date, month, and time, the numbers read 1-3-5-7-9-7-5-3-1. Head of the bridge’s construction was architect extraordinaire Petr Parléř who was also responsible for the majestic St. Vitus Cathedral at Prague Castle. The story goes that he mixed egg yolks into the mortar in an effort to strengthen the bridge’s construction.

The bridge itself is 1,692 feet long, 31 feet wide, has 16 spans with radiuses ranging 54.5 to 77 feet, and is situated 43 feet above the river’s surface. Although now strictly a pedestrian zone, horse-drawn buggies ran across it from 1883. They were then replaced by trams in 1905, along with buses and cars that drove across the bridge all the way up to 1965.

One of the most beautiful aspects of the bridge is its gorgeous baroque statues, which total 30 in all (plus one just beyond the railing). Most are replicas, though many of the originals can be viewed at the Lapidárium. One thing to look for is the archbishop’s five-star brass cross, located on the bridge’s balustrade near the statue of St. John the Baptist. Superstition dictates that those who put their hands on the cross so that each of their fingers touches one of the stars will be rewarded by having their most secret desire come true.

STAROMĚSTSKÁ MOSTECKÁ VĚŽ (OLD TOWN BRIDGE TOWER)

At the eastern end of the Charles Bridge on the Staroměstská side is the blackened but beautiful Old Town Bridge Tower (Křížovnické náměstí/Charles Bridge, tel. 224 220 569, www.prazskeveze.eu, Nov.-Feb. daily 10am-8pm, Mar. and Oct. daily 10am-8pm, Apr.-Sept. daily 10am-10pm, 75 Kč). It was designed by Petr Parléř in the Gothic style and completed in 1380, serving as both watchtower and part of Prague’s defense system. There is a relatively uninspiring exhibition on the tower’s history, but don’t miss the opportunity to climb all the way up for a fantastic view of the city center.
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Charles Bridge and the Old Town Bridge Tower



On the other end of the bridge is the Lesser Town Bridge Tower, which marks the entrance into Malá Strana.

STATUES

The following is a list of statues found on the Charles Bridge. The statue’s sculptor and the date it appeared on the bridge are given in parentheses. The list starts on the Old Town side, with statue number 1 being the first statue on your left, statue number 2 the first on your right, statue number 3 the second on your left, and so on.

1. St. Ivo (M. B. Braun, 1711). Notable 11th-century bishop of Chartres, France. Counselor to King Philip, he fought against the greed of his contemporaries and was imprisoned for a time for opposing King Philip’s plans to leave his wife, Bertha, to marry Bertrade of Anjou.

2. St. Bernard (M. V. Jackel, 1709). Founding abbot of Clairvaux Abbey in Burgundy, he was one of the most important church leaders of the first half of the 12th century as well as a powerful propagator of Cistercian reform.

3. Sts. Barbara, Margaret, and Elizabeth (J. Brokoff, 1707). St. Barbara was the extremely beautiful daughter of wealthy Dioscorus, who, fearing his daughter would be demanded in marriage, shut her in a tower to protect her from the outside world. She gradually came to accept the Christian faith, which outraged her father. The prefect of the province sentenced her to death by beheading, a task Dioscorus happily volunteered for. On his way home to do the dirty deed, he was struck by lightning, which is the reason that Barbara is today considered the patron saint in times of danger, thunderstorms, fires, and sudden death.

While watching the flocks of her mistress, St. Margaret was approached by Roman prefect Olybrius, who was determined to make her his concubine or wife. When she resisted and it became clear she wouldn’t back down, Olybrius had her brought before him in a public trial. Threatened with death unless she renounced her Christian faith, Margaret stuck to her guns. Set on fire, the flames that were meant to burn her fizzled out. Bound hand and foot and then thrown into a cauldron of boiling water, her bonds broke and she stood up unharmed. Having had enough, the prefect did the only thing he could think of: Off with her head, he ordered, and that was that. Nobody knows why, exactly, but this eternal virgin is now widely considered to be the patron saint of pregnant women.

Born in Hungary in 1207, St. Elizabeth married into royalty but led a simple, pious life, devoting her time to works of charity. After her husband’s death, Elizabeth left the royal court for good, denounced the world, and devoted herself to the care of sick children until her death. She is the patron saint of bakers, children, widows, young brides, the homeless, and the falsely accused.

4. The Madonna with St. Dominic and Thomas Aquinas (M. V. Jackel, 1708). Founder of the Order of Preachers (the Dominicans), St. Dominic traveled all over Italy, Spain, and France preaching the word and attracting numerous followers due to his harmonization of intellectual life with the needs of the people. He is the patron saint of astronomers.

A member of the Dominican order, Thomas Aquinas is perhaps best known for his synthesis of Christianity with Aristotelian philosophy, which became the Roman Catholic Church’s official doctrine in 1879.

5. The Lamenting of Christ (E. Max, 1859). Depicts Jesus lying in the Virgin Mary’s lap with St. John in the center and Mary Magdalene on the right.

6. Crucifixion (W. E. Brohn, J. J. Heermann, E. Max, 1696, 1861). The Hebrew inscription in gold reads, “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty.” It was paid for by a local Jewish person as punishment for allegedly blaspheming in front of the statue in 1696.

7. St. Joseph (E. Max, 1854). Well-known husband of Mary and father of Jesus of Nazareth.

8. St. Anne (M. V. Jackel, 1707). Mother of Mary and grandmother to Jesus.

9. St. Francis Xavier (F. M. Brokoff, 1711). Pioneering missionary who cofounded the Jesuit Order, St. Francis Xavier is the patron saint of Navarre, Spain, as well as missionaries. He is considered by the Roman Catholic Church to have converted more people than anyone except St. Paul.

10. Sts. Cyril and Methodius (Karel Dvořák, 1928). The two saints who were responsible for bringing Christianity to the Slavs in the 9th century.

11. St. Christopher (E. Max, 1857). One of the 14 Holy Helpers, St. Christopher wandered the world and one day came upon a hermit who served others by guiding them to places that were safe to cross. Christopher took over for the hermit but instead of doling out advice, he’d carry travelers safely across the stream he lived by. One day, he carried a child across who was so heavy the weight nearly crushed him. It turned out to be Jesus, who bore the weight of the world upon himself. Christopher is the patron saint of travel and travelers.

12. St. John the Baptist (J. Max, 1857). Widely considered the forerunner of Jesus Christ, St. John the Baptist was a preacher and ascetic who is regarded as a prophet by Christianity, Islam, Mandaeanism, and the Baha’i faith.

13. St. Francis Borgia (F. M. Brokoff, 1710). A duke at the relatively young age of 33, St. Francis Borgia lived happily with his wife and eight children. Upon his wife’s death, he gave it all up and became a Jesuit priest, humbling himself continuously and without argument to his superiors. He was eventually made Superior General of the Jesuits and was an instrumental force in the spread of the Jesuit faith.

14. St. Norbert (J. Max, 1853). Dionysian in nature while growing up, St. Norbert faced certain death one day when he was caught in a horrendous thunderstorm. He managed to utter the question, “Lord, what do You want me to do?” The answer that came back from above was, “Turn from evil and do good. Seek peace and pursue it.” And that’s what he did, fighting the prejudices of those who didn’t believe his sudden change of heart and eventually climbing the ecclesiastical ladder all the way up to archbishop.

15. St. Ludmilla (M. B. Braun, 1784). Grandmother of St. Wenceslas and patroness of Bohemia.

16. St. John of Nepomuk (M. Rauchmiller, J. Brokoff, W. H. Herold, 1683). The oldest and most popular statue on the bridge depicts the patron saint of Czechs who, legend has it, was thrown off the bridge after refusing to reveal the secrets of the queen’s confession. More likely is that he simply got caught up in one of King Wenceslas IV’s rages against the church. A bronze relief below the statue details his unfortunate story and the belief is that if you rub it, you’ll not only receive good luck, but return to Prague again as well.

17. St. Francis of Assisi (E. Max, 1855). Founder of the Franciscan order and famed patron saint of ecology and animals, many of which he preached the word of God to.

18. St. Anthony of Padua (J. O. Mayer, 1707). Made a Doctor of the Church by Pope Pius XII in 1946, St. Anthony was known for his dedication and ability to teach the word of God to the uneducated and inexperienced. Much beloved, he was canonized a mere year after his death, which came at the tender age of 36.

19. Sts. Vincent Ferrer and Procopius (F. M. Brokoff, 1712). Patron saint of builders, St. Vincent Ferrer became that due to his uncanny ability to strengthen the church through his inexhaustible preaching, teaching, and missionary work.

Born in Jerusalem, St. Procopius was a reader in Scythopolis. It was during this time that he was arrested by the Roman authorities and martyred when he became the first victim of the persecution of the Church in Palestine by Emperor Diocletian.

20. Bruncvik (L. Simek, 1884). Located beyond the railing, he is the hero of the 11th-century epic poem Song of Roland.

21. St. Jude Thaddeus (J. B. Kohl, 1708). A disciple of Jesus, St. Jude Thaddeus is “the miraculous saint” and patron saint of lost causes. He is the one to call on when all hope is lost.

22. St. Augustine (J. B. Kohl, 1708). St. Augustine is the patron saint of brewers due to his conversion from a life full of Old World sex, drugs, and worldly ambitions to the respected positions of bishop and revered saint. He continues to inspire those who struggle to remain on the wagon.

23. St. Nicholas of Tolentino (J. B. Kohl, 1708). A 13th-century pastor who ministered to the poor and criminal, he gained a reputation as a wonder worker after curing the sick with bread that was blessed by Mary, who had answered his prayers.
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