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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and things may have changed since the time of writing. Be sure to confirm specific details, like opening hours, closures, and travel guidelines and restrictions, when making your travel plans. For more detailed information, see click here.
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Prague’s Old Town Square.





Prague, Vienna, and Budapest offer travelers a rich tapestry of history and culture.


Before World War I, all three cities resided within the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and traces of the crumbled Habsburg dynasty still linger in the decadent palaces and wide boulevards lined with extravagant buildings. Central Europe echoes the “World of Yesterday,” with its gilded opera houses, grand hotels, and the wood-paneled cafés perfumed with percolating coffee and freshly baked cakes. Against this historic backdrop, modern (futuristic, even) innovations, from cryptocurrency-friendly cafés to eye-catching public art installations, are a delightful contrast.


Life is slow, even reflective, and flows with the seasons. Locals flock to the beer gardens perched up in Letná Park in Prague to escape the summer heat. When the leaves rust as fall arrives, the Viennese drink “this year’s wine” in the Heurige near the city’s vineyards overlooking the Vienna Woods. And when the temperature drops in December, the scent of spiced hot wine winds around the cities’ Christmas markets. Music, art, and literature lovers can follow in the footsteps of giants, whether it’s visiting Dvořák’s grave in Prague, Freud’s favorite café in Vienna, or Liszt’s apartment in Budapest.
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Riesenrad in the Prater, Vienna
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Český Krumlov









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Admiring spectacular architecture, from Prague’s dramatic Gothic monuments to colorful art nouveau in Budapest to Habsburg grandeur in Vienna.
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2 Soaking in Budapest’s thermal baths.
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3 Sipping foam-topped pivo (beer) in Prague’s beer gardens.
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4 Listening to classical music in Vienna, the city where Mozart, Beethoven, Strauss, and Schubert composed and conducted.
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5 Following in the Habsburgs’ footsteps at Schönbrunn, their summer palace in Vienna.
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6 Boating or cycling through the Wachau Valley, where crumbling castles, vineyards, and rolling hills line the banks of the Danube.
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7 Getting to know Prague’s outer neighborhoods, where you can still get a taste of the untouched-by-tourists vibe the city was once known for.







[image: image]


8 Exploring the vast complex of Prague’s Vyšehrad, which is no less impressive (and much less crowded) than the Prague Castle.
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9 Sipping a Melange in a cozy booth within a classic Viennese coffeehouse.
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10 Browsing the stalls and enjoying a warm drink al fresco at a Christmas market in the Czech Republic. For a local atmosphere and fewer crowds, head to a market outside Prague.
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Planning Your Trip


Where to Go


Prague


Since regaining independence in the Velvet Revolution of 1989, Prague’s architectural beauty, fairy-tale atmosphere, and delicious beverages have secured the Central European capital a prominent place on travelers’ lists. Postcard-worthy sights like the Charles Bridge, St. Vitus Cathedral at the Prague Castle, or the church spires and Astronomical Clock of Old Town Square draw significant crowds to admire (and photograph) their beauty. Prague’s surrounding neighborhoods still hold plenty of undiscovered character to contrast the typical tourist experience of the historical city center. Head to hilltop Vyšehrad Complex for peaceful sightseeing, enjoy a night of culture inside the old-world glamour of Prague’s theaters and concert halls, and pair any activity, any time of day, with a nice cold pivo (beer).


Day Trips from Prague


For a quick trip, head north to Liberec to visit the mountaintop Ještěd Tower and embrace the summertime vibe at the reservoir, or reconnect with nature on a hike through the forests and sandstone rocks of Bohemian Paradise. The eastern town of Kutná Hora holds an impressive collection of churches (including one decorated in bones) and contemporary art. Free-flowing fountains of mineral springs draw a quieter crowd to the western spa town of Karlovy Vary. Combine a river rafting adventure with a visit to the picturesque castle of South Bohemia’s beloved Český Krumlov. Venture farther east into South Moravia to discover the diverse architecture and lively nightlife scene in Brno or pair local wines with stately chateaux in Mikulov, Lendnice, and Valtice.


Vienna


Once the heart of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Vienna still bears the grandeur of the Habsburgs with its grand palaces, the Spanish Riding School, and extravagant parkland. Trace the footsteps of Gustav Klimt, then while away the hours in Vienna’s world-class art museums and galleries. Music aficionados should make pilgrimages to Mozart, Beethoven, and Strauss’s former homes before taking in an opera at the world famous Staatsoper. Visit Freud’s former home, ride a 100-year-old Ferris wheel in the Prater, and round up the day people-watching in one of Vienna’s classic cafés.
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Stephansplatz in Vienna





Day Trips from Vienna


Nestled in the Alps, Salzburg—home to both Mozart and The Sound of Music—is just two hours from Vienna. Closer to the capital, you can sail up the Danube as it winds through the Wachau Valley where castles and monasteries dot the landscape, or hop on a train to Bratislava, Slovakia, to add another country to your itinerary. Mauthausen Concentration Camp is a poignant reminder of the horrors of the Holocaust. Right outside Vienna are the Vienna Woods, where you can visit the fairy-tale Liechtenstein Castle just outside Mödling, or relax in the spa town of Baden bei Wien.


Budapest


A tale of two cities, Budapest is divided by the Danube River with spectacular vistas wherever you look. See sights like Buda Castle on Castle Hill, then spend some time soaking in one of the many thermal baths. By night crowds flock to the famous ruin pubs in the Jewish Quarter. Ride back into history on the Children’s Railway, the retro train operated by children, as it chugs up into the Buda Hills, or head over to Memento Park, where communist statues go to die. Once you’ve seen the sites and eaten your fill of goulash, delve deeper by visiting one of the city’s hundreds of caves or ride a boat up the Danube to one of the Danube beaches.




If You Want…


• Art museums: You could spend weeks exploring Vienna’s iconic art museums. Try Prague’s Holešovice neighborhood or Kutná Hora’s GASK Gallery for the Czech contemporary art scene.


• Grand palaces: Vienna’s Hofburg and Schönbrunn Palace; Lednice and Valtice chateaux.


• Classical music: Concerts and opera in elegant settings in Vienna and Prague.


• Hiking: Vienna Woods (very accessible from the city); Bohemian Paradise outside Prague.


• Other outdoor activities: Caving in Budapest; boating or cycling down the Danube in the Wachau Valley; cycling from Budapest to Szentendre or along the Danube Bend; rafting the Vltava River outside Český Krumlov.
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cycle path near the Danube River in Wachau Valley





• Beer: Prague’s beer gardens and craft beer pubs.


• Wine: Vienna’s Heurige; Eger and the Valley of the Beautiful Woman; Lake Balaton; Prague’s Karlín neighborhood; the National Wine Cellar at the Valtice Chateau.


• Jewish history: Prague’s medieval Jewish Quarter; Mikulov’s Jewish Cemetery; Budapest’s Dohány Street Synagogue; Vienna’s Jewish museums.


• Communist history: Budapest’s Memento Park; Prague’s John Lennon Wall and spy tower in the St. Nicholas Bell Tower.


• Street food: Try lángos (deep fried savory dough topped with cheese and sour cream) in Budapest or sausages from the Würstelstand in Vienna.


• Markets: Vienna’s Naschmarkt; Budapest’s Central Market Hall; Prague’s Manifesto Smíchov.


• Cheap thrills: Prague and Budapest are affordable cities; Vienna not so much.





Day Trips from Budapest


It’s easy to escape Budapest for the day. Take the train down to Lake Balaton, Central Europe’s largest lake, where you can explore the magical peninsula of Tihany, stroll the promenade in Balatonfüred, or sunbathe and party down in Siófok. Alternatively, you can sail down the Danube Bend, hike up to the citadel at Visegrád for stunning views over the Danube, or explore the former Serbian community-turned-artists-colony in picturesque Szentendre. Get on the bus for a couple of hours to the city of Eger in north eastern Hungary, famous for resisting an Ottoman siege at its historic castle and also famous for its spicy red wines served down in the evocatively named Valley of the Beautiful Woman.



When to Go



There is no right or wrong time to embark on a journey through Central Europe. Prague, Vienna, and Budapest are beautiful year-round, with plenty to offer throughout the seasons.


High Season (Jun-Aug and Dec)


Summers can be scorching (sometimes rising above 40°C/104°F) and often come punctuated with flash storms. But this is when you can sail along the Vltava River, sunbathe on a beach beside the Danube, or grab a picnic in a leafy park. Skip July and August if you want to avoid the crowds, especially in Prague or Budapest, when the Sziget Festival is usually in full swing in the latter.


December, when the Christmas markets set up shop, is also a busy time in each city.


Shoulder Season (Apr-May and Sep-Nov)


If you’re outdoorsy, spring and fall may be your best bet. You get to escape intense temperatures of the summer months and the dreary cold weather of the winter. In the spring, cherry and apricot blossoms burst into bloom, and in the fall, the trees paint the landscape with a palette of rusty colors. Culinary and wine festivals take over the public spaces of the towns and cities—like the wine festival in Buda Castle—so if you’re a foodie it’s a good time to visit, with fewer crowds than you’ll experience in summer or December.


Low Season (Jan-Mar)


Winters can dip down to subzero temperatures (as low as -15°C/5°F), yet Central Europe is at its most beautiful in the snow. When the temperatures plunge, you can escape the chill in a museum or a cozy café with its own curious cast of local characters. Going during the off-season can be easier on the wallet, as hotels often have rooms available at lower prices, but many outdoor attractions close down or operate with limited opening hours.
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winter in Prague







Day Trips at a Glance


















	If You Like…

	Destination

	Access Points










	Czech Republic






	Bone churches

	
Marvel at a famous ossuary adorned with more than 40,000 human skeletons in Kutná Hora.

	Prague (1 hour by train)






	Local life

	
Survey Liberec and the countryside from a mountaintop tower, and then join the locals at a reservoir.

	Prague (1 hour by bus)






	Hiking

	
Trek past castle ruins and sandstone formations in Bohemian Paradise.

	Prague (2 hours by train)






	Spas and thermal springs

	Fill your cup at the free-flowing thermal springs, and then make a spa appointment to be pampered, Czech-style, in Karlovy Vary.

	Prague (2 hours by bus)






	Castles

	Explore the medieval town and 13th-century castle in Český Krumlov.

	Prague (3 hours by train or bus)






	Cities

	
Admire a bone church, and then relax at a lively pub or craft cocktail bar in Brno, the Czech Republic’s second-largest city.

	Prague (2.5 hours by train); Vienna (1.5 hours)






	Wine and chateaux

	Explore a chateau that once housed the aristocracy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and then taste wine from the surrounding vineyards in the Lednice and Valtice area.

	Prague (4 hours by train); Vienna (3 hours by train)






	Austria






	Hiking

	
Visit a historic castle and hike amid oak and beech forests in the Vienna Woods.

	Vienna (20 minutes by train)






	
Boat rides


	
Vineyards and castles—best viewed by boat—line the Danube banks in the Wachau Valley.

	Vienna (1.5 hours by boat; 1 hour by train)






	World War II history

	
The former concentration camp of Mauthausen is moving and poignant.

	Vienna (1 hour by train, followed by 40 minutes on a bus)






	Sound of Music lore

	
Mozart’s hometown of Salzburg spreads out below the snowcapped Alps and was the setting for a famous musical.

	Vienna (2.5 hours by train)






	Slovakia






	Cities

	
Bratislava, Slovakia’s capital, has a characteristic old town and vibrant cafés.

	Vienna (1 hour by train); Budapest (2.5 hours by train)






	Hungary






	Local artwork

	
Explore Hungarian village life and then shop for handicrafts in Szentendre.

	Budapest (40 minutes by train; 1.5 hours by boat)






	Scenery

	
Visit historic small towns, a medieval citadel, and a looming basilica with international views on the Danube Bend.

	Budapest (25 minutes-1 hour by train; 1.5 hours by bus; 40 minutes-1.5 hours by boat)






	Beaches

	
Join the locals at golden lakeside beaches and energetic pubs in Siófok, Lake Balaton.

	Budapest (1.5 hours by train)






	Wine tasting

	
Explore a fortress-like castle in Eger, and then duck into wine cellars housed in natural caves in the Valley of the Beautiful Woman.

	Budapest (2 hours by train or bus)













Before You Go



Passports and Visas


Travelers from the United States, Canada, Australia, or New Zealand do not need a visa to enter the EU for visits lasting under 90 days. To enter Europe, all you need is a passport that’s valid at least three months after your departure from the EU. (A visa is required for travelers from South Africa.) UK travelers should check for new regulations post-Brexit. At the time of writing, citizens from the UK were able to enter visa-free for a period lasting under 90 days. However, at the time of writing, there are proposed changes coming in 2022 that will affect non-EU travelers. Non-EU travelers who used to enter the Schengen Area freely on visa-waiver agreements, including US and UK travelers, will eventually be required to apply for ETIAS authorization (www.etiasvisa.com) before traveling.


Once you arrive in Central Europe, you can usually cross the borders without having your passport or ID checked. However, in some instances, like the Budapest to Vienna train, you may need to show your passport to the border control.


Advance Reservations


In general, it’s a good idea to purchase tickets for museums in advance, as you can save a lot of time skipping the lines when you arrive. Usually, you can do this before you set out in the morning—just ask your hotel to print out the ticket before you go.


However, there are some reservations that are worth making before you even get on the plane:


PRAGUE


Special events in the Czech Republic, such as the Prague Spring classical music festival (www.festival.cz) or Karlovy Vary International Film Festival (www.kviff.com) can sell out months in advance. Most sights and experiences do not require reservations, but it can help to book English-language tours for the Prague Castle, Český Krumlov’s Baroque Theater, or Valtice Chateau in advance.


VIENNA


It’s a good idea to book tours for the Third Man Tour of the Vienna Sewers, which run one English language tour a day, or the Spanish Riding School in advance.


BUDAPEST


Book your ticket for the Hungarian Parliament before going. Spots are limited and fill up quickly in high season.


Transportation


GETTING TO CENTRAL EUROPE


You can get to Central Europe by flying into Prague, Vienna, or Budapest directly, although there are more frequent international flights to nearby destinations like Frankfurt, Munich, or Berlin. Vienna International Airport (VIE; Wien-Flughafen, Schwechat; tel. 01/7007-22233; www.viennaairport.com) has the most long-haul connections out of the three cities, including many cities in the US and Canada. Václav Havel Airport Prague (PRG; Aviatická; tel. 02/20-111-888; www.prg.aero) has a few seasonal connections to the US and Canada. Budapest Ferenc Liszt International Airport (BUD; Budapest; tel. 01/296-9696; www.bud.hu) has a couple of transcontinental flights to Toronto, New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia (temporarily suspended at the time of writing due to COVID). If you’re coming from Australia, New Zealand, or South Africa, you will have to change at a larger airport like Dubai or Istanbul before flying on to Central Europe. You can also get direct flights to the main airports in all three cities from London—and you also have the option of flying into Bratislava as well.




What’s New


• In Prague, the riverside boardwalks (called “náplavka”) along Smíchov and New Town underwent a huge makeover in 2020. Underground vaults built into the retaining walls became cafés and gallery spaces with giant, swiveling, glass lenses as entrances.


• The Marian Column is a new—and controversial—add to Prague’s Old Town Square.


• In Vienna, the Sigmund Freud Museum reopened in fall 2020 after an extensive renovation that opened even more of the psychoanalyst’s former home to the public.


• Regiojet (www.regiojet.com) has introduced a direct train route between Prague, Vienna, and Budapest, making it easier than ever to zip between the three cities.





TRAVELING BETWEEN PRAGUE, VIENNA, AND BUDAPEST


Once you reach Central Europe, traveling between the three cities is pretty straightforward. Europe has excellent rail connections, and you can go between Prague, Vienna, and Budapest directly with RegioJet’s Prague-Vienna-Budapest line (www.regiojet.com), which was launched in 2020 and connects the three cities directly by rail. This service runs twice a day and takes 2 hours 40 minutes to go from Budapest to Vienna, and 4 hours 30 minutes from Vienna to Prague.
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Dohány Street Synagogue in Budapest





Since Budapest and Vienna, and Vienna and Prague are fairly close to each other, it’s not worth flying between the cities, which is expensive and may take just as much time as the train if you factor in check-in and security checks. This is especially true with the new direct route between Prague-Vienna-Budapest with RegioJet (www.regiojet.com). If you really have to take a plane, Austrian Airlines (www.austrian.com) does connect Vienna with both cities. Czech Airlines (www.csa.cz) runs regular flights between Budapest and Prague.



The Best of Prague, Vienna & Budapest



These three cities—and the appealing day trips beyond them—each offer a unique slice of Central Europe.


Some international travelers will need to go back to Prague at the end of their trip for their flight home. However, if you can book two one-way tickets, it would make more sense to fly back home from Budapest.


Prague


DAY 1: PRAGUE


Spend the day in the historical city center, with art nouveau paintings in the morning at the Alfons Mucha Museum and views over Old Town and New Town from Prague’s town hall towers. Round out the day with a walk along the Náplavka Boardwalk and a drink at the Letná Beer Garden.
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Take a walk along the Náplavka riverbank.





DAY 2: PRAGUE


Get an early start at the Prague Castle complex to avoid the crowds. Then wander through peaceful Petřín Park and check out the views from the St. Nicholas Bell Tower. Give your feet a break and treat your stomach to a decadent dinner of Czech cuisine before crossing the Charles Bridge under the stars.


DAY 3: DAY TRIP TO LIBEREC


After a one-hour bus from the Černy Most station to Liberec, hop on Tram 3 at Fugnerova to Horní Hanychov and follow signs to catch a cable car to Ještěd Hotel and TV Tower. Have lunch at the retro-futuristic restaurant and take in the mountaintop view.


Cable car down again and jump on Tram 3 to Mikyna for quality coffee. Then, head southeast to the Liberec Reservoir where you can sip Svijany beer on the lawn or circle the two-kilometer (about one-mile) path around this semi-secluded body of water.




What to Eat in Prague, Vienna, and Budapest


Your tastebuds are on vacation, too, and you’d be remiss if you didn’t treat them to the unique flavors of these three cities. Don’t miss:


• Svíčková: Thinly sliced sirloin beef in vegetable cream sauce with cranberries, cream, and bread dumplings. A Czech specialty that’s beloved by children and adults alike.


• Schnitzel: A thin slice of pork or veal coated with breadcrumbs and fried, and usually drizzled with lemon. Austria’s specialty.


• Gulyásleves (Hungarian goulash): Rich beef soup accented with paprika. Hungary’s signature.
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traditional Hungarian goulash





• Sachertorte: Chocolate sponge cake layered with apricot jam and covered in chocolate icing. Vienna’s iconic dessert.


For complete lists of local specialties in Prague, Vienna, and Budapest.





Around 5pm, walk about 15 minutes to the center to admire the exterior of the Liberec Town Hall and David Černý’s sculptural bus stop. Radniční Sklípek serves traditional Czech meals underneath the town hall. Catch the last bus back to Prague at 8pm.


DAY 4: PRAGUE LIKE A LOCAL


For a taste of life outside the city center, start with the Vyšehrad Complex for skyline views, a Gothic church, and an ornate cemetery. Stop for a drink and a snack at the Hospůdka Na Hradbách beer garden before digging into local history at the National Monument to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror. Hop on the metro to the Karlín neighborhood for dinner and drinks at a local wine bar.


DAY 5: PRAGUE TO VIENNA


Spend a last morning soaking up the atmosphere in Prague before boarding a 4-hour train to Vienna and settling into your hotel.


Vienna


DAY 6: VIENNA


Explore the Hofburg and St. Stephen’s Cathedral, taking time for a quick schnitzel before seeing Klimt’s iconic The Kiss at the Belvedere Palace. End your day with sunset views from the Riesenrad, the historic Ferris wheel in the Prater.


DAY 7: VIENNA


View avant-garde art at the Secession, followed by a bite and browsing at the stalls of the Naschmarkt. After lunch, explore the former Habsburg residence of Schönbrunn Palace.



DAY 8: VIENNA LIKE A LOCAL



See some of architect Friedensreich Hundertwasser’s most spectacular buildings, along with the stunning art nouveau St. Leopold Church by Otto Wagner. Grab a Käsekrainer, a sausage filled with cheese, at one of Vienna’s iconic sausage stands, drink coffee with the locals, and finish out your day with nightlife at a local hidden bar, like Tür 7.


DAY 9: DAY TRIP TO THE WACHAU VALLEY


Hop on a train heading to Melk from the Westbahnhof. After an hour’s journey, you will already see the striking orange Melk Abbey on the hill in front of you as you exit the station. Follow the signs up the hill to the abbey and spend a couple of hours exploring, then head down to town for lunch.
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Ještěd Tower in Liberec
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Melk Abbey in Wachau Valley








Take the Wachau Cruise ferry departing at 1:45pm from Melk down the Danube through the Wachau Valley. Get off at Dürnstein and hike up to the famous ruins of Dürnstein Castle and then take the bus on to Krems an der Donau. Get the train back to Vienna to Wien Franz-Josefs-Bahnhof (1 hour).


Back in Vienna, cross the Danube Canal over to the Augarten for some late afternoon sun.


DAY 10: VIENNA TO BUDAPEST


Have one last Melange in one of Vienna’s famous cafés before heading to Wien Hauptbahnhof to take the train to Budapest Keleti. The journey will take just under three hours and will bring you right into the heart of Budapest. Take the metro to the city center—line 2 will take you to downtown Pest and over to Buda just north of Castle Hill, whereas line 4 will take you to the southern part of Buda around the trendy Bartók Béla Avenue. If you arrive in Budapest Déli you can take metro line 2, or if you arrive in Budapest Kelenföld, you can take metro 4. Get settled in and take a walk along the Danube before grabbing dinner downtown.


Budapest


DAY 11: BUDAPEST


Spend your first day in Budapest exploring the Castle District. Take in the views from Fisherman’s Bastion, making time for quirky Hospital in the Rock in the afternoon, followed by a sweet at Budapest’s oldest cukrászda (confectionary). Visit the Hungarian National Gallery in the late afternoon.




Wine Tasting in Central Europe


Wine tasting in Central Europe can be about the experience and atmosphere as much as the wine itself. Sip and savor outdoors in the fresh air in Vienna and Hungary’s Valley of the Beautiful Woman, or head to a grand chateau in the Czech Republic to sample the best wine the country has to offer.


VIENNA’S HEURIGE (WINE TAVERNS)


Vienna is one of the only European capitals with its own significant wine region, and the best place to sample the local wine is at a famous Heuriger (wine tavern;). Most of Vienna’s Heurige back onto the vineyards in the Vienna Woods outside the city center, and also serve hearty Austrian food. They’re popular in summer but really come to life in the fall. If you can’t make it to a Heuriger, visit a Stadtheuriger, which is the in-city version.
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Mayer am Nussberg winery by Vienna





HUNGARY’S VALLEY OF THE BEAUTIFUL WOMAN


Take a day trip from Budapest to this crescent-shaped valley, where cellars carved into hillsides serve the red cuvee known as Bull’s Blood. Some cellars have terraces so you can sip out in the sunshine.


THE CZECH REPUBLIC’S NATIONAL WINE CENTER


Tour the grand Valtice Chateau, then head down to the basement to taste wine. Only the 100 best Czech wines, selected by experts each year, are served here.





DAY 12: BUDAPEST


Take in the views from the top of St. Stephen’s Basilica, explore the Postal Savings Bank and Hungarian Parliament, then kick back on a Danube cruise. Spend the end of your day in some of Budapest’s most famous bars.


DAY 13: BUDAPEST LIKE A LOCAL


Head out of the city center and into the Buda Hills, taking a ride on the Children’s Railway, a small railway run by children as a relic left over from Communist times. Take in the views from the Elizabeth Lookout Tower, then spend the day soaking and swimming in Lukács Thermal Bath, the local favorite of all of Budapest’s baths.



DAY 14: DAY TRIP TO LAKE BALATON



Grab the train from Budapest Déli Pályaudvar train station to Balatonfüred (2 hours). Once you reach Balatonfüred, hop on a bus to Tihany (you will find the buses go from the train station), which will take another 30 minutes. The bus will put you down in the center of the town, so head up to the Benedictine Abbey of Tihany for amazing views over the lake. Stop in at Rege Cukrászda for a coffee and a cake—try the lavender-infused custard cream cake—or grab some lunch in the village. Make sure you pick up some lavender-based gifts before heading back to Balatonfüred. Back in Balatonfüred, drink from the Kossuth Lajos spring before strolling down the Tagore Promenade along the lake side. Grab something to eat at one of the restaurants before taking the train back to Budapest.
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pathway to Lake Balaton in Balatonfüred





DAY 15: GOODBYE, CENTRAL EUROPE


If your flight home leaves from Prague, you can take the train from Budapest Nyugati Pályaudvar or Déli (or the night train from Budapest Keleti Pályaudvar) back to the Czech capital and head on to the airport from there. Otherwise, head to the Budapest airport for your flight home.



Spectacular Architecture



TOP EXPERIENCE


The Golden Triangle of Central Europe is famed for its stunning architecture. Head to Prague for dramatic Gothic architecture, art nouveau, and cubism; Budapest for Baroque grandeur, intricate art nouveau, or social realism; and Vienna for Habsburg grandeur and Otto Wagner’s stunning art nouveau buildings. You could lose yourself in the details of each building as you wander through the streets of these cities, and remember: Always look up!


Prague


World War II did comparably little damage to the Czech capital compared to its Central European neighbors. This has left centuries of diverse architectural styles, from dark Gothic structures to ornate exteriors and modern masterpieces, standing shoulder to shoulder along Prague’s cobblestoned streets.
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Prague’s Astronomical Clock (“Orloj” in Czech)
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Dancing House in Prague (known as Tančící dům)








• Náměstí Republiky: Simply turn your head while standing on the corner of Na Příkopě street in New Town to survey the architectural mix of the Powder Tower (Gothic), Municipal House (art nouveau), Hybernia Theater (Empire-style), and Czech National Bank (International).


• Basilica of Sts. Peter and Paul: The dark, neo-Gothic silhouette of this Vyšehrad cathedral houses gorgeous art nouveau décor inside its doors.


• Dancing House: This 1990s collaboration between Canadian-American Frank Gehry and Croatian-Czech Vlado Milunić was inspired by and named after Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. The intertwined glass and stone towers beside the Vltava River symbolize Prague’s delicate balance between its proud historical past and developing modern identity.


• Žižkov TV Tower: Love it or hate it, Prague’s tallest building gets people talking. Built in the late 1980s, the gray, rocket-like tower dominates the skyline outside of the Old Town.


• Cubist architecture: Cubism as an architectural trend never really took off, but it did make its mark in Prague. Old Town’s Grand Café Orient incorporates right angles into every detail from the coat hooks to the coffee cups, and the world’s only cubist lamppost stands outside the pub U Pinkasu just off Wenceslas Square.


Outside Prague


• Ještěd Hotel and TV Tower: The curved walls of this unique building in Liberec slope skyward into an upside-down funnel shape, earning an International Perret Architecture Award for blending seamlessly into the mountain range it sits atop.


• Two ornate ossuaries (often called “bone churches”) in Kutná Hora and Brno manage to create a serene, artistic atmosphere with spaces decorated entirely by human bones.


Vienna


Vienna is overwhelmed with Baroque and Historicist grandeur, punctuated with Secessionist avant-garde buildings offering a breath of fresh air.


• St. Leopold Church: This gold-domed church is Otto Wagner’s most spectacular masterpiece. It’s out of the way but worth the architectural pilgrimage.


• Hundertwasserhaus: A contrast to the Biedermeier and Habsburg buildings dotted around Vienna, Friedensreich Hundertwasser’s multicolored house of uneven proportions and playful angles is an architectural breath of fresh air.
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the lounge of Hundertwasser Village





• Secession: The Secession caused a scandal when it opened in 1897, with its “Golden Cabbage” crowning the austere white cube-like structure. Today it’s a symbol of Vienna’s modernism, and still used as a hub of contemporary art.


• MuseumsQuartier: The former imperial stables are now the cutting edge of the avant-garde, not only when it comes to art, but architecture too. Check out the simple lines of the mumok and Leopold museums—both of which are a stark contrast against the grander, more elaborate buildings in downtown Vienna.


• Schönbrunn Palace: The shade of yellow of this imperial summer palace is so iconic it has a color named after it. Schönbrunn Palace is the most opulent and spectacular out of the Habsburg Palaces around Vienna, and worth the day just to revel around its splendorous wings both inside and out.


Outside Vienna


• Blue Church in Bratislava: This church in various hues of blue by Hungarian architect Ödön Lechner is a must visit in Bratislava if you love art nouveau architecture.


Budapest


Budapest has a lot in common architecturally with its sister cities, but there are a few nuances that set it apart. The iconic buildings found in the Hungarian capital dating from the golden age around the year 1900 have architect Miklós Ybl to thank, who built the Hungarian State


Opera House and the finishing touches on St. Stephen’s Basilica. And of course, there’s also the work of Ödön Lechner, the architect who pioneered Hungary’s own brand of art nouveau, blending orientalism with Hungarian folk art in his style with brightly colored glazed architectural ceramics.


• Hungarian Parliament: This piece of neo-Gothic grandeur on the Danube is one of the city’s most iconic architectural legacies and impressive whether viewed from afar in Buda or up close in Pest.


• Geological Institute of Hungary: One of Ödön Lechner’s most spectacular buildings is an exquisite piece of Hungarian art nouveau. From afar, admire its blue tiled roof topped with globes held up by Atlas statues, and from close up see how many geological references you can spot.


• Gellért Thermal Baths: Unimpressive on the outside, the interior of these thermal baths are a temple to the golden age of Hungary’s spa culture. The baths are lined with mosaics and glazed ceramics in 50 shades of subterranean blue and turquoise.




Best Views


PRAGUE


• Petřín Lookout Tower: Climb 299 steps (or take an elevator) to the observation deck of this tower, which is one of the highest viewpoints in the city.


• Vyšehrad: This hilltop castle complex affords views over the Vltava River and Prague’s iconic red rooftops.


• Vitkov Hill: The courtyard platform outside the National Memorial is an incredible spot to watch the sun set over the Prague Castle.


VIENNA


• St. Stephen’s Cathedral: Take the elevator up to the top of the north tower or climb the 343 steps in the south tower for views of Vienna’s old inner city beyond the cathedral’s colorful mosaic rooftop.


• Danube Tower: Shoot up in the elevator to the top of the highest human-made point in the city for views over the Danube, the old town, and the Vienna Woods beyond.


• Riesenrad: Hop on this iconic 100-year-old Ferris wheel for changing views over Vienna and the Prater.


• Schönbrunn Palace Park’s Gloriette: Hike up to this triumphal hilltop arch in Schönbrunn Palace Park for sweeping vistas over brilliant yellow Schönbrunn Palace and the park’s manicured hedges, with the Vienna Woods and the city rising in the backdrop.


BUDAPEST


• Fisherman’s Bastion: Although any view from Pest’s Castle Hill won’t disappoint, this turreted neo-Gothic lookout platform is Budapest’s most romantic spot.


• Gellért Hill: Hike up Gellért Hill for vistas of Budapest’s most iconic sites. Just before you reach the Citadella, there is a small lookout point where you can see the Royal Palace, the Danube, and the Hungarian Parliament all from the same spot.


• St. Stephen’s Basilica: A platform circling this basilica’s iconic domed roof offers views of the inner city and famous landmarks, with some of the basilica towers cutting into the stunning backdrop.


• Elizabeth Lookout: Take the chairlift, the Children’s Railway, or hike to the Elizabeth Lookout, the highest point in Budapest. If the weather conditions are right, you may see a hint of the mountains in Slovakia.


DANUBE BEND


• Visegrád Citadel: It’s worth the hike (or taxi ride) up to the Visegrád Citadel just to see the Danube Bend from above. This is perhaps one of the most spectacular viewing points in the whole of Hungary.





• Vajdahunyad Castle: Built to celebrate architecture from Hungary and its former territories, Vajdahunyad Castle is a blend of different castles, churches, and palaces from different eras, and worth the visit for an interactive introduction to Hungarian architecture.
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Vajdahunyad Castle





• Dohány Street Synagogue: Europe’s largest synagogue (and one of Budapest’s most beautiful buildings) blends neo-orientalism with elements of a Christian church. Inside, a vast rose window rises above the pews, while parts of the exterior synagogue resemble a mosque, with Moorish style design.
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Prague skyline







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Old Town Square: Soak in Prague’s history and architectural beauty amid Gothic towers, religious monuments, colorful rooftops, and a 15th-century astronomical clock (click here).


S Pinkas Synagogue and Holocaust Memorial: Located in Prague’s Josefov neighborhood—one of the most intact Jewish quarters in Central Europe—this powerful Holocaust memorial, which includes walls lined with family names and an exhibit of children’s drawings, ensures that history is never forgotten (click here).
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S Palac Lucerna: This arcade-style passageway is a time capsule of life on Wenceslas Square. Snap a picture of the upside-down horse sculpture on your way to the 1900s-era café Kavárna Lucerna or the modern rooftop bar Střecha Lucerny (click here).


S Náplavka and Smíchov Boardwalks: Stroll below street level along these cobblestoned riverside boardwalks, where renovated vaults hold underground cafés and gallery spaces (click here and click here).


S Charles Bridge Towers: These towers flanking 650-year-old Charles Bridge offer prime perspectives over the Vltava River—especially beautiful around sunset (click here).


S St. Vitus Cathedral: Prepare to be awed while taking in the Gothic towers, intricate rose window, and stained glass of this cathedral within the Prague Castle complex (click here).


S Žižkov TV Tower: Sculptures of babies by Czech artist David Černý crawl the walls of Prague’s tallest structure—often compared to a rocket ship in the skyline (click here).


S Vyšehrad Complex: Prague’s “other castle” offers a more peaceful vibe than the Prague Castle. The cemetery provides the resting place of some local legends, while today’s locals enjoy the beer garden in the summer (click here).


S Letná Beer Garden: Located in massive Letná park, one of the city’s largest beer gardens affords hillside views of red rooftops and the Vltava River (click here).


S National Theater: With plush red seats, golden opera boxes, and a chandelier hanging from the muraled ceiling, this glamorous theater is the perfect backdrop for artistic performances (click here).
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the 14th-century Charles Bridge
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city streets in Prague are a sight all on their own.








So much of Prague’s beauty is reflected in the coexistence of its past and present. The castles and royal gardens of powerful monarchies in Malá Strana and Vyšehrad complement the World War II museums and monuments commemorating struggles for independence in New Town. Medieval church spires and synagogues on the cobblestones of Old Town symbolize the depth of Czech history, while neighborhoods like Smíchov and Holešovice are repurposing industrial spaces into modern artistic venues and international restaurants. The popularity of sites like the Náplavka Boardwalk and Letná Park speak to a deep Czech love of enjoying life outdoors.


Along with Prague’s often-described fairy-tale atmosphere, Czech culture includes an affinity for whimsy and ideals of freedom and beauty. This can be seen in the John Lennon graffiti wall, David Černý’s often controversial public art pieces, or adults unironically wearing hoodies with animal ears—although, to be fair, the dark humor and cautiously pessimistic local character resembles a Brothers Grimm story more closely than a lighthearted cartoon. Replace “… they all lived happily ever after” with the national motto of “truth prevails,” and you’ll start to get the picture.


This multi-dimensional culture can please an entire spectrum of interests: architecture, fine arts and culture, culinary curiosities, niche museums, and a local beverage to fit every mood. There is a laid-back, live-and-let-live attitude and a strong sense of enjoying your free time with as much enthusiasm as you spend striving for professional success.


HISTORY


The Prague fairy tale begins around the year 870, when the Přemyslid dynasty (Prague’s earliest line of ruling families) founded the Prague Castle. This remained the seat of power until the 11th century, when Vratislav II, King of Bohemia, chose to rule from Vyšehrad instead. These two hillside fortified complexes on opposite sides of the Vltava River helped to ensure the safety and prominence of Prague’s early aristocracy.


Wenceslas I (known as Václav in Czech), now the patron saint of the Czech Republic and inspiration for the Christmas carol “Good King Wenceslas,” ruled as the Duke of Bohemia from 922-935. He was known for being a devout Christian in an era when paganism was still quite popular. Wenceslas died a martyr’s death on September 28, 935, killed by his own brother, Boleslav the Cruel. You can pay your respects to the good king at his chapel inside St. Vitus Cathedral, or at the enormous statue of the saint on horseback at the top of Wenceslas Square.


Another hero of Czech history arrives centuries later. After the Přemyslid dynasty failed to produce an heir in the early 1300s, the title was passed to John of Luxembourg and then to his son Charles IV, who ruled over Prague’s Golden Age during the 14th century. Charles (Karel in Czech) was named both King of Bohemia and Holy Roman Emperor, giving his seat in Prague even more importance. Charles’s legacy includes the establishment of the New Town and the founding of Charles University in 1348, plus the construction of the Charles Bridge in 1357.


The early 14th century was a time of religious conflict led by Jan Hus, the religious leader behind the Hussite movement. Hus stood up to the Catholic Church by giving sermons on reformation directly to the people in their local language. This didn’t go over well and he was burned at the stake in 1415. A statue of Jan Hus and his followers now dominates the center of Old Town Square, and July 6 is a public holiday in his honor.


Defenestration (the act of throwing authority figures out of high windows) is notorious in Prague. The First Defenestration of 1419 was carried out by a group of Hus’s followers who stormed the New Town Hall and demanded the release of prisoners. When their demands were refused, they took it out on the officials in the tower that now stands on Charles Square (Karlovo náměstí). This act began the Hussite Wars that lasted until 1434.


The Habsburg dynasty took over in 1526, moving the seat of power to Vienna and solidifying Prague’s connection with the surrounding regions of Austria and Hungary for the next few centuries. Prague enjoyed a brief resurgence in the late 16th century.


The Second Defenestration took place in 1618 at the Prague Castle, and is marked with a plaque both inside and outside of the tower. Tossing two officials out this window was a Protestant response to Emperor Ferdinand II attempting to impose Catholicism as the law of the land. This act led to the Thirty Years’ War that raged across Europe from 1618-1648.
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Budgeting


• Beer: 35-65 CZK domestic, 50-100 CZK microbrews and imported


• Glass of wine: 35-150 CZK


• Cocktail: 100-300 CZK


• Soft drink: 45-75 CZK


• Latte or cappuccino: 50-85 CZK


• Lunch or dinner: 150-500 CZK per person


• Hostel dorm bed: 150-750 CZK per night


• Hotel room: 1,500-10,000 CZK per night


• Car rental: 900-5,000 CZK per day


• Gasoline: 30-35 CZK per liter, 100-150 CZK per gallon


• Parking: 25-100 CZK per hour, 200-1,000 CZK per day


• Public transport pass: 110 CZK per day





The 18th and 19th centuries brought a movement of increased pride in the local language and culture known as the Czech National Revival. This led to the foundation of the National Museum (1818), the National Theater (1868), and the eventual break from the Austro-Hungarian Empire to become the independent state of Czechoslovakia on October 28, 1918. The First Republic era (1918-1938) under President Tomas G. Masaryk saw the rise of café culture, preserved today in Café Louvre and Kavárna Lucerna.


The 20th century then turned to the horrors of World War II (1939-1945), followed by decades of isolation from the outside world under Communist rule from 1945-1989. There was a brief loosening of restrictions on things such as the press, travel, and freedom of speech in 1968, called the Prague Spring, but this was met with a brutal Soviet invasion and crackdown later that year. A Soviet presence remained in Prague until 1989. You can find deeper insights into these events at sights such as the Jewish Museum and the Town Belfry by St. Nicholas Church.


Prague’s modern life began in 1989, when the Velvet Revolution marked the end of Soviet occupation and the re-establishment of an independent Czechoslovakia. This was followed by the Velvet Divorce just a few short years later in 1993, when the Czech Republic and Slovakia peacefully divided into two countries. The word “Velvet” refers to the peaceful nature of these dissolutions, and acknowledges the affinity of Czech president Václav Havel for the band the Velvet Underground.



Orientation and Planning



ORIENTATION


The historic center of Prague is packed with history and interesting sights, but it can also be packed with people vying for the best photographs. For a deeper sense of the city, split your time between visiting monuments and getting to know the surrounding neighborhoods of Holešovice, Letná, Smíchov, Karlín, Vinohrady, or Žižkov.


Old Town (Staré Město)


The cobblestoned streets and century-spanning architecture of this neighborhood inspired the UNESCO World Heritage Center to crown the entire Historic Center of Prague a protected site in 1992. The well-preserved buildings have become more of a monument to the past than an example of local life. Many residents have been priced out of living in the area while touristy shops and restaurants replaced local amenities. This twisted maze of streets around Old Town Square can get a bit crowded. Early mornings and off-seasons are a great time to enjoy this area with a little more breathing room.
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Old Town Prague





The Jewish quarter known as Josefov sits in the northwest corner of Old Town, surrounded by the curve of the Vltava River.


New Town (Nové Město)


The name New Town applies to a large semi-circle that wraps from one edge of the Vltava River, around the Old Town, to the other side of the river bend. Charles IV founded this neighborhood along with Charles University in 1348 (not exactly “new” by today’s standards) in order to expand the size and influence of the city toward his grand dreams. Walking from the Municipal House and Powder Tower on one edge to the National Theater and Dancing House on the other could take half an hour (without stopping to sightsee). Three micro-neighborhoods are centered around New Town’s main squares: Náměstí Republiky, Václavské náměstí, and Karlovo náměstí.
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Swans on the Vltava River add to the fairy-tale atmosphere.





Lesser Town (Malá Strana)


Malá Strana, the Czech name for the neighborhood sprawled around the base of the Prague Castle, loosely translates to “Lesser Town” or “Little Quarter,” but it deserves far more credit than this nickname implies. Long before joining Hradčany, Old Town, and New Town to form a unified Prague in 1784, this eighth-century market area was Prague’s oldest settlement. Situated between two of the city’s most popular tourist attractions (Charles Bridge and the Prague Castle), these cobblestoned streets were an essential part of the Royal Route during the processions of newly ordained kings. These days, the area’s historic charm is tempered with a fairly heavy presence of touristy souvenir shops and camera-wielding tourists. However, the history and beauty surrounding these cobblestoned streets are worth taking a few side steps around the crowds to discover semi-hidden sights, such as the Vrtba Garden and Kampa Island. As you head south along the base of Petřín Park, historic Malá Strana blends into the more modern dining and drinking district of Smíchov.


Prague Castle District (Hradčany)


The hillside castle district of Hradčany, across the Vltava River from Old Town and above Malá Strana, is dominated by the Prague Castle grounds and surrounding gardens, with a few luxury hotels and cafés dotting the residential area around it. Beware that a deceptively easy walk plotted on a map may actually take double the time you anticipate; you may have to climb stairs or find one of a few hard-to-spot entrances among the fortified castle walls. This area is more of a destination than a place to get lost among the streets, so choose your entry point, note your tram stops, and enjoy the view from the geographical vantage point that drew the royal residence in the first place.


Petřín


The massive green hillside on the western side of the Vltava River separates the historic castle district of Hradčany to the north from the bustling cosmopolitan life around the Anděl business district in the Smíchov neighborhood. Largely dominated by Petřín Park, this quiet side of Prague is an ideal place for an outdoor picnic, a romantic (if a bit strenuous) walk through the park, a chance to sprawl out on the grass and admire the city skyline, or visit the swans along the Smíchov Boardwalk.



Vinohrady and Vršovice



This popular home for international residents is filled with restaurants that reflect that diversity, and bars that cater to the wide-ranging clientele. The surrounding parks such as Havlíčkovy sady and Riegrovy sady often host food and wine festivals during warmer months, and the Christmas market at Náměstí Miru is a local favorite. Just southeast of Wenceslas Square, Karlovo náměstí, and the edges of New Town, these are easy baby steps off the traditional tourist path. The southeastern edge of Vinohrady blends into neighboring Vršovice, best known for the nightlife destination of Krymská Street.


Žižkov


This formerly working-class neighborhood, stretching from Prague’s main train station (Hlavní Nádraží) in New Town along the northern edge of Vinohrady, may be rapidly changing, but it hasn’t completely lost its gritty, take-it-or-leave-it spirit. Case in point: you shouldn’t necessarily expect an English menu or a smiling server in every establishment. You can pinpoint Žižkov from almost anywhere in Prague thanks to the rocket-shaped TV Tower dominating the city skyline. The pub-heavy neighborhood was named for Hussite hero Jan Žižka, whose statue sits atop neighboring Vítkov Hill.


Karlín


After massive flooding in 2002, Karlín experienced an extensive revitalization effort. Today this sophisticated neighborhood is better known for its culinary scene, wine bars, and prime location for house-hunting young families. The artsy vibe is less dance party and more conversations over Cabernet, with repurposed spaces such as Přístav 18600 and Kasarna Karlín adding more life to the changing landscape. Karlín stretches east from the edge of New Town and Florenc bus station along the banks of the Vltava River


Letná and Holešovice


Letná, located across the river to the north of Old Town and west of Hradčany, is best known for the massive Letná Park that lines its southern edge. The Letná Beer Garden inside the park is a major summertime hot spot, and the surrounding trendy residential streets are lined with cafés, international restaurants, and the National Gallery’s Trade Fair Palace.


There are no ideas too weird for the industrial neighborhood of Holešovice to the east of Letná. Theatrical space in a former slaughterhouse? Check. Dance club covered in pipes and gears? Sure. Crypto-anarchist coffee shop that only accepts virtual currencies? Why not? From street art to a contemporary arts center focused on socially conscious exhibitions, this neighborhood is full of surprises.


Vyšehrad


The area around Vyšehrad (meaning “high castle”) south of New Town walks a fine line—it’s not quite the center of town, but not quite the suburbs—and includes the Vyšehrad Complex, a major tourist attraction that doubles as a locally loved destination for relaxation. The beauty and importance of the Vyšehrad Complex rivals the Prague Castle, but draws a fraction of the crowds, and the surrounding streets and restaurants showcase more local life than souvenir stands.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


You could do a whirlwind tour of Prague in a fast-paced two days by picking and choosing the sights most important to you. A long weekend will give you the extra time needed to explore the lesser-known sights and neighborhoods for the less-crowded corners of character and culture. Add a day trip to one of the surrounding towns, such as Kutná Hora or Liberec. One week in the Czech Republic is a great way to compare the cosmopolitan life of Prague with a second destination, such as the spa town of Karlovy Vary or the wine region surrounding the town of Mikulov.


Summer, Easter, and Christmas holidays are peak times, and around Christmas, in particular, you will receive an incredibly festive atmosphere in exchange for longer lines at most major sights. It’s best to arrange hotel reservations, tickets to performances, and even restaurant reservations as far in advance as possible for the best selection and rates.


Daily Reminders


The importance of work-life balance in Czech means that many cafés, restaurants, and independent shops have limited hours on weekends, especially Sundays. There are still plenty of restaurants focused on an international clientele where you can find a good meal. Cafés also open later in the day as opposed to early mornings, so save your coffee breaks for the afternoons. At the time of writing, some sights had reduced their hours in response to COVID-19 conditions, so double check hours for your visit.


SATURDAY


• The sights of the Jewish quarter are closed.


• Weekly farmers market is held at Náplavka.


SUNDAY


• St. Vitus Cathedral has limited hours (noon-4pm).


• Many shops have limited hours.


MONDAY


• Old Town Hall Tower opens later (11am).


The following sights are closed:


• Convent of St. Agnes


• Lobkowicz Palace (temporarily)


• National Monument to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror


• National Gallery


• DOX Center for Contemporary Art


TUESDAY


The following sights are closed:


• Lobkowicz Palace (temporarily)


• DOX Center for Contemporary Art


WEDNESDAY


• Lobkowicz Palace is closed (temporarily).


• National Gallery—Trade Fair Palace is open late (until 8pm).


• DOX Center for Contemporary Art is open late (until 9pm).


Public Holidays


There are a number of Czech public holidays that visitors may not expect: Good Friday and Easter Monday may have limited shopping hours, but the long weekend also brings Easter markets to many town squares. May 1 and May 8 are national holidays marking Labor Day and Victory in Europe (VE) Day. Both July 5 and July 6 are public holidays likely to limit access to some museums and shops. September 28 (St. Wenceslas Day), October 28 (the foundation of Czechoslovakia), and November 17 (commemorating the Struggle for Freedom and Democracy) are often marked with performances, events, or protests in Wenceslas Square. Christmas is celebrated on December 24 in the Czech Republic, with additional public holidays on December 25 and 26, but you’ll also find Christmas markets popping up around the beginning of December.


Advance Booking and Time-Saving Tips


SIGHTS


Many of Prague’s sights require buying tickets or arranging tours onsite. However, one important activity that you can book in advance is a guided tour of the Prague Castle (via email at info@hrad.cz).


RESTAURANTS AND NIGHTLIFE


One quirk of Prague’s restaurant and café scene is a near obsession with reservations. Yes, people often book seats to meet their friends for an afternoon coffee or a drink at a pub or cocktail bar. The growing demand for high-quality dining and the response of constant restaurant openings mean that everyone (including the locals) wants to try the latest places. Some restaurants offer online reservation systems, while others require a phone call, which hotel concierges can often help with. The English-friendly website and mobile app Restu.cz (scroll to the bottom to choose your language) is also a good option for a middleman to arrange your reservation without any miscommunications of the time and number of guests.


Many pubs and restaurants are often booked with company holiday parties throughout the month of December, so double check availability with any place you plan to visit before arriving.


Sightseeing Passes


A Prague Card (www.praguecard.com) offers free admission or discounts on many of the city’s attractions, including certain areas of the Prague Castle, Petřín Tower, the Jewish Museum, the Charles Bridge Towers, St. Nicholas’ Town Belfry, and the Mucha Museum. It can be purchased for two days (about 1,500 CZK), three days (about 1,700 CZK), or four days (about 2,000 CZK). The card also works as a valid ticket for all public transport in Prague (e.g. buses, trams, and the metro), but must be presented along with an ID if inspected. The card can be purchased in-person or ordered online and collected at Tourist Information Centers at the Prague Airport (8am-8pm) or at the two Centers in their Old Town locations (9am-7pm).


The Prague card is definitely useful, but not an essential tool for exploring the city. It provides many valuable discounts, but usually doesn’t offer priority entry or exclusive access. A basic three-day public transport pass costs 310 CZK and the average entrance to Prague’s sights ranges from free to around 250 CZK. However, if you combine the Jewish Museum with access to multiple tower views where you only spend half an hour, these admissions can add up. Getting value for your purchase depends on how many of the included sights are on your preferred itinerary, so peruse the list before purchasing.


Entrance to the Astronomical Clock Tower, the Powder Tower, both Charles Bridge Towers, and the St. Nicholas Bell Tower are all discounted by 50 percent during the first hour after opening.


Art fans with a longer stay could benefit from a 10-day pass (500 CZK) to all of the permanent collections from the National Gallery of Prague, including the Convent of St. Agnes (220 CZK) and the National Gallery-Trade Fair Palace (220 CZK). The National Gallery pass is only available in person at any cash desk.
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Itinerary Ideas


DAY 1


Before you set out for the day, put on comfortable shoes and a top with covered shoulders for the Pinkas Synagogue, and check seasonal opening hours of the Old Town Hall Tower. Make early afternoon lunch reservations at U Dvou Koček and dinner reservations around 6:30-7pm at Martin’s Bistro.


1 Start the day with breakfast at Grand Café Orient, a cubist coffee shop just off Náměstí Republiky.


2 Walk five minutes along Celetná street to reach the postcard views of Old Town Square. Proceed straight to the Old Town Hall Tower for 360-degree views from above the Astronomical Clock.


3 Exit Old Town Square onto Pařížská Street next to the domed St. Nicholas Church and turn left onto Široká street to reach the Pinkas Synagogue. Spend 90 minutes at this touching Holocaust memorial. Exit through the Old Jewish Cemetery, included in the ticket.


4 Follow Maiselova street south for about 10 minutes, eventually turning into Jilská street, then turn left on Skořepka street to reach U Dvou Koček. Choose from the daily lunch menu of soups and specials at this classic Czech pub.


5 Turn right twice out of the pub and walk 3-5 minutes along Perlová street, passing through the busy intersection of Jungmannova Square. Look behind the statue of Josef Jungmann on your left to find the entrance to the Franciscan Gardens. Take a quiet walk through the small, peaceful park or grab coffee from Café Truhlárna, near the garden entrance, and relax on a bench under flowered trellises.


6 Exit the Franciscan Gardens in the opposite corner, through Pasáž Světozor, then cross the street and turn right on Vodičkova street to enter Palac Lucerna. Stand underneath the horseback statue of St. Wenceslas, have a drink at Kavárna Lucerna for a glimpse of old-world glamour, or take the paternoster elevator to the Střecha Lucerny rooftop bar (open Sat-Mon) in good weather. As you survey Wenceslas Square below, imagine thousands of citizens in 1989 shaking their keys in the air as then-Czechoslovakia regained its independence.


7 From Palac Lucerna, turn left onto Štěpánská street. Pause to look up and down Wenceslas Square, then take a five-minute walk heading down the square, turning right onto Jindřišská street and left on Panská street to reach the Alfons Mucha Museum. Spend around 90 minutes exploring the swirling style of an art nouveau master before browsing the gift shop.


8 Head back to Wenceslas Square to find the Můstek metro stop at the bottom of the square. Take the green Metro line A three stops to Jiřího z Poděbrad square in Vinohrady and have a Czech microbrew at Beer Geek Bar on the south side of the square. (If you prefer wine or coffee, grab an outdoor table at Le Caveau on the north side of the square instead.)


9 After your beverage break, cross Jiřího z Poděbrad square behind the church to find Přemyslovská street. Continue one street up to Martin’s Bistro for dinner, then call it an early night after a long day of being on your feet.


DAY 2


The Malá Strana neighborhood is home to a few lesser-known sights scattered among the most popular tourist attractions. You’ll want comfortable shoes again, and before you leave for the day, make reservations for dinner at U modré kachničky. Note that the Prague Castle’s Royal Summer Gardens and South Gardens are open April-October.


1 Start with coffee and a fluffy Benedict soufflé for breakfast at Kavárna Co Hledá Jméno, a local favorite hidden inside a parking lot in the Anděl neighborhood.


2 After brunch, turn left twice and head toward the river for five minutes to reach the Smíchov Boardwalk. Walk north along the embankment to see swans against the city skyline.


3 Exit the boardwalk near the docked Admiral Botel, turning left onto J. Plachty street, then right onto Nádražní street to find the Anděl tram stop. Take the #12 or #20 north five stops to Malostranské náměstí. Look to your left to find the St. Nicholas Bell Tower. Buy a ticket and climb the stairs through six platforms of Prague history.


4 From the tower, turn left down Mostecká street. Instead of crossing the Charles Bridge (don’t worry, you will later), spend half an hour climbing the Lesser Town Bridge Tower for a bird’s-eye view of the afternoon crowds.


5 Head a few steps back into Malá Strana to grab a coffee or beer and a bite to eat at Roesel—Beer & Food, a friendly local café tucked just off this touristy street.


6 After your light lunch, walk back toward the Lesser Town Bridge Tower. Turn left before the bridge and follow Míšeňská to U Lužického semináře street for five minutes, looking for the entrance to the Vojan Gardens on your left. Spend half an hour in this peaceful oasis of park benches and free-roaming peacocks.


7 Leaving the gardens, turn left and around the corner to Malostranská to catch tram 22 for a quick visit to the Prague Castle. Jump off at tram stop Královský letohrádek to enter through the Royal Summer Gardens and find St. Vitus Cathedral. You’ll want to spend at least half an hour admiring both the interior and exterior of this iconic monument and surrounding buildings.


8 Exit the Prague Castle by heading west through the South Gardens, stopping for a few panoramic photos. Follow the stairs downhill and head east on Thunovská street, then south into Malá Strana to arrive at U modré kachničky for a multi-course dinner (book in advance).


9 After dinner, take a moonlit walk across the Charles Bridge with a little more breathing room than you’ll find during any daylight hours.


PRAGUE LIKE A LOCAL


After two busy days, give yourself a late start and a hotel breakfast before finding the nearest metro station to the Vyšehrad stop on the red Metro line. Before setting out for the day, book reservations for dinner at Eska and wine at Veltlin. Note that the National Monument to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror is closed on Mondays.


1 From the metro, follow the brown tourist signs (or small crowds) about 10 minutes to the Vyšehrad grounds. Walk through the parks, pay your respects to the famous names inside the cemetery, and admire the art nouveau interior of the Basilica of Sts. Peter and Paul.


2 There is no need to be bashful about day drinking in this beer-loving capital. Grab a cold beverage and a snack at the laid-back Hospůdka Na Hradbách beer garden inside the Vyšehrad Complex, five minutes east of the basilica.


3 After your beer break, head west through the park toward the river to find the stairs in front of the cemetery and basilica entrance. Continue downhill and walk about 15 minutes toward the railway bridge to reach the Náplavka Boardwalk. Wander the length of the embankment along the New Town side, and add an extra hour here if you hit the Saturday farmers market.


4 A 15-minute walk along Náplavka will take you to the Dancing House. Take the elevator to the top-floor Glass Bar and order any beverage for access to the 360-degree viewing platform. Then cross the street to snap a photo of this unusual architectural wonder.


5 Add a touch of local history to your afternoon at the free National Monument to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror, just a three-minute walk up Resslova street. You can absorb the story of the World War II heroes, who are the reason for the bullet holes in these church walls, in less than an hour.


6 Walk two minutes to the Karlovo náměstí stop for a 20-minute ride on the yellow Metro line to Karlín. Exit the metro at Křižíkova and walk five minutes south to Eska (book in advance) to enjoy a modern take on Czech cuisine in a minimalist, industrial environment.


7 Prague may be known for beer, but Karlín is home to the Czech wine scene. After dinner, walk five minutes northeast from Eska to sample vino from across the former Austro-Hungarian region at Veltlin.


8 For more lively entertainment, walk 15 minutes west to the edge of the neighborhood to Kasarna Karlín. You’ll find an artsy, international crowd enjoying open-air bars, live music, an outdoor summer cinema, and a variety of effortlessly cool events.


Sights


OLD TOWN


(Staré Město)



S Old Town Square



(Staroměstské Náměstí)


metro: Staroměstská or Můstek


If you’ve ever seen a postcard of Prague, there’s a good chance it was taken in Old Town Square. The architectural blend of church spires, Gothic towers, and pastel buildings draw a steady stream of tour groups with their camera lenses aimed at the sky. Old Town Square monuments also symbolize the complicated religious background of a largely atheist or agnostic country today. To put it briefly, Prague’s historical relationship with religion is complex, contentious, and often intertwined with resentment toward being ruled from abroad.
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Old Town Square is often described as having Disneyland vibes during peak seasons. That said, the architectural beauty is worth a brief visit to see in person, especially in the quieter early mornings, late evenings, and off-season months. St. Nicholas Cathedral (Chrám sv. Mikuláše; Staroměstské náměstí 1101), with its curved green rooftops and white columned walls, is located in the northwest corner of the square. Its steps are a popular spot from which to photograph the square itself. (To avoid confusion, note that Old Town’s St. Nicholas Cathedral shares a name with another Church of St. Nicholas, or Kostel sv. Mikuláše, across town in the Malá Strana neighborhood.)


It’s best to skip the food stands (beware of heaping piles of Prague ham deceptively priced by weight, not portion) and largely overpriced restaurants lining the perimeter. For friendly service and a reasonably priced snack in the area, venture left of the Old Town Hall, underneath the etched scenes in the Renaissance façade of the “House at the Minute” (Dum U Minuty), to find the semi-hidden entrance to the Skautsky Institut.


OLD TOWN HALL


(Staroměstská Radnice)


Staroměstské náměstí 1; tel. +420 775 400 052; www.staromestskaradnicepraha.cz; tower open Tue-Sun 9am-9pm, Mon 11am-9pm Jul-Sep, Tue-Sun 10am-8pm, Mon 11am-8pm Oct-Jun; 250 CZK; metro: Staroměstská or Můstek


The only remaining pieces of Prague’s 14th-century Old Town Hall are the Gothic Tower of the Astronomical Clock and a sliver of burgundy wall across from the Church of Our Lady Before Týn. The remainder of the building was destroyed in the Prague Uprising against German occupation at the end of World War II. A series of white crosses in the bricks around the base mark the execution place of 27 noblemen and followers of Jan Hus. These men led a Protestant revolt in the early 1600s with Prague’s Second Defenestration (throwing someone out a window) at the Prague Castle.


Admission to the Old Town Hall includes a bird’s eye view from the top of the clock tower—accessible via elevator—coupled with access to a few historical interior halls and the Chapel of the Virgin Mary. Note that the Old Town Hall interiors are not wheelchair accessible and may close earlier (7pm Oct-Jun, 8pm Jul-Sep) than the clock tower.


Entrance to the Astronomical Clock Tower is discounted by 50 percent for the first hour after opening. Two-hour English-language tours (250 CZK) are also available on select scheduled evenings, often on Fridays.


ASTRONOMICAL CLOCK


Prague’s Astronomical Clock (known as “Orloj” in Czech) is more than 600 years old. You might overhear walking tour guides claiming that clock master Hanuš was blinded so that he couldn’t replicate its beauty for any other city, but this often-repeated tale has actually been debunked. Documentation from 1410 gives credit to clockmaker Mikuláš of Kadaň and an astronomy and math professor Jan Šindel (who each kept their eyes). The façade and machinery got a careful restorative makeover to repair some residual damage from World War II for the 2018 celebrations of Czechoslovakia’s 100th anniversary, brightening the colors of the clock face.
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1: Prague’s Astronomical Clock 2: the crooked headstones of the Old Jewish Cemetery 3: religious monuments in Old Town Square





The amount of information held on the colorful faces is as impressive as the fact that this 15th-century timepiece is still ticking today. The golden swirls of the upper circle track a 12-hour and 24-hour clock, the time of sunrise and sunset, the current zodiac sign, and a variety of other historic time systems.


When the hour is approaching, crowds gather on the street in front of the clock in anticipation. When the bells chime hourly from 9am-11pm, the four characters on either side come to life, with vanity staring in a mirror, greed holding a purse full of money, a skeleton (death) ringing his bell, and a musical Turk shaking his head in denial. A parade of the 12 apostles rotates through the doors above the clock face. Full disclaimer: despite its fame, many find the just-under-a-minute animation underwhelming, so feel free to skip the show and arrive between the hours. Then wait for the masses to disperse to admire the impressive external beauty of the clock faces up close.


The stationary statues flanking the lower face are known as the Philosopher, the Archangel Michael, the Astronomer, and the Chronicler. Inside the ring, a 365-day calendar fans out around the paintings of zodiac signs. If you look closely, you’ll see a name or two written beside each number, representing a Czech name day (or “svátek”). That’s right—most Czechs have one of these traditional names, and parents who want to deviate have to register for official government permission. As a result, Czechs get two yearly excuses to celebrate: the day they were born, and the day that their name falls on the calendar. You’ll find Adam and Eva on December 24 (in connection with Christmas), and Czechs take their name for New Year’s Eve, “Silvestr,” from December 31.


JAN HUS MONUMENT


The large, hooded, stone figure in the center of Old Town Square represents an early 14th-century figure of rebellion against the Catholic Church. Jan Hus may not have the international name recognition of Martin Luther, but he was fighting for religious reform roughly a century before the Protestant Reformation gained momentum. Sadly, like so many enemies of the Catholic church, Hus was burned at the stake on July 6, 1415. This statue was unveiled in 1915, exactly 500 years after his execution, and July 6 remains a Czech national holiday in his honor. The base of the statue is engraved with multiple quotes, including one from Hus himself: “Love each other, and wish the truth to everyone” (“Milujte se, pravdy každému přejte”).



MARIAN COLUMN



(Mariánský sloup)


In June 2020, a new religious monument added some spiritual tension in Old Town Square. Marian columns, topped with depictions of the Virgin Mary, were erected in Catholic countries around the 16th-17th centuries as a symbol of gratitude for surviving a plague or tragic event. Prague’s Marian column first stood in this square in 1650, after the end of the Thirty Years’ War.


However, not all Czechs supported a symbol of Catholicism, seen by some as forcefully imposed by the Hapsburg dynasty, in the center of their city. The column stood through another 250 years of Austro-Hungarian rule, but as soon as an independent Czechoslovakia was established in 1918, a mob of Prague residents took to the streets and tore the column down, leaving the Jan Hus monument (erected in 1915) to stand alone.


In 1989, when Czechoslovakia once again gained independence, a group called the Association for the Renewal of the Marian Column began planning to reinstall the historical monument. It took another three decades of petitions, protests, and arguments to return a replica of the Virgin Mary, wearing a halo of golden stars atop a 15-meter (50-ft) column, to stand beside pre-Protestant Jan Hus and just a few streets away from Prague’s Jewish Quarter.


CHURCH OF OUR LADY BEFORE TÝN


(Chrám Matky Boží před Týnem)


Staroměstské náměstí 604; tel. +420 222 318 186 or +420 602 204 213; www.tyn.cz; Tue–Sat 10am–1pm and 3pm-5pm, Sun 10am-noon; donation recommended; metro: Staroměstská or Můstek


One of Old Town’s most prominent religious symbols, The Church of Our Lady Before Týn stands on the east side of Old Town Square. If you look closely, you’ll see that the church’s pair of Gothic columns (called “Adam and Eve”) are not actually symmetrical. Long construction delays and wars beginning in the mid-14th century contributed to the uneven appearance. Take a look between the towers as well. The church was first adorned with a statue of the Virgin Mary, which was replaced during the 1400s by a golden chalice and statue of the first Hussite King George of Poděbrad. When Catholics regained control under the Hapsburg Empire in the 16th century, the chalice was melted down and Mary retook her place of power.


The interior of the church is visible only through a gate just inside the entryway, which serves as a small viewing area for visitors, and photography is prohibited. Architecture fans might enjoy a quick peek at the Baroque design, golden touches, and the oldest organ in all of Prague. The entrance is hidden beneath the arches below, tucked between art galleries and restaurants. Otherwise, this church is best admired from across the square, particularly when overlooking seasonal Christmas and Easter markets.


Convent of St. Agnes


(Klášter Sv. Anežky České)


U Milosrdných 17; tel. +420 778 725 086; www.ngprague.cz [URL inactive]; Tue-Sun 10am-6pm, Wed 10am-8pm; 220 CZK; tram: Dlouhá třída


One of the National Gallery’s most peaceful properties houses a vast collection of religious art and a relaxing sculpture garden that wraps around the building. This is one of Old Town’s less frequented sights, providing a mellow experience compared to the nearby sights in Old Town Square.


The convent’s namesake, St. Agnes of Bohemia, was canonized in 1989, the same year then-Czechoslovakia gained independence from Communist rule. She helped to found this convent, now a museum, in the early 13th century. The lower level includes her grave, with signage explaining the legend of her missing remains, along with a children’s room and 12 sculpture fragments that visitors are able to touch (intended to provide a tactile experience for visually impaired visitors).




Navigating Prague


Learning at least some of the local names for monuments, metro stations, and neighborhoods will help visitors immensely when trying to navigate Prague more easily. Some names, including Old Town Square and Wenceslas Square, have become relatively common translations in English conversation; others not so much. A couple tips:
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Street signs are usually written in Czech.





• Most names that include “Náměstí” (meaning “square” and pronounced “NAHM-yes-tee”) sound odd in any form other than Czech, even to the resident English speakers. So although Náměstí Republiky translates to Republic Square, stick to Czech names when asking for directions.


• English signage, particularly around public transportation, is extremely limited. For example, you won’t find signs for “Old Town Square” around the metro stations or street signs, but looking for “Staroměstská” will get you to Old Town.


• On public transit, tram and metro stops are only announced in Czech. Keep your ears tuned to make sure you don’t miss your stop. (Staying quiet is polite anyway, as tram and metro rides are a place for either silence or very quiet conversation.)





The upper levels of the museum contain a vast collection of medieval religious art from 1200-1550, including more than 30 representations of the Madonna (in a wide range of skin tones) ranging from nursing mothers to a fierce protectress standing on top of a lion. Descriptions in Czech and English offer explanations of symbolism. It would take at least 90 minutes to appreciate every installation in the 15 rooms. Choose your pace based on interest and stamina, skip ahead when desired, and take breaks on cushioned benches spread throughout the exhibit as needed.


St. Agnes’s outdoor sculpture gardens (daily 10am-4pm Nov-Feb, 10am-6pm Mar-May and Sep-Oct, 10am-10pm Jun-Aug; free), renovated in 2016, are a hidden gem—go now, before they’re discovered en masse. Enter from a gate along the riverbank, just west of Loď Pivovar (a restaurant and brewery on a boat), or near the main entrance of the convent. The benches and grass near the convent entrance are a popular place to relax after visiting the convent, but don’t miss a walk all the way around the building to find hidden sculptures from Czech artists tucked under trees and into corners. To refuel after a visit, stop by nearby Sisters Bistro for open-faced sandwiches called chlebíčky or Perníčkův sen for a gingerbread pick-me-up.


Rudolfinum


Alšovo nábřeží 12; tel. +420 227 059 227; www.rudolfinum.cz; tram or metro: Staroměstská


This concert hall has played host to more than just incredible symphonies. After hosting classical concerts and gallery exhibitions from 1885-1918, the Rudolfinum became the home of the new Czechoslovakian parliament. Concert halls were renovated into meeting rooms and didn’t return to a home of culture until the midst of World War II, when it housed the German Philharmonic from 1942-1945 and served as a meeting place for Nazi officials.


This period of German occupation spawned a legend around the statues lining the rooftop. In the novel Mendelssohn Is on the Roof, Reinhard Heydrich (one of Hitler’s high-ranking deputies) orders the statue of Jewish composer Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy to be removed. The fictional plot sends two workers to the roof who don’t know which one Mendelssohn is, and they almost demolish Richard Wagner, one of Hitler’s favorite German composers, because of his large nose. While this story is often repeated as factual by walking-tour guides, none of them are able to point out the statue of Wagner on the rooftop. Wagner was never actually part of the crowd, but you can find Bach, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and Mozart.


Today this building is home to the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra and serves as one of the premiere venues of the Prague Spring Festival. The lower floors of the building hold a free gallery space (www.galerierudolfinum.cz) and children’s interactive exhibitions, as well as a column-lined café (www.rudolfinumcafe.cz), accessible on the lower left side of the building while facing the entrance.


Jewish Quarter


(Josefov)


Prague’s Jewish Quarter, tucked into the river bend around Old Town, has roots as early as the 10th century. This former ghetto was officially walled in after a 13th-century decree requiring the separation of Jewish and Christian communities. Restrictions lightened in the 16th century under Rudolf II, who worked with many Jewish families involved in banking, then tightened again under Maria-Theresa in the 17th century. An Edict of Tolerance was finally granted in 1781 by Emperor Josef II, namesake of the neighborhood.


One of the darker reasons that Prague’s Jewish Quarter is more intact than its Central European neighbors was Hitler’s affinity for Prague. The Nazi dictator’s plans to establish a “monument to an extinguished race” kept the bombs of World War II from demolishing the area. This horrific intention resulted in the preservation of centuries-old streets and synagogues from an inhumane era of occupation, so that today’s visitors can focus on the rich, vast history of the Jewish community in Prague.


The majority of sights, including the Old Jewish Cemetery and Pinkas Synagogue, are managed by the Jewish Museum (www.jewishmuseum.cz), which includes packaged admission (350 CZK) to a collection of seven buildings and sites. A combination ticket to the Jewish Town of Prague (420 CZK) also includes admission to the Old-New Synagogue, which is the only sight available to purchase individually (100 CZK). Tickets may be purchased at the Pinkas Synagogue, the Klausen Synagogue, the Information and Reservations Center located at Maiselova 15, or online.


Interested parties could easily spend multiple days exploring Josefov. There is a quiet air of reverence and remembrance around the individual sights and synagogues, but the surrounding streets are full of modern life, hotels, and some of the city’s most high-end shopping on Pařížská Street. Most religious sites around the neighborhood are closed on Saturdays, but the restaurants, cafés, and designer shops remain open. The seclusion of previous centuries has faded away, with the area now existing as a part of tourist trails and daily life in the city center.


When visiting the sights below, note that shoulders should be covered, and men will be required to wear a head covering in some locations.


Old-New Synagogue


(Staronová Synagoga)


Červená; tel. +420 224 800 812 or +420 224 800 813; www.synagogue.cz; Sun-Thu 9am-5pm Nov-Mar, Sun-Thu 9am-6pm Apr-Oct, Fridays until one hour before Shabbat; 100 CZK; metro and tram: Staroměstská


The Old-New Synagogue holds the title of oldest working synagogue in all of Europe. Originally known as “New” or “Great” when it was built in the 13th century, the ironic name developed when younger buildings popped up in the 16th century. The simplicity of the high ceilings, arched Gothic windows, and dark ironwork inside provide a contrast to the more ornate embellishments of its neighbors.


Legend surrounds the attic, which is said to house a giant clay creature created by Rabbi Löw sometime around 1590. The Rabbi supposedly created the mythical Golem to protect the Jewish community from harm, and then put him to bed every Friday night to rest for the Sabbath. When the Golem’s temper began to turn more Frankenstein than friend, the Rabbi put him into long-term hibernation in the attic, where he waits to be awakened if needed again. The attic remains off limits to visitors today, so consider yourself safe. The building is also rumored to have survived for so long, through fires and wars, under the protective cover of angel wings transformed into doves.


Guided tours (80 CZK) held in English around 10:30am or 2pm (other times available upon request) can help to add context and legend to the experience. Visit the Information and Reservations Center, located at Maiselova 15, in person to confirm that day’s availability.


The Old-New Synagogue is not part of the Jewish museum, but entrance can be combined with entrance to all Jewish Museum sights under the Jewish Town of Prague ticket (420 CZK). You can purchase an advanced ticket (90 CZK) to just the Old-New Synagogue online at www.synagogue.cz.


Old Jewish Cemetery


(Starý Židovský Hřbitov)


Široká 3; tel. +420 222 749 211; www.jewishmuseum.cz; daily 9am-4:30pm Nov-Mar, 9am-6pm Apr-Oct; entry covered by Jewish Museum ticket (350 CZK); metro and tram: Staroměstská


Roughly 12,000 crooked headstones are crowded into the Old Jewish Cemetery, likely representing thousands more buried below. Many of the gravestones, ranging from the early 15th century to 1787, are marked with symbols connected to their occupations or family names. You’re likely to find a crowd around Rabbi Löw in connection with the tale of the Golem at the Old-New Synagogue. Wandering the narrow paths through the graves is both a peaceful and powerful experience, illustrating the confinement that this community endured along with a warm reverence of maintaining the tradition of honoring these lives. Instead of flowers, you may spot evidence of the Jewish tradition of leaving small rocks on top of individual headstones. This historic resting place is tucked just off the Vltava riverbank near the Rudolfinum Concert Hall. Wheelchair access to the cemetery is available from the exit at U Starého Hřbitova street.



S Pinkas Synagogue and Holocaust Memorial



(Pinkasova Synagoga)


Široká 3; tel. +420 222 749 211; www.jewishmuseum.cz; daily 9am-4:30pm Nov-Mar, 9am-6pm Apr-Oct; entry covered by Jewish Museum ticket (350 CZK); metro and tram: Staroměstská


The second-oldest synagogue in Prague, built in 1535, now functions as a somber memorial to nearly 80,000 victims of the Shoah (a Hebrew word meaning calamity or destruction, and now used as a preferred term by many in the Jewish community for the Holocaust). Names, grouped both by family name and the victims’ Bohemian and Moravian hometowns, were handwritten on the synagogue’s interior walls between 1992-1996 to create this moving site of remembrance.


Continue through a hall of drawings made by children who were held at the Jewish ghetto of Terezín while en route to the concentration camps at Treblinka or Auschwitz. The pictures were saved by Friedl Dicker-Brandeis, who taught art classes while also held at Terezín (1942-1944) to help the youngest residents process their emotions. She hid the drawings in two suitcases when she was transported from the premises, resulting in their preservation. The drawings are a heart-wrenching (and, for many, tear-inducing) combination of happy memories and expressions of despair.


A visit to the Pinkas Synagogue may be emotional, but it is important. It embodies the notion from philosopher George Santayana that “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” The Pinkas Synagogue is not accessible to travelers who use a wheelchair.


NEW TOWN


(Nové Město)


Republic Square


(Náměstí Republiky)


This northeastern side of New Town holds an incredible collection of original architectural styles. From the curve of Na Příkopě street you are surrounded by the dark Gothic stone of the Powder Tower, the swirling art nouveau elegance of the Municipal House, the columned entrance of the Empire-style Hybernia Theater, the sturdy International façade of the Czech National Bank, and the stark gray cement of the KB banking building.


Powder Tower


(Prašná Brána)


Náměstí Republiky 5; tel. +420 725 847 875; www.prague.eu/en/object/places/102/powder-gate-tower-prasna-brana; 10am-6pm Oct-Jun, 9am-9pm Jul-Aug, 10am-7pm Sep; 150 CZK; tram or metro: Náměstí Republiky


The Powder Tower is named for one of its many previous uses: storing gunpowder in the 18th century. Centuries before, this 1475 Gothic tower marked the historical entrance to Old Town and the beginning of the royal coronation route to the Prague Castle. Admission gains you access to a spiral staircase of 186 stone steps and an overview of the Old Town that is often less crowded, and shared less often on social media, than the iconic bird’s eye view from Charles Bridge Towers. Otherwise, and if there are no cars coming, take a quick detour off the sidewalk and strut underneath the arch connecting New Town to Old Town with your best royal posture. Entrance to the Powder Tower is discounted by 50 percent for the first hour after opening. No elevator or wheelchair access available.


Municipal House


(Obecní Dům)


Náměstí Republiky 5; tel. +420 222 002 101; www.obecnidum.cz; daily 10am-8pm; tours 200 CZK; tram or metro: Náměstí Republiky


This modern-day concert hall has been instrumental in the country’s political history. On October 28, 1918, the independent state of Czechoslovakia was announced from its balcony, and later Václav Havel, first president of the Czech Republic, held his early meetings with Communist-era Prime Minister Ladislav Adamec inside these halls.
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1: Prague’s art nouveau Municipal House and Gothic Powder Tower 2: the (actually rectangular) Wenceslas Square 3: passageway inside Palac Lucerna 4: peaceful Franciscan Gardens





The Municipal House was built on the site of the King’s Court in the 14th-15th centuries, which served as the residence of Bohemian kings during that period. The art nouveau exterior reflects the decadence of the early 20th century and symbolizes part of the Czech National Revival leading up to the First Republic of Czechoslovakia. The swirling exterior includes a mosaic entitled an “Homage to Prague” framed by a quote from Svatopluk Čech, proclaiming, “Hail to you Prague! Defy time and malice as you have weathered all storms throughout the ages!”


The interior holds a number of concert spaces, most notably Smetana Hall, which serves as home to the Prague Symphony Orchestra (FOK) and where the Prague Spring Music Festival kicks off each year. Access to the upstairs halls require concert tickets or guided tours (200-600 CZK) that you can book online (www.obecnidum.cz) or at the Municipal House box office on the left side of the ground floor between 10am-8pm. Feel free to wander the bottom floors to admire the art nouveau details in the pricey, ornately decorated restaurant and café (beers around 100 CZK).



Alfons Mucha Museum



Panská 7; tel. +420 224 216 415; www.mucha.cz; daily 10am-6pm; 300 CZK; tram: Jindřišska, metro: Můstek


While the art nouveau movement is generally associated with Paris, one of its original innovators is an undeniably local hero, Alfons Mucha. This three-room museum offers an easy introduction to one of the most revered Czech artists, whose work contributed to the beauty of the Municipal House and St. Vitus Cathedral.


After growing up in the South Moravian region of the Czech Republic, Mucha made his name doing interior decoration for the aristocracy of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and designing theatrical posters in Paris that ultimately established his signature swirling designs. Later in life, he returned to his homeland to focus on more political works that captured the essence of the Czech character.


Admire the theatrical posters in the front of the museum, and don’t miss the 30-minute video about his life tucked into the rear of the building. Before you leave, stop by the adjoining gift shop for a wide range of sophisticated souvenirs to delight the art fan in your life.


Wenceslas Square


(Václavské Náměstí)


This center of economic activity and political change may not look like much more than a business district at first glance, but the streets around this long rectangular “square” have witnessed some world-changing history. The only hints of its early 14th-century days as Koňský trh (Horse Market) are the massive statue of St. Wenceslas, the patron saint of the Czech Republic, on horseback at the top of the square. The highway dividing the square from the National Museum was renamed Wilsonova in 1989, a symbolic departure from its previous name, Vítězného února (Victorious February) that marked the Communist takeover in 1948.


Today the busy square holds pieces of past and present influences. The National Museum (Václavské náměstí 68; www.nm.cz), with its domed rooftop and arched windows sits at the top of the square, behind the statue of St. Wenceslas (known as Vaclav in Czech). The museum reopened in 2019 after a decade of renovations and small fires, but is generally regarded as more impressive from the outside than for its interior exhibits. It was built alongside the National Theater and Municipal House as part of the Czech National Revival, a late-19th century effort to reclaim a sense of national pride and cultural identity. The revival movement eventually led to the establishment of an independent Czechoslovakia in 1918 and the glamorous First Republic era.


Today, international shopping outlets, tourist-focused restaurants, hotels, and fast-food chains occupy many of the historic buildings surrounding Wenceslas Square. The city has long-term plans to revitalize this pedestrian space and bring local life back to the center. For now, take a walk through the benches engraved with inspirational quotes that line the center islands and absorb the years of political protests that marked this space over the years. As recently as 2020, Czech citizens packed these streets to express their discontent with the local government.


Main Post Office


(Hlavní Pošta)


Jindřišská 14; tel. +420 221 131 111; 2am-midnight; free; tram: Václavské náměstí, metro: Muzeum or Můstek


Even if you have nothing to mail, the Main Post Office is worth a peek inside. Look up: Swirling frescoed designs line the walls around arched windows beneath a vaulted glass ceiling. A shop in the corner sells stationery, stickers, and packing materials, but whether or not the employees working at the counters speak English is hit-or-miss. Stop in almost any time—the building only closes between midnight and 2am—but stick to mental pictures to avoid a reprimand from the security staff. Photography is not allowed inside this government building.



S Palac Lucerna



Štěpánská 61; tel. +420 224 224 537; www.lucerna.cz; free; passage open 24 hours; tram: Václavské náměstí


Prague’s city center is filled with covered passageways, known as “pasáž” in Czech, that connect the cafés, shops, and venues housed in the buildings that surround them. In the early 1900s, Palac Lucerna (Lantern Palace) was the first of these shopping and culture centers built in the Czech Republic. The design and construction were carried out by Vácslav Havel, grandfather of future president Václav Havel. Today, one of the biggest draws for visitors is the highly photographable David Černý sculpture hanging from its domed ceiling. In contrast to the proud statue of St. Wenceslas on the square outside, Černý’s rider sits astride an upside-down horse, with rumors that the saint’s face resembles various modern politicians.


The hallways surrounding the sculpture lead to the historic 1909 Kino Lucerna cinema, a glamorous First Republic-style café in Kavárna Lucerna, and one of Prague’s longest-running dance clubs, Lucerna Music Bar. In the summer, a new rooftop bar called Střecha Lucerny (www.strechalucerny.cz; 100 CZK entry) draws laid-back, all-ages crowds to enjoy the views from this central vantage point between 2pm-sunset from May-October.


Franciscan Gardens


(Františkánská Zahrada)


Jungmannovo náměstí; tel. +420 221 097 231; daily 7am-10pm mid-Apr to mid-Sept, 7am-8pm mid-Sept to mid-Oct, 8am-7pm mid-Oct to mid-Apr; free; tram: Václavské náměstí


This peaceful, relaxing outdoor garden hidden in an inner courtyard provides an escape from busy Wenceslas Square. The pace of life is slow in this little oasis, with families enjoying ice cream on benches surrounded by latticed fences covered in rose vines. The tall, arched windows and red rooftops of the massive Church of Our Lady of the Snows watches over the children’s playground near its base. Take a moment to imagine the Prague landscape if this house of worship extended all the way to the Vltava River’s edge, as originally planned. Lighthearted sculptures and a bubbling fountain round out the overall sense of calm.


The Franciscan Gardens are accessible from the Svetozor Passage on Vodičkova Street or an unmarked gate tucked into the back corner of Jungmannovo náměstí. Stop by Café Truhlárna, on the west side of the garden near Jungmannovo náměstí, for coffee and pastries.


Charles Square


(Karlovo Náměstí)


The most residential part of New Town stretches from Prague’s National Theater along the Vltava riverbank and around the larger rectangular park of Karlovo náměstí, yet another site named for the beloved King Charles IV. The square, established in 1348, was also known as the Cattle Market (Dobytčí trh) or the New Town Square, for its proximity to the New Town Hall (Novoměstská radnice).


These days, the square is more likely to serve as a site of relaxation than radical protest. The two rectangular halves of green space are divided by busy streets of tram tracks and traffic, but inside the border of trees and flowered gardens a Baroque fountain, curving pathways, and benches to rest your feet cultivate a peaceful vibe.


NEW TOWN HALL


(Novoměstská Radnice)


Karlovo náměstí 1; tel. +420 224 948 225; www.novomestskaradnice.cz; Tue-Sun 10am-6pm spring- autumn (dependent on weather); 60 CZK; tram: Novoměstská radnice, metro: Karlovo náměstí


The Gothic Tower of the New Town Hall in the corner of Karlovo náměstí was the site of Prague’s First Defenestration (the act of throwing someone, usually an authority figure, out a window). In 1419, an angry crowd of Jan Hus’s followers demanded the release of Protestant prisoners before tossing seven council members from the tower, an early act of the religious conflict that led to the Hussite Wars.




Student Protests and Occupations


Political demonstrations and celebrations have often centered around Wenceslas Square and the surrounding streets of New Town.
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memorial commemorating the protest of 1989





• Celebration of Czechoslovakia’s independence (Oct 28, 1918): Crowds gathered on Wenceslas Square to celebrate the newfound independence of Czechoslovakia from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. This day remains a national holiday, and 2018 marked joyful celebrations of the 100th anniversary, even though Czechoslovakia doesn’t technically exist today.


• Student protests against German invasion (Oct 28, 1939): Student protesters marked the anniversary of Czech independence by taking to the streets, including Old Town Square and Wenceslas Square, to express outrage against the growing German occupation of Czechoslovakia. When German soldiers tried to get the crowds under control, a young medical student, Jan Opletal, was shot in the stomach and died in the hospital.


• Anti-Nazi protests (Nov 15, 1939): A funeral for Jan Opletal, the man who was killed in protests just weeks earlier, turned into another spontaneous anti-Nazi protest. In response, German soldiers raided the dormitories and executed nine of the student organizers behind the events on November 17, 1939. Nazi occupation continued until the end of World War II. Opletalova Street, running from Wenceslas Square to Prague’s main train station (Hlavní nádraží), is named after the man who sacrificed his life, and November 17 became known as International Students’ Day.


• Student protests against the Soviet occupation (1969): To protest the restrictive Soviet occupation under the Communist government, young philosophy student Jan Palach lit himself on fire in Wenceslas Square on January 16, 1969. A second act of self-immolation, by student Jan Zajíc, occurred on February 25, 1969. Despite their extreme efforts, Soviet occupation continued for another 20 years. A cross in bricks in front of the National Museum marks the spot where Palach lit himself on fire, and a sculptural memorial near Rudolfinum commemorates both Palach and his mother’s grief.


• International Students’ Day anniversary (Nov 1989): By November 17, 1989, the Berlin Wall had crumbled and Communist regimes were falling around Europe. Students gathered at Vyšehrad for a demonstration to mark the 50th anniversary of their outspoken predecessors and to express their desire for independence. Thousands of citizens joined the march along the Vltava River toward Wenceslas Square, but were stopped and brutally attacked by riot police. A memorial of hands reaching out from Národní třída street pays tribute to this massacre.


• Celebrations of independence from Communism (Dec 1989): The November demonstrations led to the formation of the Civic Forum and its elected leader Václav Havel. Demonstrations continued for weeks in Wenceslas Square, with protesters jingling their keys in the air to symbolize time for the Communist government to go home. Top officials resigned within weeks, and Havel was officially elected president on December 29, 1989. Chants of “Havel na hrad” (Havel to the castle) marked the end of the Velvet Revolution, named for its casualty-free (if not entirely peaceful) transition of power.





Visitors can get an up-close look at the site of the historic action, plus views of the surrounding area, by climbing the tower’s 221 wooden steps. Entrance also includes an exhibit on the history of the area in a former guard’s apartment and a small art gallery.


National Monument to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror


(Národní Památník Hrdinů Heydrichiády)


Resslova 9a; tel. +420 222 540 718 or +420 720 988 421; www.vhu.cz; Tue-Sun 9am-5pm; free; tram or metro: Karlovo náměstí


The National Monument to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror is a moving tribute to one brave act of World War II resistance efforts. The memorial is in the basement of the Baroque Church of Sts. Cyril and Methodius, which played an important role in the story. After successfully assassinating Reinhard Heydrich, one of Hitler’s top deputies, the small group of men who carried out the plan took refuge inside this church, where they hid for weeks from a city-wide manhunt. This eventually led to a standoff with the Nazi army that ended in their deaths. You’ll find a plaque that describes the events (in Czech) flanked by small statues of a paratrooper and a priest outside the church above original bullet holes on the church wall. The year 1942 is also embedded in the sidewalk below the plaque.


Inside the free memorial is a small exhibition of letters and photos in glass cases that tell the stories of the soldiers in both Czech and English. Visitors may also enter the crypt where most of the men ultimately lost their lives. The Church of Sts. Cyril and Methodius itself is only open during Orthodox masses on Sundays. The separate entrance to the memorial is located at street level beside steps to the church.


Dancing House


(Tančící Dům)


Jiraskovo Namesti 6; observation deck 9am-midnight; tram: Jiráskovo náměstí


The twisted glass-and-stone walls of the Dancing House look like a hand reached out of the clouds and squeezed one corner of the skyline, yet somehow it blends seamlessly into the city landscape. The architectural landmark stands on a site accidentally bombed by the American army in 1945, which stood empty until after the Velvet Revolution. The modern collaboration between two 20th-century architects, Canadian-American Frank Gehry and Croatian-Czech Vlado Milunić, was inspired by the shape of famous dancing couple Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, after whom the top-floor restaurant is named. Its tension and intertwined embrace between the materials also represents the mid-1990s state of the Czech Republic, blending respect for the past while charging optimistically into the future, navigating cultural influences of East and West. Visitors often stop by purely to pose for silly photographs, staged as pinching or kicking its exterior from across the street (similar to Italy’s Leaning Tower of Pisa), but there are reasons to venture inside as well.
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the Dancing House







Heroes of the Resistance: The Anthropoid Mission


Prague is known for its history of foreign rulers and occupations, but the local character is also defined by acts of resistance from brave, everyday citizens standing up to injustice in the face of impossible odds. The Anthropoid mission of 1942 is one of these stories, recently catching Hollywood’s attention with two English-language films (the painstakingly researched Anthropoid in 2016 and Heydrich-focused The Man with the Iron Heart in 2017). Spoilers ahead, in case you want to watch them first.
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bullet holes in a church remain from the Anthropoid mission





A pair of paratroopers living in exile during World War II were sent back to Czechoslovakia in late 1941 with a daunting task—to assassinate Reinhard Heydrich, one of Hitler’s cruelest deputies who was nicknamed “The Butcher of Prague.” Josef Gabčík and Jan Kubiš teamed up with a small group of fellow dissidents, who often risked their lives to house or meet with the men. The group observed the Nazi leader’s movements and concocted a plan.


On May 27, 1942, they stopped Heydrich’s car in the outskirts of the city, en route to the Prague Castle. Josef Gabčík jumped in front of the car and attempted to shoot Heydrich, but his gun failed. Jan Kubiš turned to Plan B and tossed a grenade toward the car. Its blast lodged a piece of metal into Heydrich’s body. The Anthropoid team retreated and Heydrich was taken to the hospital, where he died from infection roughly one week later.


A seven-man team went into hiding, eventually given sanctuary inside the Church of Sts. Cyril and Methodius. Their location was given up by a fellow paratrooper, Karel Čurda, resulting in a standoff at the church on June 18, 1942. The men opened fire on the Nazi army when they entered, and took refuge in the basement, where they were attacked with tear gas and rising water. Five men saved their last bullets to take their own lives and avoid capture. Many of the families who housed them turned to cyanide capsules to avoid interrogation. Nazi retaliation for the assassination wiped out the village of Lidice and killed hundreds more.





The ground floor houses a small gallery (www.galerietancicidum.cz), with the lovely boutique Dancing House Hotel (www.dancinghousehotel.com) and office space occupying the middle floors. The overpriced Fred and Ginger restaurant shares the top floor with the more worthwhile Glass Bar (www.galerietancicidum.cz/glass-bar-en), whose observation deck wraps around the twisted metal orb on top of the building and offers 360-degree views of the Vltava River, the Prague Castle, and city skylines. The small observation platform, with binoculars on the edges and limited bench seating in the center, can get crowded on summer afternoons but is often peaceful in the morning, after dark, and during off-seasons.



S Náplavka Boardwalk



(Rašínovo nábřeží)


Náplavka, stretching from Slovansky Island to the Výtoň tram and ferry stops; tel. +420 222 013 618; www.prazskenaplavky.cz; free; tram: Palackého náměstí, metro: Karlovo náměstí


Náplavka Boardwalk (also called the Náplavka Embankment, Rašín Embankment, or simply Náplavka) is a roughly 1.2-km (0.75-mi) cobblestone walkway below street level along the Vltava River. Year-round, it’s the staging place for Saturday farmers markets, food festivals, or just midweek evening strolls. Visitors are welcome to bring their own food and drink as well, drawing crowds of swans to beg for crumbs from anyone dangling their legs over the edge.


An extensive renovation project completed in 2020 added enormous glass lenses as doorways that swivel to open underground vaults lining the retaining walls. A series of cafés with minimalist décor inside these vaults (called “kobky” in Czech) also serve café tables outdoors. At the time of writing, many of the cafés had delayed openings or fluctuating hours under COVID-19 restrictions, but most have plans to operate in heated spaces year-round. A series of boat bars also dock in this area, including Lod’ Tajemstvi’s Ship Of Secrets (http://lodtajemstvi.cz), which hosts live music, and the floating beer garden on Lod’ Pavla.


You can access the Náplavka Embankment via ramps and stairs at various points from around the Dancing House all the way to the railway bridge just below Vyšehrad. You can also catch a five-minute ride on one of the small summer ferry boats here, included in the Prague public transport system, to the opposite riverbank of Smíchovská náplavka. Ferries run every 10-15 minutes from 8am-8pm, April-October.


LESSER TOWN


(Malá Strana)


Charles Bridge


(Karlův Most)


Karlův most; free; tram: Malostranské náměstí or Staroměstská


Construction of the Charles Bridge famously began in 1357 on July 9 at 5:31am, based on Charles IV’s belief (from numerology and astrology) that 1-3-5-7-9-7-5-3-1 would bring good luck. Whether he was right, or whether the rumored combination of eggs, wine, or milk mixed into the foundations kept the oldest of Prague’s bridges safe for centuries, is one of the structure’s many secrets. Thirty Baroque statues along the edges of the bridge were installed between the late 17th century and 1928, upping the landmark’s visual appeal.
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1: Náplavka Boardwalk 2: memorial to the martyred St. John of Nepomuk on Charles Bridge





CROSSING CHARLES BRIDGE


Crossing the bridge begins by passing through glorious Gothic splendor under the arches of the Old Town Bridge Tower (Staroměstská mostecká věž) on one side and the Lesser Town Bridge Towers (Malostranské mostecké věže) of Malá Strana on the other. These famous figures include St. Wenceslas in prayer on your right as you enter from Malá Strana, and Sts. Cyril and Methodius, credited for bringing Christianity to the area, baptizing the Czechs and Slovaks. They’re the fifth statue on your right entering from Old Town.


By far the most popular statue is St. John of Napomuk, crowned with a golden halo of five stars near the center of the bridge. St. John was famously martyred by King Wenceslas IV for either jealousy or politics—protecting the confessional secrets of Queen Sofia, or disrespecting Wenceslas by confirming a monastery without his permission—depending on who you ask. Although it’s a custom with little cultural or historical credibility, many tourists stop to rub the image of Sofia at the base of his statue, as well as an unrelated dog engraved on the left side, based on an urban tour guide myth that this brings either good luck or a return visit to Prague.


An ornate plaque of swirling iron a few steps to the right of St. John of Napomuk’s statue marks the site where his body was thrown into the Vltava River on Wenceslas’s orders. Please don’t attach any “love locks” to this essential grave marker—or really on any historical bridge in the city. A local preservation group removes them monthly to maintain structural integrity, and a photo is a much better way to commemorate a romantic moment.


Crossing the bridge can take anywhere from 7-20 minutes, depending on your ability to dodge selfie sticks.


During peak seasons, this popular pedestrian bridge is generally packed with people. You’ll need to be up at dawn with the photographers, stumbling home in the early morning hours, or visiting on an off-peak weekday in questionable weather to catch a quiet moment. To avoid pedestrian traffic jams, be mindful of the people around you while you pause to admire the details of statues and monuments.



S CHARLES BRIDGE TOWERS



www.prague.eu; daily 10am-6pm Oct-June, 9am-9pm July-Aug, 10am-7pm Sept; 150 CZK each or 225 CZK combined ticket


Visitors can climb two towers that flank the bridge: the Old Town Bridge Tower (Staroměstská mostecká věž, www.prague.eu/en/object/places/197/old-town-bridge-tower-staromestska-mostecka-vez) on one side, and the taller of the two Lesser Town Bridge Towers (Malostranské mostecké věže, www.prague.eu/en/object/places/204/lesser-town-bridge-towers-malostranske-mostecke-veze) on the Malá Strana side. Entrance to either viewing tower is accessible from 9am or 10am to roughly sunset, depending on the time of year, offering a coveted bird’s-eye view over the hordes of tourists below. In both towers, landings along the stairwells that lead to the viewing platform also hold very small exhibits on the history and construction of the bridge, which are included in the ticket price.


It requires patience (and maybe a little luck) to get a prime spot in either tower around sunset, but the views are worth the wait. The most popular view from the Old Town Bridge Tower looks out at the Prague Castle over the Vltava River. The Lesser Town Bridge Tower is usually a slightly less crowded experience, with 360-degree views overlooking the Malá Strana neighborhood and the river toward Old Town. Splurge on both perspectives to document the city with photographs of every direction.


Admission to either tower is discounted 50 percent during the first hour of opening. Note there is no wheelchair access available or much space to social distance.


John Lennon Wall


(Zeď Johna Lennona)


Velkopřevorské náměstí; free; tram: Malostranské náměstí or Hellichova


John Lennon never visited Czechoslovakia, but his messages of peace and rebellious spirit still managed to reach the hearts of its residents. The John Lennon Wall was born shortly after Lennon’s assassination in 1980, when an unknown artist covered the wall surrounding a courtyard with Beatles lyrics alongside the singer’s likeness. Under Communist rule, which prohibited Western music and influences, this was a criminal act. The wall was painted over multiple times, but never stayed blank for very long.


In November of 2014, 25 years after the Velvet Revolution, the wall was completely whitewashed by a group of local art students who left only the words “Wall Is Over.” The group later released a statement saying that they were opening “free space for new messages of the current generation.” Prague’s art community responded to the challenge, and within days of the event, the interactive monument was covered again with its latest incarnation of peaceful words and political grievances. The Beatles imagery was refreshed again by local artists in March of 2019 to mark the anniversary of the Velvet Revolution, covered with messages about climate change by environmental activists in April 2019, and refreshed again in November 2019 for International Students’ Day and the Struggle for Freedom and Democracy.




Prague’s Musical History


Music has long been intertwined with Czech culture, from classical composers such as Antonín Dvořák and Bedřich Smetana to the music festivals that fill the countryside each summer. The influence of music has also made its mark on modern-day politics and tourism. Here are a few of my favorite pieces of Czech musical trivia:


• Austria may be able to claim Mozart’s birthplace, but the statue outside the Estates Theater, where he premiered the opera Don Giovanni, is a testament to his notorious love (and, some would argue, preference) for Prague audiences.


• The arrest of the psychedelic band Plastic People of the Universe for disturbing the peace under Communist Czechoslovakia helped to inspire the Charter 77 petition of 1976. These signatures became a who’s who of political dissidents, many of whom received government retaliation for speaking up for personal freedoms (and for the right to rock and roll).


• Two charismatic political leaders took the stage at Reduta Jazz Club for an impromptu saxophone jam session in 1994. A plaque marks the site where Czech President Václav Havel joined US President Bill Clinton onstage for the joy of making music in a democratic society.


• You can thank the Rolling Stones for keeping the Prague Castle visible throughout the night. As one of the first rock bands to play in Prague after the fall of Communism, and as friends of President Havel, the band designed and financed the lighting design in 1995.


• Prague has even made its mark on contemporary pop music. The dance club at Radost FX (Bělehradská 12; tel. +420 224 254 776; www.radostfx.cz) was featured in Rihanna’s music video for the song “Please Don’t Stop the Music” in 2007.


• Metallica won local praise in 2018 when they performed a cover of 1970s Czech folk classic “Jožin z bažin” (“Jožin of the Swamp”) for a packed house. A quick online search for the video, with English subtitles and iconic dance moves, will introduce you to one of the greatest quirky fairy tales ever told in song, and also give you a taste of Czech humor.





The Knights of Malta (who own this private property) and the city officials have grown increasingly frustrated that the original character of the wall, with portraits of its namesake musician alongside Beatles lyrics and messages of hope, had been overtaken by random graffiti, Instagram handles, and vulgar phrases. A plaque was added to the wall, describing the space as a memorial, and two security cameras now monitor for illegal spray painting throughout the night. If you choose to interact with the wall, please consider the history, significance, and context of what it symbolizes.


St. Nicholas Bell Tower


(Svatomikulášská Městská Zvonice)


Malostranské náměstí 556/29; tel. +420 725 847 927; www.prague.eu/en/object/places/175/st-nicholas-bell-tower-svatomikulasska-mestska-zvonice; daily 10am-6pm Oct-Jun, 9am-9pm Jul-Aug, 10am-7pm Sep; 150 CZK; tram: Malostranské náměstí


The six floors or platforms of this belfry (which is not actually part of the domed house of worship next door), spread across 215 steps, take you through a decade-by-decade tour of Czech history. Climb the stairs from the bedrooms of 18th-century watchmen, through a shadowy bell tower, all the way up to recreated holographic conversations of the top floor, which was used as a Communist spy center in the 1980s. A multimedia presentation just below the spy center tells the story of Lesser Town (Malá Strana’s) role in resistance efforts from May 5-9, 1945 that led to the end of World War II. Take advantage of 360-degree views of the Charles Bridge and the Prague Castle on both the outdoor gallery level and covered windows of the top floor. Note that the narrow stone staircases and small exhibition spaces provide little room for social distancing, and there are no elevators or wheelchair access available.


Vrtba Garden


(Vrtbovská Zahrada)


Letenská 4; tel. +420 272 088 350 or +420 603 233 912; www.vrtbovska.cz; daily 10am-6pm Apr-Oct; 100 CZK; tram or metro: Malostranské náměstí


Fans of landscape architecture should visit the Italian-style terraces of the Vrtba Garden, with the added bonus of a raised viewpoint over panoramic city skylines and an almost eye-level perspective of the Prague Castle. This quiet, 18th-century oasis decorated with swirling grass, expressive statues of Roman gods, and a curved staircase leading to a hillside pavilion is a popular site for weddings and engagement photos. The entrance, down an unassuming driveway on your right while walking away from St. Nicholas Church on Karmelitská street, can be easy to miss, so keep your eyes peeled for the small sign.


Kampa Museum


U Sovových mlýnů 2; tel. +420 257 286 147; www.museumkampa.cz; noon-6pm Mon-Fri, 10am-6pm Sat-Sun; 190-300 CZK; tram: Hellichova


You can spot Kampa Museum, housed in a former mill inside Park Kampa, from the opposite side of the Vltava River thanks to its line of glowing yellow penguins. The collection of modern art, curated by Jan and Meda Mládek, focuses on Central European artists expressing the struggles of working under oppression in the second half of the 20th century, as well as temporary exhibitions on modern themes. You could spend as little as one hour or an entire afternoon in this space. As you leave, don’t miss a photo op with three of David Černý’s creepy-but-cute bronze babies with bar codes for faces, crawling in the grass beside the museum. Discounted tickets offering limited access to specific exhibitions are available.
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1: the John Lennon Wall, a living breathing monument 2: St. Nicholas Bell Tower and Church 3: Penguins created by the Cracking Art Group line the river behind Kampa Museum.





Franz Kafka Museum


Cihelná 2b; tel. +420 257 535 507; www.kafkamuseum.cz; daily 10am-6pm; 260 CZK; tram or metro: Malostranská


Inside this museum, fans of this complicated literary legend will find letters, diaries, photographs, music, and installations that explore the connection between his most famous works and their underlying connections to the city of his birth. Kafka was raised by German-speaking Jewish parents and was educated in both German and Czech schools in the Czech Republic. Many of his novels were written in German, but he was able to speak and write both languages. A thorough read of extracts from the letters and manuscripts that have been translated into English could take a couple of hours if you want to fully immerse yourself.


Even if you don’t step foot inside the museum, it’s worth visiting the courtyard, which holds one of David Černý’s many controversial sculptures—two men pissing into a pool in the shape of the Czech Republic. To get here, take a riverside walk just north of the Charles Bridge.


PRAGUE CASTLE DISTRICT


(Hradčany)


Prague Castle


(Pražský Hrad)


Pražský hrad; tel. +420 224 372 423 or +420 224 371 111; www.hrad.cz; upper tram: Královský letohrádek, Pražský hrad, or Pohořelec, lower metro: Malostranská or Malostranské náměstí


The name Prague Castle can be a bit misleading. The “castle” is not one building of turrets and royal residences, but actually refers to a massive fortified area of government buildings, churches, museums, and manicured gardens. This roughly 70,000-square-meter area (more than 17 ac) holds the Guinness World Record for the largest castle complex in the world.


The castle’s history covers roughly a century of royal families and architectural styles. Duke of Bohemia Bořivoj I and his wife Ludmila founded the castle around the year 880. Future residents included their grandson Wenceslas I (later known as St. Wenceslas), members of the Habsburg royal family, and Thomas Garrigue Masaryk, the first president of Czechoslovakia in 1918. The Prague Castle remains the seat of the Czech president today, with the flag flying on days he (or she) is in town. The stone-faced, unmovable castle guards outside the main Matthias Gates put on a “Changing of the Guards” ceremony at noon, with a smaller version happening every hour from 7am.


The mixed-and-matched architectural style—from the Gothic-Renaissance-Baroque blend of the St. Vitus Cathedral to the Baroque exterior and Romanesque interior of St. George’s Basilica—chronicles an ongoing “home improvement” project that stretched from 880 to the early 1900s. You can spot the more modern elements of Slovenian architect Josip Plečnik’s 20th-century touches around the grounds.


VISITING THE PRAGUE CASTLE


The Prague Castle can easily be a multi-hour excursion, and visiting every corner would take multiple days. That said, you can pick and choose the areas that interest you most to customize your exploration, and a combination of 2-4 buildings and gardens can be enough to give you a taste of the castle experience. Those in a hurry or on a budget can take a peek inside St. Vitus Cathedral followed by a walk along the South Garden’s panoramic city views, both for free. Add on an hour-long visit to the Lobkowicz Palace for a single-admission entrance to explore aristocratic interiors and an enviable balcony view, plus the optional add-on of an afternoon classical-music concert.


The castle grounds themselves are open from 6am-10pm, while the buildings and museums have shorter hours. Be prepared for a steady stream of tour groups from open to close in high seasons, with slightly more breathing room during off seasons and weekdays.


Ticket options are valid for 2 days and include Prague Castle—Circuit A (350 CZK), which comprises St. Vitus Cathedral, the Old Royal Palace, “The Story of Prague Castle” exhibition, St. George’s Basilica, Golden Lane with the Daliborka Tower, and Rosenberg Palace. Prague Castle—Circuit B (250 CZK), includes St. Vitus Cathedral, the Old Royal Palace, St. George’s Basilica, and Golden Lane with the Daliborka Tower. Many areas were closed during the coronavirus pandemic, so confirm availability before purchasing. A pass to photograph the interiors of the Prague Castle requires an additional 50 CZK ticket.


An official tour guide in English (100 CZK pp per hour) adds much more color and personalized explanations than an audio guide (350 CZK per device for 3 hours, 450 CZK per device per day). To book a guide, visit the information center in the Third Courtyard near the entrance to St. Vitus Cathedral or email info@hrad.cz.


Increased security measures were implemented after protest art group Ztohoven snuck onto the grounds in 2015 and replaced the Czech flag with a giant pair of red boxer shorts. Entrances now require a security checkpoint, no large bags are allowed inside, and drones are prohibited from flying overhead.


ROYAL SUMMER PALACE AND GARDENS


(Letohrádek Královny Anny)


Mariánské hradby 1; tel. +420 224 372 434 or +420 224 372 415; www.hrad.cz; daily 10am-6pm Apr-Oct; free; tram: Královský letohrádek




Sunset Over Prague


Thanks to a spire-filled skyline, a hilly landscape, and a local affinity for nature and being outdoors, watching the sunset on a summer evening in Prague is a spectacular experience. Sunsets in Prague happen around 9pm in June and July and roughly 4pm in December or January. Grab a picnic and a partner (or go solo and peaceful) and try any of these prime viewing spots.


• Náplavka: Dangle your legs over the edge of this riverside boardwalk between the southern edge of New Town and Vyšehrad and admire the swans on the Vltava River as the evening turns to night (click here).
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