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Traveling as a Temporary Local

Until 1989, Eastern Europe was a foreboding place—a dark and gloomy corner of the “Evil Empire.” But the dismal grays and preachy reds of communism live on only in history books, museums, and kitschy theme restaurants. Today’s Eastern Europe is a traveler’s delight, with friendly locals, lively squares, breathtaking sights, fascinating history, reasonable prices, and a sense of pioneer excitement.

Wander among Prague’s dreamy, fairy-tale spires, bask in the energy of Kraków’s Main Market Square, and soak with chess players in a Budapest bath. Ponder Europe’s most moving Holocaust memorial at Auschwitz. Enjoy nature as you stroll on boardwalks through the Plitvice Lakes’ waterfall wonderland, or glide across Lake Bled to a church-topped island in the shadow of the Julian Alps. Taste a proud Hungarian vintner’s wine and say, “Egészségedre!” (or stick with “Cheers!”).

This book covers Eastern Europe’s top big-city, small-town, and back-to-nature destinations—from the Hungarian metropolis of Budapest to the quaint Czech village of Český Krumlov to the pristine Julian Alps of Slovenia. It then gives you all the specifics and opinions necessary to wring the maximum value out of your limited time and money. If you’re planning for a month or less in this region, this book is all you need.

Experiencing Europe’s culture, people, and natural wonders economically and hassle-free has been my goal for several decades of traveling, tour guiding, and writing. With this book, I pass on to you all of the lessons I’ve learned.

I’ve been selective, including only the top destinations and sights. For example, Poland has dozens of medieval castles—but Malbork is a cut above the rest. The best is, of course, only my opinion. But after spending much of my life exploring and researching Europe, I’ve developed a sixth sense for what travelers enjoy. Just thinking about the places featured in this book makes me want to polka.
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  Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.



ABOUT THIS BOOK

Rick Steves Eastern Europe is a personal tour guide in your pocket. Better yet, it’s actually two tour guides in your pocket: The co-author of this book is Cameron Hewitt. Cameron writes and edits guidebooks for my travel company, Rick Steves’ Europe. Inspired by his Polish roots and by the enduring charm of the Eastern European people, Cameron has spent the last decade closely tracking the exciting changes in this part of the world. Together, Cameron and I keep this book up to date and accurate (though for simplicity we’ve shed our respective egos to become “I” in this book).

This book is organized by destinations. Each is a mini-vacation on its own, filled with exciting sights, strollable neighborhoods, affordable places to stay, and memorable places to eat. In the following chapters, you’ll find these sections:

Planning Your Time suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.

Orientation includes specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information.

Sights describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.

Self-Guided Walks take you through interesting neighborhoods, pointing out sights and fun stops.

Sleeping describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.

Eating serves up a range of options, from inexpensive eateries to fancy restaurants.



  Key to This Book

  Updates

  This book is updated regularly—but things change. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.



Abbreviations and Times

I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:

Sights are rated:




	▲▲▲
	Don’t miss



	▲▲
	Try hard to see



	▲
	Worthwhile if you can make it



	No rating
	Worth knowing about




Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. To categorize accommodations, I use a Sleep Code (described on here).

Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).

When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9:00 a.m. until 4:00 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).

For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour, and the journey lasts an hour and a half.



Connections outlines your options for traveling to destinations by train, bus, and boat. For car-friendly regions, I’ve included route tips for drivers, with recommended roadside attractions along the way.

Country Introductions give you an overview of each country’s culture, customs, money, history, current events, cuisine, language, and other useful practicalities.

Practicalities is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best travel tips and advice about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation (trains, buses, boats, car rentals, driving, and flights). There’s also a list of recommended books and films.

The appendix has nuts-and-bolts information, including useful phone numbers and websites, a festival list, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and a guide to pronouncing Eastern European place names.

Browse through this book, choose your favorite destinations, and link them up. Then have a great trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Europeans.


What Is “Eastern Europe”?

“Eastern Europe” means different things to different people. To most Americans, Eastern Europe includes any place that was once behind the Iron Curtain, from the former East Germany to Moscow. But people who actually live in many of these countries consider themselves “Central Europeans.” In fact, some even get a bit offended by the “Eastern” label. (To them, “Eastern Europe” is really eastern: Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Romania.)

In this book I use the term “Eastern Europe” the way most Americans do—to describe the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Slovenia, and Croatia. I’ve also thrown in three cities in other countries worth a detour: Vienna (in Austria), Mostar (in Bosnia-Herzegovina), and Bratislava (in Slovakia). Vienna is a “gateway city” that feels more Western than Eastern, but it has important historical ties to the region. Nearby Bratislava is the impressively rejuvenated capital of Slovakia. And Mostar—a mostly Muslim city a short drive or bus trip from Croatia’s Dalmatian Coast—provides an opportunity to splice in some diversity.

So what do my five core “Eastern European” countries have in common? All of these destinations fell under communist control during the last half of the 20th century. More importantly, for centuries leading up to World War I, they were all part of the Austrian Habsburg Empire. Before the Habsburgs, the kings and emperors of these countries also frequently governed their neighbors. And all of these countries (except Hungary) are populated by people of Slavic heritage.

I hope that natives, sticklers, and historians will understand the liberties I’ve taken with the title of this book. After all, would you buy a book called Rick Steves Former Habsburg Empire?



Planning

This section will help you get started on planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.

TRAVEL SMART

Your trip to Europe is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and fully appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book before your trip accomplishes much the same thing.

Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note festivals, holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed (all covered in this book). For example, most museums throughout Eastern Europe close on Mondays. Hotels in resort towns (such as those on the Croatian coast) are most crowded on Fridays and Saturdays, whereas weekdays are tight in convention cities (for instance, Budapest and Warsaw). Expect seasonal closures, especially in Croatia. To get between destinations smoothly, read the tips in Practicalities on taking trains and buses or renting a car and driving. A smart trip is a puzzle—a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


  Please Tear Up This Book!

  There’s no point in hauling around a big chapter on Vienna for a day in Dubrovnik. That’s why I hope you’ll rip this book apart. Before your trip, attack this book with a utility knife to create an army of pocket-sized mini-guidebooks—one for each area you visit.

  I love the ritual of trimming down the size of guidebooks I’ll be using: Fold the pages back until you break the spine, neatly slice apart the sections you want with a utility knife, then pull them out with the gummy edge intact. If you want, finish each one off with some clear, heavy-duty packing tape to smooth and reinforce the spine, or use a heavy-duty stapler along the edge to prevent the first and last pages from coming loose.

  To make things even easier, I’ve created a line of laminated covers with slide-on binders. Every evening, you can make a ritual of swapping out today’s pages for tomorrow’s. (For more on these binders, see www.ricksteves.com.)

  While you may be tempted to keep this book intact as a souvenir of your travels, you’ll appreciate even more the footloose freedom of traveling light.



When you’re plotting your itinerary, strive for a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. To maximize rootedness, minimize one-night stands. It’s worth taking a long drive after dinner (or a train/bus ride with a dinner picnic) to get settled in a town for two nights. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.

Reread this book as you travel, and visit local tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI in this book). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; get the schedule for the train, bus, or boat you’ll take when you depart. Drivers can figure out the best route to their next destination.

Update your plans as you travel. You can carry a small mobile device (phone, tablet, laptop) to find out tourist information, learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, etc.), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, research transportation connections, and keep in touch with your loved ones. If you don’t want to bring a pricey device, you can use guest computers at hotels and make phone calls from landlines.



  Eastern Europe at a Glance

  Czech Republic

  ▲▲▲Prague Romantic Czech capital with a remarkably well-preserved Old Town, sprawling hilltop castle, informative Jewish Quarter, and rollicking pubs.





▲Near Prague Kutná Hora’s offbeat bone church and grand cathedral, Terezín’s Nazi concentration camp memorial, and Franz Ferdinand’s residence at Konopiště Castle.



▲▲Český Krumlov Picturesque town hugging a river bend under a castle.



Poland

▲▲▲Kraków Poland’s cultural, intellectual, and historical capital, with a huge but cozy main square, easy-to-enjoy Old Town, thought-provoking Jewish quarter, and important castle.



▲▲▲Auschwitz-Birkenau The largest and most notorious Nazi concentration camp, now a compelling museum and memorial.



▲▲Warsaw Poland’s modern capital, with an appealing urban tempo, a reconstructed Old Town, and good museums.



▲▲Gdańsk and the Tri-City Historic Hanseatic trading city, with a cancan of marvelous facades and the shipyard where the Solidarity trade union challenged the communists in 1980.



▲Pomerania The Teutonic Knights’ gigantic, Gothic Malbork Castle and the red-brick, gingerbread-scented city of Toruń.



Hungary

▲▲▲Budapest Grand Danube-spanning cityscape peppered with opulent late-19th-century buildings, excellent restaurants, layers of epic history, and uniquely exhilarating thermal baths.



▲▲Eger Strollable town with a gaggle of gorgeous Baroque buildings and locally produced wines.



Slovenia

▲▲Ljubljana Slovenia’s vibrant, relaxing capital, with fine architecture and an inviting riverside promenade and market.



▲▲▲Lake Bled Photogenic lake resort huddled in mountain foothills, with a church-topped island and cliff-hanging castle.



▲▲The Julian Alps Cut-glass peaks easily conquered by a twisty mountain road over the Vršič Pass, ending in the tranquil Soča River Valley, with the fine WWI museum in Kobarid.



Croatia

▲▲▲Dubrovnik The “Pearl of the Adriatic” and Croatia’s best destination: a giant walled Old Town with a scenic wall walk, tons of crowds, an epic past, and an inspiring recent history.



▲▲Split Dalmatian transit hub, with a people-filled seaside promenade next to the remains of a massive Roman palace.



▲▲Rovinj and Istria Croatia’s most enchanting small coastal town—with a romantic Venetian vibe—plus Roman ruins in the city of Pula and the hill town of Motovun.



▲Zagreb Croatia’s underrated capital city, with interesting sightseeing and a lively urban bustle.



▲▲▲Plitvice Lakes National Park Forested canyon filled with crystal-clear lakes and stunning waterfalls, all laced together by boardwalks and trails.



Other Destinations

▲▲▲Mostar, Bosnia-Herzegovina Fascinating town with a striking setting, vital Muslim culture, old Turkish architecture, evocative war damage, and an inspiring, rebuilt Old Bridge.



▲▲▲Vienna, Austria Glorious onetime Habsburg capital boasting stately palaces and world-class museums, convivial wine gardens, a rich musical heritage, and a genteel elegance that has long outlived the emperor’s reign.



▲▲Bratislava, Slovakia The Slovak capital, with a rejuvenated Old Town and lots of new construction.





Enjoy the friendliness of the local people. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the best bit of communist kitsch, mug of Czech beer, bowl of borscht, or scenic seafront perch. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for noting directions, organizing your thoughts, and confirming prices. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.

TRIP COSTS

The countries in this book—while little more than two decades removed from communism—are no longer Europe’s bargain basement. Although the global recession hit their economies along with everyone else’s, the cost of living in most of Eastern Europe is approaching what it is in the West. But it can still be a good value to travel here. Things that natives buy—such as food and transportation—remain fairly inexpensive. Hotels can be pricey, but if you use my listings to find the best accommodations deals, a trip to these countries can be substantially cheaper than visiting, say, Italy, Germany, or France.

Five components make up your trip costs: airfare, surface transportation, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany. The prices I’ve listed below are more or less average for all of the destinations in this book. Prices are generally lower in Poland and Mostar and higher in Slovenia, Croatia, and Vienna; the Czech Republic and Hungary are in between. Of course, big cities (such as Prague and Budapest) are much more expensive than smaller towns (like Èeský Krumlov and Eger).

Airfare: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Prague can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). Consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another; for instance, flying into Prague and out of Dubrovnik is almost certainly cheaper than the added expense (and wasted time) of an overland return trip to Prague. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.

Surface Transportation: For a three-week whirlwind trip of my recommended destinations by public transportation, allow $300 per person. If you’ll be renting a car, allow $300 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance. Car rentals are cheapest if arranged from the US. Train passes normally must be purchased outside Europe but aren’t necessarily your best option—you may save money simply by buying tickets as you go. Don’t hesitate to consider flying, as budget airlines can be cheaper than taking the train (check www.skyscanner.com for intra-European flights). For more on public transportation and car rental, see “Transportation” in Practicalities.



  Not Your Father’s Eastern Europe

  Americans sometimes approach Eastern Europe expecting grouchy service, crumbling communist infrastructure, and grimy, depressing landscapes. But those who visit are pleasantly surprised at the area’s beauty and diversity, as well as how safe and easy it is.



Travel in Eastern Europe today is nearly as smooth as travel in the West. Most natives speak excellent English, and many pride themselves on impressing their guests. Service standards can sometimes be a bit lower than in other parts of Europe, but on the other hand, locals are generally less jaded and more excited to meet you than their counterparts in many big-name Western European destinations. Any rough edges add to the charm and carbonate the experience.

The East-West stuff still fascinates us, but to people here, the Soviet regime is old news, Cold War espionage is the stuff of movies, and oppressive monuments to Stalin are a distant memory (and those under age 25 have no firsthand memories of communism at all). More than 25 years after the fall of the Iron Curtain, Eastern Europeans (or, as they prefer to be called, Central Europeans) think about communism only when tourists bring it up. Freedom is  more than a generation old, and—for better or for worse—McDonald’s, MTV, and mobile phones are every bit as entrenched here as anywhere else in Europe. All of the countries in this book (except Bosnia) belong to the European Union, and everyone seems to be looking forward to a bright future.



Room and Board: You can thrive in Eastern Europe on $100 a day per person for room and board. This allows $15 for lunch, $25 for dinner, and $60 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a comfortable $120 double room that includes breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Eastern Europe for as little as $50 a day ($30 per hostel bed, $20 for groceries and snacks).

Sightseeing and Entertainment: Sightseeing is cheap here. Figure $3-6 per major sight (with some more expensive sights at around $10), and $10-25 for splurge experiences (e.g., going to concerts, taking an Adriatic cruise, or soaking in a Budapest bath). You can hire your own private guide for four hours for about $100-150—a great value when divided among two or more people. An overall average of $20 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Eastern Europe.


Eastern Europe: Best Three-Week Trip by Public Transportation

Few travelers have three weeks for this entire itinerary, and, in any event, this sprawling region is best split up into more manageable “zones” (for example, Vienna-Hungary-Czech Republic, Poland by itself, or Slovenia-Croatia-Bosnia). But if you want to squeeze as many highlights as possible into a three-week span, this is your best plan.




	Day
	Plan
	Sleep in



	1
	Arrive in Kraków
	Kraków



	2
	Kraków
	Kraków



	3
	Side-trip to Auschwitz; night train or flight to Prague (or go by car—about 6 hours—with a stop at Auschwitz en route)
	Night train (or possibly Kraków or Prague)



	4
	Prague
	Prague



	5
	Prague
	Prague



	6
	To Český Krumlov (by bus)
	
Český Krumlov



	7
	To Vienna (via shuttle bus)
	Vienna



	8
	Vienna
	Vienna



	9
	Train to Bratislava for lunch/sightseeing, then continue to Budapest
	Budapest



	10
	Budapest
	Budapest



	11
	Budapest
	Budapest



	12
	To Ljubljana (direct 9-hour midday train)
	Ljubljana



	13
	Ljubljana
	Ljubljana



	14
	To Lake Bled
	Lake Bled



	15
	Rent car for day trips around Julian Alps
	Lake Bled



	16
	To Zagreb for sightseeing, then early-evening bus to Plitvice Lakes National Park
	Plitvice



	17
	Plitvice hike in morning, then afternoon bus to Split
	Split



	18
	Split
	Split



	19
	Bus to Mostar
	Mostar



	20
	Bus to Dubrovnik
	Dubrovnik



	21
	Dubrovnik
	Dubrovnik



	22
	Fly home
	 




This fast-paced, city-focused itinerary is ambitious—some would say foolishly so. Consider trimming the destinations that interest you less to carve out more time in the ones that interest you more. This itinerary is designed to work best by public transportation; except where noted, you’ll take the train. Hiring your own private driver on certain journeys, while expensive, can be a worthwhile splurge (for example, it enables you to visit Auschwitz on the way between Kraków and Prague).

[image: Image]

If you have only two weeks and want to save Croatia, Slovenia, and Bosnia for another trip, end the itinerary in Budapest and spend any extra time squeezing in additional destinations (e.g., Eger, Warsaw, Prague day trips)—or simply slow down.

This itinerary isn’t advisable by car, due to some long road days and potentially exorbitant international drop-off charges (see here). I’d rather connect the longer distances by public transportation or budget flights, then rent cars for shorter periods where they’re most useful.



Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $2 per postcard, coffee, beer, and ice-cream cone. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong and wonderful memories.

SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES

So much to see, so little time. How to choose? Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, here are my recommended priorities.




	3 days:
	Prague



	6 days, add:
	Budapest



	9 days, add:
	Kraków, Auschwitz, Český Krumlov



	12 days, add:
	Ljubljana, Lake Bled



	14 days, add:
	Vienna



	17 days, add:
	Dubrovnik and Split



	22 days, add:
	Plitvice Lakes, Mostar




With more time or a special interest, choose among Gdańsk, Warsaw, Toruń, Bratislava, Eger, sights near Prague, Rovinj, and Zagreb.

This includes nearly everything on the map on here. If you don’t have time to see it all, prioritize according to your interests. The “Eastern Europe a Glance” sidebar can help you decide where to go (here). The three-week itinerary (see sidebar) includes all of the stops in the first 22 days.

WHEN TO GO

The “tourist season” runs roughly from May through September. Summer has its advantages: the best weather, very long days (light until after 21:00), and the busiest schedule of tourist fun.

In spring and fall—May, June, September, and early October—travelers enjoy fewer crowds and milder weather. This is my favorite time to travel here. Cities are great at this time of year, but some small towns—especially resorts on the Croatian coast—get quieter and quieter the further off-season you get, and are downright deserted and disappointing in early May and late October.

Winter travelers find concert season in full swing, with absolutely no tourist crowds (except in always-packed Prague), but some accommodations and sights are either closed or run on a limited schedule. Croatian coastal towns are completely shuttered in winter. Confirm your sightseeing plans locally, especially when traveling off-season. The weather can be cold and dreary, and night will draw the shades on your sightseeing before dinnertime. (For more information, see the climate chart in the appendix.)



  Rick Steves Audio Europe

  If you’re bringing a mobile device, be sure to check out Rick Steves Audio Europe, where you can download free audio tours and hours of travel interviews (on the Rick Steves Audio Europe app, www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope, Google Play, or iTunes).



My self-guided audio tours are user-friendly, easy-to-follow, fun, and informative, covering sights and neighborhoods in Vienna (City Walk, Ringstrasse Tram Tour, St. Stephen’s Cathedral) and Prague (City Walk). Compared to live tours, my audio tours are hard to beat: Nobody will stand you up, the quality is reliable, you can take the tour exactly when you like, and they’re free.

Rick Steves Audio Europe also offers a far-reaching library of intriguing travel interviews with experts from around the globe. The interviews are organized by destination, including many of the places in this book.



KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

Your trip is more likely to go smoothly if you plan ahead. Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.

You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in the countries covered in this book. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within three months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.

Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season (July and August in resort towns, September and October in convention cities), or over any major holidays or festivals (see list on here).

Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, to request your PIN code (it will be mailed to you), and more (see here for details).

Do your homework if you want to buy travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the likelihood of your using it and your potential loss if something goes wrong. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


  
    How Was Your Trip?

    Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? If you’d like to share your tips, concerns, and discoveries, please fill out the survey at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance—it helps a lot.

  



If you’re taking an overnight train and need a couchette or sleeper—and you must leave on a certain day—consider booking it in advance through a US agent (such as www.ricksteves.com/rail), even though it may cost more than buying it in Europe. If you’re planning on renting a car in Austria, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Hungary, Poland, or Slovenia, bring your driver’s license and an International Driving Permit (see here). Confirm pickup hours; many car-rental offices close Saturday afternoon and all day Sunday. Many countries require drivers to buy a toll sticker for driving on expressways; for details per country, see here.

If you plan to visit the Auschwitz-Birkenau Concentration Camp Memorial, you’re required to reserve ahead on their website (see here).

If you’d like to tour the Hungarian Parliament in Budapest, consider reserving online a few days ahead to ensure your choice of entrance time (see here).

If you plan on visiting Schönbrunn Palace in Vienna during the summer or on a weekend, make a reservation in advance (see here).

If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.

If you’re bringing a mobile device, download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, and transit schedules. Check out Rick Steves Audio Europe, featuring audio tours of major sights, hours of travel interviews about Eastern Europe, and more (see here).

Check the Rick Steves guidebook updates page for any recent changes to this book (www.ricksteves.com/update).

Because airline carry-on restrictions are always changing, visit the Transportation Security Administration’s website (www.tsa.gov) for a list of what you can bring on the plane and for the latest security measures (including screening of electronic devices, which you may be asked to power up).


Traveling as a Temporary Local


We travel all the way to Europe to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of European hospitality.

Fortunately for you, hospitality is a local forte. The friendliness of the Eastern Europeans seems to have only been enhanced during the communist era: Tangible resources were in short supply, so an open door and a genial conversation were all that people had to offer. For many Eastern Europeans, the chance to chat with an American is still a delightful novelty. Even so, some people—hardened by decades of being spied on by neighbors and standing in long lines to buy food for their family—seem brusque at first. In my experience, all it takes is a smile and a little effort to befriend these residents of the former “Evil Empire.”

[image: Image]

Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.

While Europeans look bemusedly at some of our Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford us individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.

Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.

Thanks, and happy travels!

[image: Image]



  Back Door Travel Philosophy

  From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door

  Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.



Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise and going casual...“through the Back Door.”

Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $125 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.

A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.

Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share.

Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.

Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.

Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. In tough economic times, it reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.

Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!
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CZECH HISTORY

Charles IV and the Middle Ages (500s-1300s)

Jan Hus and Religious Wars (1300s-1600s)

Czech National Revival (1800s-1918)

Troubles of the 20th Century (1918-1989)

“It’s Not You, It’s Me”: The Velvet Divorce (1989-1993)

The Czech Republic Today (1990s to Present)

CZECH FOOD

CZECH LANGUAGE

Czech Survival Phrases

The Czech Republic is geographically small. On a quick visit, you can enjoy a fine introduction while still packing in plenty of surprises. The country has a little of everything for the traveler. Quaint villages? Check. Beautiful landscapes? Check. World-class art? Czech, Czech, and Czech.
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While the Czechs have long occupied the lands of the present-day Czech Republic, for most of their history they were second-class citizens, under the thumb of foreign rulers (generally from Germany or Austria). That the Czech nation exists as an independent state today is practically a Cinderella story. So let’s get to know the underdog Czechs.

In Czech towns and villages, you’ll find a simple joy of life—a holdover from the days of the Renaissance. The deep spirituality of the Baroque era still shapes the national character. The magic of Prague, the beauty of Český Krumlov, and the lyrical quality of the countryside relieve the heaviness caused by the turmoil that passed through here. Get beyond Prague and explore the country’s medieval towns. These rugged woods and hilltop castles will make you feel as if you’re walking through the garden of your childhood dreams.

Given their imaginative, sometimes fanciful culture, it’s no surprise that the Czechs have produced some famously clever writers—from Franz Kafka (who wrote about a man waking up as a giant cockroach) to Karel Čapek (who wrote about artificially created beings he dubbed “roboti,” or robots). The unique entertainment form of Black Light Theater—a combination of illusion, pantomime, puppetry, and modern dance—exemplifies Czech creativity (see here). And beloved Czech characters—such as the smiling Good Soldier Švejk, who befuddles his Austro-Hungarian army officers by cleverly playing dumb, and the ubiquitous little cartoon mole named Krtek—will quickly become familiar, as you’ll see them all over the streets of Prague. (For more on Czech lit, see here.)

Czechs refuse to dumb things down; if you want to visit one of the pretty countryside castles, they’ll only let you do it on a thoughtfully guided tour—as if to guarantee that every visitor will come away with a complete appreciation for the place. Education and intellect are important, and academics are honored in Czech society. At the end of communism, the nation elected a poet, playwright, and philosopher, Václav Havel, to serve two terms as president.
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Beyond appreciating his intellect, voters no doubt also appreciated Havel’s independent thinking and bold actions (he had been imprisoned by communist authorities for his activities promoting human rights). Perhaps because they’ve seen their national affairs bungled by centuries of foreign overlords, many Czechs have a healthy suspicion of authority and an admiration for those willing to flout it. Other Czechs with a rebellious spirit are national hero Jan Hus (who refused to recant his condemnation of Church corruption and was burned at the stake); contemporary artist David Černý (whose outrageous stunts are always a lightning rod for controversy); and, of course, the man voted by a wide margin to be the greatest Czech of all time, Jára Cimrman. A fictional character originally created in the 1960s by a pair of radio satirists, Cimrman has taken on a life of his own and today is something of a nationwide practical joke. (For more on Cimrman, see here.)

The Czechs’ well-studied, sometimes subversive, often world-weary outlook can be perceived by outsiders as cynicism. Czechs have a sharp, dry, often sarcastic sense of humor, as well as a keen sense of irony. They don’t suffer fools lightly...and watching a united nations of clueless tourists trample their capital city for the past generation hasn’t done wonders for their patience. Cut the Czechs some slack, and show them respect: Be one of the very few visitors who bothers to learn a few pleasantries (hello, please, thank you) in their language. You’ll notice the difference in how you’re treated. (See “Czech Language,” later.)



  Czech Republic Almanac

  Official Name: It’s the Česká Republika, born on January 1, 1993, along with Slovakia, when the nation of Czechoslovakia—formed after World War I and dominated by the USSR after World War II—split into two countries.



Population: 10.6 million people. About 64 percent are ethnic Czechs who speak Czech. Unlike some of their neighbors (including the very Catholic Poles and Slovaks), Czechs are inclined to be agnostic: One in 10 is Roman Catholic, but the majority (55 percent) list their religion as unaffiliated.

Latitude and Longitude: 50˚N and 15˚E (similar latitude to Vancouver, British Columbia).

Area: 31,000 square miles (similar to South Carolina or Maine).

Geography: The Czech Republic comprises three regions—Bohemia (Čechy), Moravia (Morava), and a small slice of Silesia (Slezsko). The climate is generally cool and partly cloudy.

Biggest Cities: Prague (the capital, 1.3 million), Brno (370,000), Ostrava (300,000), and Plzeň (168,000).

Economy: The gross domestic product equals about $286 billion (similar to Indiana). The GDP per capita is approximately $26,300 (just under half that of the average American). Major moneymakers for the country include machine parts, cars and trucks (VW subsidiary Škoda has become a highly respected automaker), and beer (leading brands are Pilsner Urquell and the original Budweiser, called “Czechvar” in the US). Industrial production declined during the recent economic crisis, but not beer consumption, which dropped only minimally (the vast majority of Czech beer is consumed domestically). More than a third of trade is with next-door-neighbor Germany; as a result, Germany’s economic health one year generally predicts the Czech Republic’s fortunes the next.

Currency: 20 Czech crowns (koruna, Kč) = about $1.

Government: From 1948 to 1989, Czechoslovakia was a communist state under Soviet control. Today, the Czech Republic is a member of the European Union (since 2004) and a vibrant democracy, with about a 60 percent turnout for elections. Its parliament is made up of 200 representatives elected every 4 years and 81 senators elected for 6 years. No single political party dominates; the current leadership is a coalition of three right-of-center parties united in their emphasis on fiscal responsibility. The president is selected every five years by popular vote. President Miloš Zeman, a populist elected in 2013, appears intent on remaking the country’s parliamentary system in order to expand the power of his office.

Flag: The Czech flag is red (bottom), white (top), and blue (a triangle along the hoist side).

The Average Czech: The average Czech has 1.4 kids (slowly rising after the sharp decline that followed the end of communism), will live 78 years, and has one television in the house.



Of the Czech Republic’s three main regions—Bohemia, Moravia, and small Silesia—the best-known is Bohemia. It has nothing to do with beatnik bohemians, but with the Celtic tribe of Bohemia that inhabited the land before the coming of the Slavs. A longtime home of the Czechs, Bohemia, with Prague as its capital, is circled by a naturally fortifying ring of mountains and cut down the middle by the Vltava River. The winegrowing region of Moravia (to the east) is more Slavic and colorful, and more about the land.

Tourists often conjure up images of Bohemia when they think of the Czech Republic. But the country consists of more than rollicking beer halls and gently rolling landscapes. It’s also about dreamy wine cellars and fertile Moravian plains, with the rugged Carpathian Mountains on the horizon. Politically and geologically, Bohemia and Moravia are two distinct regions. The soils and climates in which the hops and wine grapes grow are very different...and so are the two regions’ mentalities. The boisterousness of the Czech polka contrasts with the melancholy of the Moravian ballad; the political viewpoint of the Prague power broker is at odds with the spirituality of the Moravian bard.

Only a tiny bit of Silesia—around the town of Opava—is part of the Czech Republic today; the rest of the region is in Poland and Germany. (The Habsburgs lost traditionally Czech Silesia to Prussia in the 1740s, and 200 years later, Germany in turn ceded most of it to Poland.) People in Silesia speak a wide variety of dialects that mix Czech, German, and Polish. Perhaps due to their diverse genes and cultural heritage, women from Silesia are famous for being intelligent and beautiful.

Ninety percent of the tourists who visit the Czech Republic see only Prague. But if you venture outside the capital, you’ll enjoy traditional towns and villages, great prices, a friendly and gentle countryside dotted by nettles and wild poppies, and almost no international tourists. Since the time of the Habsburgs, fruit trees have lined the country roads for everyone to share. Take your pick.

HELPFUL HINTS

Telephone: In Prague, dial 112 for medical or other emergencies and 158 for police. To summon an ambulance, call 155. If a number starting with 0800 doesn’t work, replace the 0800 with 822. For more details on dialing, see here.

Tolls: If you’re driving on highways in the Czech Republic, you’re required to buy a toll sticker (dálniční známka) at the border, a post office, or a gas station (310 Kč/10 days, 440 Kč/1 month). Your rental car may already come with the necessary sticker—ask.

Rail Passes: The Czech Republic is covered by a Czech Republic pass, a Germany-Czech or an Austria-Czech rail pass, the four-country European East pass, the Global Pass, and the Select Pass. If your train travel will be limited to a handful of rides and/or short distances (for example, within the Czech Republic), you’re probably better off without a pass—Czech tickets are cheap to buy as you go. But if you’re combining Prague with international destinations, a rail pass could save you money. For more detailed advice on figuring out the smartest rail pass options for your train trip, visit the Trains & Rail Passes section of my website at www.ricksteves.com/rail.

CZECH HISTORY

The Czechs have always been at a crossroads of Europe—between the Slavic and Germanic worlds, between Catholicism and Protestantism, and between Cold War East and West. As if having foreseen all of this, the mythical founder of Prague—the beautiful princess Libuše—named her city “Praha” (meaning “threshold” in Czech). Despite these strong external influences, the Czechs have retained their distinct culture...and a dark, ironic sense of humor to keep them laughing through it all.

Charles IV and the Middle Ages (500s-1300s)

The pagan, Slavic tribes that arrived in this part of Europe in the sixth century A.D. were first united by the Prague-based Přemysl dynasty. The main figure of this era was Duke Václav I (A.D. 907-935)—later immortalized in a Christmas carol as “Good King Wenceslas”—who converted the Czechs to Christianity and founded a cathedral at Prague Castle, on a bluff overlooking the Vltava River.

In 1004, Bohemia was incorporated into the Holy Roman Empire (an alliance of mostly German-speaking kingdoms and dukedoms). Within 200 years—thanks to its strategic location and privileged status within the empire—Prague had become one of Europe’s largest and most highly cultured cities.
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The 14th century was Prague’s Golden Age, when Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV (1316-1378) ruled. Born to a Luxemburger nobleman and a Czech princess, Charles IV was a dynamic man on the cusp of the Renaissance. He lived and studied in several European lands, spoke five languages, and counted Petrarch as a friend—but always felt a deep connection to his mother’s Czech roots. Selecting Prague as his seat of power, Charles imported French architects to make the city a grand capital, founded the first university north of the Alps, and invigorated the Czech national spirit. (He popularized the legend of Wenceslas to give his people a near-mythical, King Arthur-type cultural standard-bearer.) Much of Prague’s history and architecture—including the famous Charles Bridge, Charles University, St. Vitus Cathedral, and Karlštejn Castle—can be traced to this man’s rule. Under Charles IV, the Czech people gained esteem among Europeans.

Jan Hus and Religious Wars (1300s-1600s)

Jan Hus (c. 1369-1415) was a local preacher and professor who got in trouble with the Vatican a hundred years before Martin Luther. Like Luther, Hus preached in the people’s language rather than in Latin. To add insult to injury, he complained about Church corruption. Tried for heresy and burned in 1415, Hus became both a religious and a national hero. While each age has defined Hus to its liking, the way he challenged authority while staying true to his beliefs has long inspired and rallied the Czech people. (For more on Hus, see here.)

Inspired by Hus’ reformist ideas, the Czechs rebelled against both the Roman Catholic Church and German political control. This burst of independent thought led to a period of religious wars. Protestant Czech patriots—like the rough-and-rugged war hero Jan Žižka (often depicted in patriotic art with his trademark eye patch)—fought to maintain Czech autonomy. But ultimately, these rebels were overwhelmed by their Catholic opponents. The result of these wars was the loss of autonomy to Vienna.

Ruled by the Habsburgs of Austria, Prague stagnated—except during the rule of King Rudolf II (1552-1612), a Holy Roman Emperor. With Rudolf living in Prague, the city again emerged as a cultural and intellectual center. Astronomers Johannes Kepler and Tycho Brahe flourished, as did other scientists, and much of the inspiration for Prague’s great art can be attributed to the king’s patronage.

Not long after this period, Prague entered one of its darker spells. The Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) began in Prague when Czech Protestant nobles, wanting religious and political autonomy, tossed two Catholic Habsburg officials out the window of the castle. (This was one of Prague’s many defenestrations—a uniquely Czech solution to political discord, in which offending politicians were literally thrown out the window.) The Czech Estates Uprising lasted two years, ending in a crushing defeat in the Battle of White Mountain (1620), which marked the end of Czech freedom. Twenty-seven leaders of the uprising were executed (today commemorated by crosses on Prague’s Old Town Square), most of the old Czech nobility was dispossessed, and Protestants had to convert to Catholicism or leave the country.

Often called “the first world war” because it engulfed so many nations, the Thirty Years’ War was particularly tough on Prague. During this period, its population dropped from 60,000 to 25,000. The result of this war was 300 years of Habsburg rule from afar, as Prague became a German-speaking backwater of Vienna.

Czech National Revival (1800s-1918)

The end of Prague as a German city came gradually. During the centuries that the Czech language and culture were suppressed, “Prag” and other cities were populated mainly by German-speaking urbanites, while “backward” peasants kept the old Czech ways alive in the countryside. But as the Industrial Revolution attracted Czech farmers and peasants to the cities, the demographics of the Czech population centers began to shift. Though it remained part of the Habsburg Empire, between 1800 and 1900 Prague went from being an essentially German town to a predominantly Czech one.

As in the rest of Europe, the 19th century was a time of great nationalism, when the age of divine kings and ruling families came to a fitful end. The Czech spirit was first stirred by the work of historian František Palacký, who dug deep into the Czech archives to forge a national narrative. During this time, Czechs were inspired by the completion of Prague’s St. Vitus Cathedral, the symphonies of Antonín Dvořák, and the operas of Bedřich Smetana, which were performed in the new National Theater.

Alfons Mucha, a prodigiously talented Czech artist who made a name for himself in the high society of turn-of-the-century Paris, embodied this wave of nationalism. When he could have lived out his days in the lap of luxury in Paris or New York City, Mucha chose instead to return to his homeland and spend decades painting a magnum opus celebrating the historic journey of the Czechs and all Slavs—the Slav Epic.

After the Habsburgs’ Austro-Hungarian Empire suffered defeat in World War I, their vast holdings broke apart and became independent countries. Among these was a union of Bohemia, Moravia, and Slovakia, the brainchild of a clever politician named Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (see sidebar on here). The new nation, Czechoslovakia, was proclaimed in 1918, with Prague as its capital.


Jára Cimrman: The Greatest Czech?

“I am such a complete atheist that I am afraid God will punish me.” Such is the pithy wisdom of Jára Cimrman, the man overwhelmingly voted the “Greatest Czech of All Time” in a 2005 national poll. Who is Jára Cimrman? A philosopher? An explorer? An inventor? He is all these things, yes, and much more.

Born in the mid-19th century, Cimrman studied in Vienna before journeying the world. He traversed the Atlantic in a steamboat he designed himself, taught drama to peasants in Peru, and drifted across the Arctic Sea on an iceberg. He invented the lightbulb, but Edison beat him to the patent office by five minutes. It was he who suggested to the Americans the idea for a Panama Canal, though, as usual, he was never credited. Indeed, Cimrman surreptitiously advised many of the world’s greats: Eiffel on his tower, Einstein on his theories of relativity, Chekhov on his plays. (“You can’t just have two sisters,” Cimrman told the playwright. “How about three?”) Long before the world knew of Sartre or Camus, Cimrman was writing tracts such as The Essence of the Existence, which would become the foundation for his philosophy of “Cimrmanism,” also known as “nonexistentialism.” (Its central premise: “Existence cannot not exist.”)

Despite Jára Cimrman’s genius, the “Greatest Czech” poll’s sponsors had a single objection to his candidacy: He’s not real, but the brainchild of Czech humorists Zdeněk Svěrák and Jiří Šebánek, who brought this patriotic Renaissance Man to life in 1967 in a satirical radio play.

How should we interpret the fact that the Czechs chose a fictional character as their greatest countryman over any of their flesh-and-blood national heroes—say, Charles IV (the 14th-century Holy Roman Emperor who established Prague as the cultural and intellectual capital of Europe), or Martina Navrátilová (someone who plays a sport with bright green balls)?

I like to think that the vote for Cimrman says something about the country’s enthusiasm for blowing raspberries in the face of authority. From the times of the Czech kings who used crafty diplomacy to keep the German menace at bay, to the days of Jan Hus and his criticism of the Catholic Church, to the flashes of anticommunist revolt that at last sparked the Velvet Revolution in 1989—the Czechs have maintained a healthy disrespect for those who would tell them how to live their lives. Their vote for a fictional personage, says Cimrman’s co-creator Svěrák, shows two things about the Czech nation: “That it is skeptical about those who are major figures and those who are supposedly the ‘Greatest.’ And that the only certainty that has saved the nation many times throughout history is its humor.”




Troubles of the 20th Century (1918-1989)


Independence lasted only 20 years. In the notorious Munich Agreement of September 1938—much to the dismay of the Czechs and Slovaks—Great Britain and France peacefully ceded to Hitler the so-called Sudetenland (a fringe around the edge of Bohemia, populated mainly by people of German descent; see sidebar on here). It wasn’t long before Hitler seized the rest of Czechoslovakia...and the Holocaust began. Under the Nazi puppet ruler Reinhard Heydrich, tens of thousands of Jews were sent first to the concentration camp at Terezín, and later to Auschwitz and other death camps. Even after Heydrich was assassinated by a pair of Czech paratroopers, the campaign of genocide continued. Out of the 55,000 Jews living in Prague before the war, more than 80 percent perished during the Holocaust; throughout the Czech lands, an estimated 260,000 Jews were murdered.

For centuries, Prague’s cultural makeup had consisted of a rich mix of Czech, German, and Jewish people—historically, they were almost evenly divided. With the Jewish population decimated, part of that delicate tapestry was gone forever. And after World War II ended, the three million people of Germanic descent who lived in Czechoslovakia were pushed into Germany. Their forced resettlement—which led to the deaths of untold numbers of Germans (what we’d today call “ethnic cleansing”)—was the initiative of Czechoslovak President Edvard Beneš, who had ruled from exile in London throughout the war (see here). Today’s Czech Republic is largely homogenous—about 95 percent Czechs.

Although Prague escaped the bombs of World War II, it went directly from the Nazi frying pan into the communist fire. A local uprising freed the city from the Nazis on May 8, 1945, but the Soviets “liberated” them on May 9.

The early communist era (1948-1968) was a mixture of misguided zeal, Stalinist repressions, and attempts to wed socialism with democracy. The “Prague Spring” period of political reform—initiated by a young generation of progressive communists in 1968, led by the charismatic Slovak politician Alexander Dubček—came to an abrupt halt under the treads of Warsaw Pact tanks (for details, see here). Dubček was exiled (and made a backwoods forest ranger), and the years of “normalization” following the unsuccessful revolt were particularly disheartening. A wave of protests spread through the country in 1969, as furious young Czechs and Slovaks lit themselves on fire to decry communist oppression. But the status quo would hold strong for another 20 years.

In the late 1980s, the communists began constructing Prague’s huge Žižkov TV tower (now the city’s tallest structure)—not only to broadcast Czech TV transmissions, but also to jam Western signals. The Metro, built at about the same time, was intended for mass transit, but was also designed to be a giant fallout shelter for protection against capitalist bombs.

Every small town had its own set of loudspeakers for broadcasting propaganda. (If you look closely, you’ll still see these as you pass through the countryside.) Locals remember growing up with these mouthpieces of government boasting of successes (“This year, despite many efforts of sabotage on the part of certain individuals in service of imperialist goals, we have surpassed the planned output of steel by 195 percent”); calling people to action (“There will be no school tomorrow as all will join the farmers in the fields for an abundant harvest”); or quelling disturbances (“Some citizens may have heard about alien forces in our society taking advantage of this week’s anniversary to spread unrest. This is to reassure you that the situation is firmly under control and nothing is happening in Olomouc or in Prague. Nevertheless, for their own safety, we suggest all citizens stay home”).

Eventually the Soviet empire crumbled, beginning with reforms in Hungary in the summer of 1989 and culminating in the fall of the Berlin Wall that October. A few weeks later, Czechoslovakia regained its freedom in the student- and artist-powered 1989 “Velvet Revolution,” so called because there were no casualties...or even broken windows (for more information, see here). Václav Havel, a poet, playwright, and philosopher who had been imprisoned by the communist regime, became Czechoslovakia’s first post-communist president.

“It’s Not You, It’s Me”: The Velvet Divorce (1989-1993)

In the post-communist age of new possibility, the two peoples of Czechoslovakia began to wonder if, in fact, they belonged together.

Ever since they joined with the Czechs in 1918, the Slovaks felt overshadowed by Prague (unmistakably the political, economic, and cultural center of the country). And the Czechs resented the financial burden of carrying their poorer neighbors to the east. In this new world of flux and freedom, long-standing tensions came to a head.

The dissolution of Czechoslovakia began over a hyphen, as the Slovaks wanted to rename the country Czecho-Slovakia. Ideally, this symbolic move would come with a redistribution of powers: two capitals and two UN reps, but one national bank and a single currency. This idea was rejected, and in June of 1992, Slovak nationalist candidate Vladimír Mečiar fared surprisingly well in the elections, suggesting that the Slovaks were serious about secession. The politicians plowed ahead, getting serious about the split in September of 1992. The transition took only three months from start to finish.

The people of Czechoslovakia never actually voted on the separation; in fact, public opinion polls in both regions were two-thirds against the split. This makes Slovakia quite possibly the only country in history to gain independence even though its citizens didn’t want it.

The Velvet Divorce became official on January 1, 1993, and each country ended up with its own capital, currency, and head of state. For most the divorce dissolved tensions, and a decade and a half later, Czechs and Slovaks still feel closer to each other than to any other nationality.

The Czech Republic Today (1990s to Present)

In recent times, the Czech Republic’s most significant turning point occurred on May 1, 2004, when the country joined the European Union. Three and a half years later, it entered the Schengen Agreement, effectively erasing its borders for the purposes of travel.

After 14 years in office, a term-limited Václav Havel stepped down in 2003. He died in 2011. While he’s fondly remembered by Czechs as a great thinker, writer, and fearless leader of the opposition movement during the communist days, many consider him to have been less successful as a president.

The next president, Václav Klaus, had been the pragmatic author of the economic reforms in the 1990s. Klaus’ surprising win in the 2003 election symbolized a change from revolutionary times, when philosophers became kings, to modern humdrum politics, when offices are gained by bargaining with the opposition (Communist Party votes in the Parliament were the decisive factor in Klaus’ election).

In 2008, Klaus’ re-election campaign was blemished by revelations of widespread corruption in the privatizing business sector. The Greens and the Social Democrats had chosen as their candidate University of Michigan economics professor Jan Švejnar, the most outspoken critic of Klaus’ reforms in the 1990s. And though public support was evenly divided between the two candidates, behind-the-scenes deals in Parliament allowed the ruling conservatives to maintain their majority and keep Klaus in power. Public outrage at Klaus’ controversial re-election eventually led to a change in the country’s constitution, which allowed for the first election of a president directly by the people (rather than by Parliament) in January of 2013.

The winner of this historic presidential election was Miloš Zeman, the other political heavyweight of the 1990s. President Zeman, a populist intent on increasing his share of power, quickly began dismantling an unpopular administration whose main goal was to introduce fiscal austerity measures to reduce the country’s growing debt.

In the 2013 parliamentary elections, Czech voters—disillusioned with the perceived corruption of both the Social Democrats and the Conservatives—rejected the political status quo. Two newly emerged political entities, each formed around a successful businessman, gained almost a third of the votes. One of these new protest parties, ANO, eventually formed a ruling coalition with the Social and Christian Democrats, fueling hopes for more effective government and less corruption. (Cynics predict that corruption will shrink only because business interests will now have direct access to the government.)

But every country has its political wrangling and corruption scandals. What really matters to Czechs is sports. Like most Europeans, Czechs are obsessed with soccer. The Czech national team routinely finishes impressively in international tournaments. Domestically, the two oldest and most successful soccer clubs are the bitter Prague rivals, AC Sparta and AC Slavia. But Czechs are an even more impressive world power when it comes to hockey: the national team has won several world championships and Olympic medals. Currently, more than 40 Czech players take the ice in America’s NHL—think of Jaromír Jágr, one of the NHL’s all-time leading scorers, and Dominik “The Dominator” Hašek, a top goaltender.

Overall, the recent trajectory of Czech history is trending very positive. Both in the capital and in rural villages, the country feels more affluent than ever before, all while celebrating its inherent Czech-ness. And Prague is, quite justifiably, one of the most popular tourist destinations in Europe.

CZECH FOOD

The Czechs have one of Europe’s most stick-to-your-ribs cuisines. Heavy on meat, potatoes, and cabbage, it’s hearty and tasty—designed to keep peasants fueled through a day of hard work. Some people could eat this stuff forever, while others seek a frequent break in the form of ethnic restaurants (bigger towns such as Prague, Český Krumlov, and Kutná Hora have several options).

A Czech restaurant is a social place where people come to relax. Tables are not private. You can ask to join someone, and you will most likely make some new friends. After a sip of beer, ask for the jídelní lístek (menu).

Soups: Polévka (soup) is the most essential part of a meal. The saying goes: “The soup fills you up, the dish plugs it up.” Some of the thick soups for a cold day are zelná or zelňačka (cabbage), čočková (lentil), fazolová (bean), and dršťková (tripe—delicious if fresh, chewy as gum if not). The lighter soups are hovězí or slepičí vývar s nudlemi (beef or chicken broth with noodles), pórková (leek), and květáková (cauliflower).


  
    Czech Dumplings

    Czech dumplings (knedlíky) resemble steamed white bread. They come in plain or potato (bramborové) varieties, are meant to be drowned in gravy (dumplings never accompany sauceless dishes), and are eaten with a knife and fork. Sweet dumplings, listed in the dessert section on a menu, are a tempting option during summer, when they are loaded with fresh strawberries, blueberries, apricots, or plums and garnished with custard and melted butter. Beware, though, that many restaurants like to cheat by filling the sticky dough with a smattering of jam or fruit preserve; before ordering, ask the waiter for details, or discreetly inspect that plate at your neighbor’s table. Dumplings with frozen fruit lose some of the flavor, but are still worth trying.

  



Bread: Pečivo (bread) is either delivered with the soup, or you need to ask for it; it’s always charged separately depending on how many rohlíky (rolls) or slices of chleba (yeast bread) you eat.

Main Dishes: These can either be hotová jídla (quick, ready-to-serve standard dishes, in some places available only during lunch hours, generally 11:00-14:30) or the more specialized jídla na objednávku or minutky (plates prepared when you order).

The word pečené (roasted) shows up frequently on menus, whether it’s vepřová pečeně (pork roast), pečené kuře (roasted chicken), or pečená kachna (roasted duck). Other popular meat dishes are smažený řízek (fried pork fillet, like Wiener schnitzel), guláš (a thick, meaty stew), and svíčková na smetaně (beef tenderloin in cream sauce). If you’re spending the night out with friends, have a beer and feast on the huge vepřové koleno (pork knuckle), usually served with mustard (hořčicí), horseradish sauce (křenem), and yeast bread (chleba).

In this landlocked country, fish options typically are limited to kapr (carp) and pstruh (trout), prepared in a variety of ways and served with potatoes or fries—although recently Czech perch and Norwegian salmon have cropped up on many local menus.

Vegetarians can go for the delicious smažený sýr s bramborem (fried cheese with potatoes) or default to čočka s vejci (lentils with fried egg).

Starches and Garnishes: Hotová jídla come with set garnishes, but if ordering à la carte (jídla na objednávku), you’ll typically need to order your garnishes separately (otherwise you’ll get only the main dish). In either case, the most common sides are knedlíky (bread dumplings, described in the sidebar), zelím (cabbage), and bramborem (potatoes).

Salad: Šopský salát, like a Greek salad, is usually the best salad option (a mix of tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, onion, and feta cheese with vinegar and olive oil). The waiter will bring it with the main dish, unless you specify that you want it before.

Dessert: For moučník (dessert), there are palačinka (crêpes served with fruit or jam), lívance (small pancakes with jam and curd), zmrzlinový pohár (ice-cream sundae), or fruit-filled dumplings. Many restaurants will offer different sorts of koláče (pastries) and štrůdl (apple strudel), but it’s much better to get these directly from a bakery. A větrník is a super-decadent, glazed cream puff.

All over Prague’s Old Town, you’ll find kiosks selling a treat called trdlo or trdelník. This is a long ribbon of dough wrapped around a stick, slowly cooked on a rotisserie, then rolled in cinnamon sugar or other toppings. While these aren’t “traditional Czech” (they were imported recently from Hungary), they do offer a fresh, sweet treat. Try to get one that’s still warm, rather than one wrapped in plastic—it makes a big difference.
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Beverages: No Czech meal is complete without a cup of strong turecká káva (Turkish coffee—finely ground coffee that only partly dissolves, leaving “mud” on the bottom, highly caffeinated and drunk without milk). Although espressos and instant coffees have made headway in the past few years, some Czechs regard them as a threat to tradition.

Czech mineral waters (minerálka) have a high mineral content. They’re naturally carbonated because they come from the springs in the many Czech spas (Mattoni, the most common brand, is from Carlsbad). If you want still water, ask for voda bez bublinek (water without bubbles). Tap water is generally not served. Water comes bottled and generally costs more than beer.

Bohemia is beer country, with Europe’s best and cheapest brew (for all the details, see the sidebar). Moravians prefer wine and slivovice (SLEE-voh-veet-seh), a plum brandy so highly valued that it’s the de facto currency of the Carpathian Mountains (often used for bartering with farmers and other mountain folk). Medovina (“honey wine”) is mead.


  Czech Beer

Czechs are among the world’s most enthusiastic beer (pivo) drinkers—adults drink an average of 80 gallons a year. The pub is a place to have fun, complain, discuss art and politics, talk hockey, and chat with locals and visitors alike. Whether you’re in a restaurace (restaurant), hostinec (pub), or hospoda (bar), a beer will land on your table upon the slightest hint to the waiter, and a new pint will automatically appear when the old glass is almost empty (until you tell the waiter to stop). Order beer from the tap (točené means “draft,” sudové pivo means “keg beer”). A pivo is large (0.5 liter—17 oz); a malé pivo is small (0.3 liter—10 oz).
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The Czechs invented Pilsner-style lager in nearby Plzeň and the result, Pilsner Urquell, is on tap in many local pubs. But the Czechs produce plenty of other good beers, including Krušovice, Gambrinus, Staropramen, and Kozel. Budvar, from the town of Budějovice (“Budweis” in German), is popular with Anheuser-Busch’s attorneys. (The Czech and the American breweries for years disputed the “Budweiser” brand name. The solution: The Czech Budweiser is sold under its own name in Europe, China, and Africa, while in America it is marketed as Czechvar.)
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The big degree symbol on bottles does not indicate alcohol content. Instead, it is a measurement used by brewers to track the density of certain ingredients. As a rough guide, 10 degrees is about 3.5 percent alcohol, 12 degrees is about 4.2 percent alcohol, and 11 and 15 degrees are dark beers. The most popular Czech beers are about as potent as German beers and only slightly stronger than typical American brews.

Each establishment has only one brand of beer on tap; to try a particular kind, look for its sign outside. A typical pub serves only one brand each of 10-degree, 12-degree, and dark beer. Czechs do not mix beer with anything, and they do not hop from pub to pub (in one night, it is said, you must stay loyal to one woman and to one beer). Na zdraví means “to your health” in Czech.

Microbrews are gaining in popularity. While the trend for much of the last 20 years has been for the biggest beer corporations to buy up or edge out the smaller companies, Czechs have been moving beyond “eurotaste” beers to creative microbrews. Now, more and more restaurants are making their own beer or serving beer only from independent breweries.



In bars and restaurants, you can go wild with memorable liqueurs, most of which cost about a dollar a shot. Experiment. Fernet, a bitter drink made from many herbs, is the leading Czech aperitif. Absinthe, made from wormwood and herbs, is a watered-down version of the hallucinogenic drink that’s illegal in much of Europe. It’s famous as the muse of many artists (including Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec in Paris more than a century ago). Becherovka, made of 13 herbs and 38 percent alcohol, was used to settle upset aristocratic tummies and as an aphrodisiac. This velvety drink remains popular today. Becherovka and tonic mixed together is nicknamed beton (“concrete”). If you drink three, you’ll find out why.
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CZECH LANGUAGE

Czech is a Slavic language closely related to its Polish and Slovak neighbors. These days, English is widely spoken, and you’ll find the language barrier minimal. Among older people, German is a common second language.

Czech pronunciation can be tricky. The language has a dizzying array of diacritical marks (little doo-hickeys over some letters that affect pronunciation). Most notably, some letters can be topped with a háček (č, š, ž, ň, ě). Here are some clues for Czech pronunciation:

j sounds like “y” as in “yarn”

c sounds like “ts” as in “cats”

č sounds like “ch” as in “chicken”

š sounds like “sh” as in “shrimp”

ž sounds like “zh” as in “leisure”

ň sounds like “ny” as in “canyon”

ě sounds like “yeh” as in “yet”

ď sounds like the “dj” sound in “ledge”

Czech has one sound that occurs in no other language: ř (as in “Dvořák”), which sounds like a cross between a rolled “r” and “zh.” It takes a lot of practice, but if you can master this sound, you’ll impress the Czechs.

An acute accent (á, é, í, ó, ú, ý) means you linger on that vowel; it does not indicate stress, which invariably falls on the first syllable. For example, the word for “please” is prosím, with the emphasis on the first syllable but a long “i” sound at the end: PROH-zeeeem.

[image: Image]

Prague is flooded with tourists, most of whom don’t bother to learn a single word of the local language. To ingratiate yourself to your hosts—not to mention be a sensitive traveler—take some time to learn the Czech essentials. You’ll find Czech survival phrases on the following pages.

When navigating town, these words might be helpful: město (MYEHS-toh, town), náměstí (nah-myehs-tee, square), ulica (OO-leet-sah, street), nábřeži (NAH-bzheh-zhee, embankment road), and most (mohst, bridge).


Czech Survival Phrases


The emphasis in Czech words usually falls on the first syllable—though don’t overdo it, as this stress is subtle. A vowel with an accent (á, é, í, ú, ý) is held longer. The combination ch sounds like the guttural “kh” sound in the Scottish word “loch.” The uniquely Czech ř (as in Dvořák) sounds like a cross between a rolled “r” and “zh”; in the phonetics, it’s “zh.” Here are a few English words that all Czechs know: super, OK, pardon, stop, menu, problem, and no problem.





	English
	Czech
	Pronun­ciation



	Hello. (formal)
	Dobrý den.
	
doh-bree dehn



	Hi. / Bye. (informal)
	Ahoj.
	
ah-hoy



	Do you speak English?
	Mluvíte anglicky?
	
mloo-vee-teh ahn-glits-kee



	Yes. / No.
	Ano. / Ne.
	
ah-noh / neh



	I don’t understand.
	Nerozumím.
	
neh-roh-zoo-meem



	Please. / You’re welcome. / Can I help you?
	Prosím.
	
proh-seem



	Thank you.
	Děkuji.
	
dyeh-kwee



	Excuse me. / I’m sorry.
	Promiňte.
	
proh-meen-teh



	Good.
	Dobře.
	
dohb-zheh



	Goodbye.
	Nashledanou.
	
nah-skleh-dah-noh



	one / two / three
	jeden / dva / tři
	
yay-dehn / dvah / tzhee



	four / five / six
	čtyři / pět / šest
	
chtee-zhee / pyeht / shehst



	seven / eight
	sedm / osm
	
seh-dum / oh-sum



	nine / ten
	devět / deset
	
dehv-yeht / deh-seht



	hundred / thousand
	sto / tisíc
	stoh / tee-seets



	How much?
	Kolik?
	
koh-leek



	local currency
	koruna (Kč)
	koh-roo-nah



	Write it?
	Napište to?
	
nah-pish-teh toh



	Is it free?
	Je to zadarmo?
	yeh toh zah-dar-moh



	Is it included?
	Je to v ceně?
	yeh tohf tsay-nyeh



	Where can I find / buy...?
	Kde mohu najít / koupit...?
	guh-deh moh-hoo nah-yeet / koh-pit



	I’d like... (said by a man)
	Rád bych...
	rahd bikh



	I’d like... (said by a woman)
	Ráda bych...
	
rah-dah bikh



	We’d like...
	Rádi bychom...
	
rah-dyee bee-khohm



	...a room.
	...pokoj.
	
poh-koy



	...a ticket to ___. (destination)
	...jízdenka do ___.
	
yeez-dehn-kah doh ___



	Is it possible?
	Je to možné?
	yeh toh mohzh-neh



	Where is...?
	Kde je...?
	guh-deh yeh



	...the train station
	...nádraží
	
nah-drah-zhee



	...the bus station
	...autobusové nádraží
	
ow-toh-boo-soh-veh nah-drah-zhee



	...the tourist information office
	...turistická informační kancelář
	
too-rih-stit-skah een-formahch-nee kahn-tseh-lahzh



	...the toilet
	...vécé
	
veht-seh



	men / women
	muži / ženy
	
moo-zhee / zheh-nee



	left / right / straight
	vlevo / vpravo / rovně
	
vleh-voh / fprah-voh / rohv-nyeh



	At what time...?
	V kolik...?
	
fkoh-leek



	...does this open / close
	...otevírají / zavírají
	
oh-teh-vee-rah-yee/zah-vee-rah-yee



	Just a moment, please.
	Moment, prosím.
	
moh-mehnt proh-seem



	now / soon / later
	teď / brzy / později
	tedge / bir-zih / pohz-dyeh-yee



	today / tomorrow
	dnes / zítra
	duh-nehs / zee-trah





In a Czech Restaurant






	English
	Czech
	Pronun­ciation



	I’d like to reserve... (said by a man)
	Rád bych zarezervoval....
	rahd bikh zah-reh-zehr-voh-vahl



	I’d like to reserve... (said by a woman)
	Ráda bych zarezervovala....
	
rah-dah bikh zah-reh-zehr-voh-vah-lah



	...a table for one / two.
	...stůl pro jednoho / dva.
	stool proh yehd-noh-hoh / dvah



	Non-smoking.
	Nekuřácký.
	
neh-kuhzh-aht-skee



	Is this table free?
	Je tento stůl volný?
	yeh tehn-toh stool vohl-nee



	Can I help you?
	Mohu vám pomoci?
	
moh-hoo vahm poh-moht-see



	The menu (in English), please.
	Jídelní lístek (v angličtině), prosím.
	
yee-dehl-nee lee-stehk (fahn-gleech-tee-nyeh) proh-eem



	Service is / isn’t included.
	Spropitné je / není zahrnuto.
	
sproh-pit-neh yeh / neh-nee zah-har-noo-toh



	“to go”
	s sebou
	
seh-boh



	with / and / or
	s / a / nebo
	suh / ah / neh-boh



	ready-to-eat meal
	hotová jídla
	
hoh-toh-vah yeed-lah



	meal on request
	minutky
	
mih-noot-kee



	appetizers
	předkrm
	
pzhehd-krim



	bread
	chléb
	khlehb



	cheese
	sýr
	seer



	sandwich
	sendvič
	
sehnd-vich



	soup / salad
	polévka / salát
	poh-lehv-kah / sah-laht



	meat
	maso
	
mah-soh



	poultry
	drůbež
	
droo-behzh



	fish
	ryby
	
rih-bih



	fruit / vegetables
	ovoce / zelenina
	
oh-voht-seh / zeh-leh-nyee-nah



	dessert
	dezert
	
deh-zehrt



	(tap) water
	voda (z kohoutku)
	
voh-dah (skoh-hoht-koo)



	mineral water
	minerální voda
	
mih-neh-rahl-nyee voh-dah



	carbonated / not carbonated (spoken)
	s bublinkami / bez bublinek
	
sboob-leen-kah-mee / behz boo-blee-nehk



	carbonated / not carbonated (printed)
	perlivá / neperlivá
	
pehr-lee-vah / neh-pehr-lee-vah



	milk
	mléko
	
mleh-koh



	(orange) juice
	(pomerančový) džus
	(poh-mehr-ahn-choh-vee) “juice”



	coffee / tea
	káva / čaj
	
kah-vah / chai



	wine
	víno
	
vee-noh



	red / white
	červené / bílé
	
chehr-veh-neh / bee-leh



	sweet / dry
	sladké / suché
	
slahd-keh / soo-kheh



	glass / bottle
	sklenka / lahev
	
sklehn-kah / lah-hehv



	beer
	pivo
	
pee-voh



	light / dark
	světlé / tmavé
	
svyeht-leh / tmah-veh



	Cheers!
	Na zdraví!
	nah zdrah-vee




	Enjoy your meal.
	
Dobrou chuť.
	
doh-broh khoot



	More. / Another.
	Více. / Další.
	
veet-seh / dahl-shee



	The same.
	To samé.
	toh sah-meh



	The bill.
	Účet.
	
oo-cheht



	I’ll pay.
	Zaplatím.
	
zah-plah-teem



	tip
	spropitné
	
sproh-pit-neh



	Delicious!
	Výborné!
	
vee-bohr-neh
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Few cities can match Prague’s over-the-top romance, evocative Old World charm...and tourist crowds. Prague is equal parts historic and fun. No other place in Europe has become popular so quickly. And for good reason: Prague, the only Central European capital to escape the large-scale bombing of the last century’s wars, is one of Europe’s best-preserved cities. It’s filled with sumptuous Art Nouveau facades, offers tons of cheap Mozart and Vivaldi concerts, and brews some of the best beer in Europe.
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Prague is a photographer’s delight. You’ll wind through walkable neighborhoods, past statues of bishops and pastel facades adorned with gables, balconies, lanterns, and a zillion little architectural details. Prague itself seems a work of art. Besides its medieval and Baroque look, it’s a world of willowy Art Nouveau paintings and architecture. You’ll also see rich remnants of its strong Jewish heritage and stark reminders of the communist era. And you’ll meet an entrepreneurial mix of locals and expats, all with their own brilliant schemes of how to make money in the tourist trade.

Escape the crowds into the back lanes and pretend you’re strolling through the 18th century. Duck into pubs to enjoy the hearty food and good pilsner beer, and tour museums packed with fine art. Delve into one of Europe’s top stops.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

A few days in Prague is plenty of time to get a solid feel for the city and enjoy some side-trips. If you’re in a rush, you’ll need a minimum of two full days (with three nights, or two nights and a night train) for a good introduction to the city. Keep in mind that Jewish Quarter sights close on Saturday and Jewish holidays. Some museums, mainly in the Old Town, are closed on Monday, as is Veletržní Palace (which houses the Slav Epic).

Prague in Two or More Days

Here’s my suggested plan for fully experiencing Prague in two days. I’ve offered more suggestions should you have more time. Split your nights between beer halls, live music, and (if it interests you) Black Light Theater.

Day 1



	9:00 
	Take my “Prague Old Town Walk” to get oriented to the city’s core. Along the way, take time to enter some of the sights (including the Municipal House) and climb at least one of the old towers—at the Old Town Hall or at either end of the Charles Bridge—to enjoy the view.



	13:00 
	Have lunch either in the Old Town or Little Quarter. Explore the Little Quarter (Kampa Island, Lennon Wall, Little Quarter Square).



	15:00 
	Explore the Jewish Quarter.




Day 2



	8:00 
	Get an early start from your hotel and zip up to the castle on the tram. Be at St. Vitus Cathedral when it opens at 9:00, then visit the rest of the castle sights.



	11:00 
	As you leave the castle, tour the Lobkowicz Palace.



	12:00 
	Have lunch in the Little Quarter, below the castle.



	13:00 
	Ride the tram to Veletržní Palace to see Mucha’s Slav Epic.



	14:30 
	Tram back to town to see Wenceslas Square and tour the Mucha Museum to appreciate another facet of this talented artist (unless you’re already Mucha-ed out).



	16:30 
	Squeeze in one more museum—perhaps the Museum of Medieval Art or the Museum of Communism.




Note: If you’d rather sleep in today, flip this plan—do Wenceslas Square, the Mucha Museum, and Slav Epic in the morning, then tram up to the castle in the early afternoon (by about 14:00), when the crowds are dispersing.

Day 3 and Beyond

If you have more time, fit in additional museums that interest you. If you have at least four days, Prague has a wide variety of worthwhile day trips at its doorstep. I’d prioritize Kutná Hora (delightful small town with gorgeous cathedral and famous bone church), the Terezín Memorial (for Holocaust history), and/or Konopiště Castle (with a lived-in Habsburg interior). Český Krumlov is another wonderful destination, but it’s a bit far for a side-trip from Prague—it’s much better as an overnight.
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Orientation to Prague

PRAGUE: A VERBAL MAP

Residents call their town “Praha” (PRAH-hah). It’s big, with about 1.3 million people (swelling to 2 million in the metropolitan area). But during a quick visit, you’ll focus on its relatively compact old center.

The Vltava River divides the city in two. East of the river are the Old Town and New Town, the Main Train Station, and most of the recommended hotels. To the west of the river is Prague Castle and, below that, the sleepy Little Quarter. Connecting the two halves are several bridges, including the landmark Charles Bridge.

Think of Prague as a collection of neighborhoods. In fact, until about 1800, Prague actually was four distinct towns with four town squares, all separated by fortified walls. Each town had a unique character, drawn from the personality of its first settlers. Today, much of Prague’s charm survives in the distinct spirit of these towns.

Old Town (Staré Město): Nestled in the bend of the river, this is the historic core, where most tourists spend their time. It’s pedestrian-friendly, with small winding streets, old buildings, shops, and beer halls and cafés. In the center sits the charming Old Town Square. Slicing east-west through the Old Town is the main pedestrian axis, along Celetná and Karlova streets.
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Within the Old Town, tucked closest to the river, is the Jewish Quarter (Josefov), a several-block area with a high concentration of old synagogues and sights from Prague’s deep Jewish heritage. It also holds the city’s glitziest shopping area (with big-name international designers filling gorgeously restored Art Nouveau buildings).

New Town (Nové Město): Stretching south from the Old Town is the long, broad expanse of Wenceslas Square, marking the center of the New Town. The New Town, shaped like a piece of elbow macaroni, hugs the edge of the Old Town—cutting a swath from riverbank to riverbank. As the name implies, it’s relatively new (“only” 600 years old). It’s the neighborhood for modern buildings, fancy department stores, and a few communist-era sights.

Castle Quarter (Hradčany): High atop a hill on the west side of the river stands the massive complex of Prague Castle, marked by the spires of St. Vitus Cathedral. For a thousand years, this has been the neighborhood of Czech rulers (including today’s president and foreign minister). Consequently, the surrounding area is noble and leafy, with high art and grand buildings, little commerce, and few pubs.

Little Quarter (Malá Strana): Nestled at the foot of Castle Hill is this pleasant former town of fine palaces and gardens (and a few minor sights). This is Prague’s diplomatic neighborhood, made to feel elegant by stately embassies, but lacking some of the funky personality of the Old Town.

Also on the castle side of the river, north of the riverbend, is the Holešovice district—with a secondary train station and the Veletržní Palace, which houses Prague’s greatest art treasure: Alfons Mucha’s Slav Epic.

Cutting through the towns—from the Powder Tower through the Old Town, crossing the Charles Bridge, and winding up to St. Vitus Cathedral—is the Royal Way (Královská Cesta), the ancient path of coronation processions. Today, this city spine (the modern streets of Celetná, Karlova, and Nerudova) is marred by tacky trinket shops and jammed by tour groups. Explore beyond it if you want to see the real Prague.

District System: Prague is administratively carved up into numerical districts (like Budapest, Vienna, and Paris). Almost everything of interest to tourists is in “Praha 1,” in the old center on both sides of the river, but a few accommodations and attractions are in outlying districts. Addresses include the district number: For example, the Veletržní Palace (home of the Slav Epic) is in the seventh district, so its address is “Dukelských Hrdinů 47, Praha 7.”



  Prague’s Best Views

  Enjoy the “Golden City of a Hundred Spires” during the early evening, when the light is warm and the colors are rich. Good viewpoints include the following:



• The garden terrace in front of Strahov Monastery, above the castle (see here)

• The many balconies and spires at Prague Castle

• Villa Richter restaurants, overlooking the city from just below the castle past the Golden Lane

• The top of either tower on Charles Bridge

• The Old Town Square clock tower (with a handy elevator)

• Hotel u Prince’s rooftop dining terrace overlooking the Old Town Square (also with an elevator)

• The steps of the National Museum overlooking Wenceslas Square

• The top of the Žižkov TV tower, offering spaceship views of the city, in the Žižkov/Vinohrady neighborhood east of the city center (150 Kč for elevator to observatory at 300 feet, free access to Oblaca restaurant at 200-foot-level for customers)



TOURIST INFORMATION

TIs are at several key locations, including on the Old Town Square (in the Old Town Hall, just to the left of the Astronomical Clock; Easter-Oct Mon-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-18:00; Nov-Easter Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-17:00); on the castle side of Charles Bridge (Easter-Oct daily 10:00-18:00, closed Nov-Easter); and in the Old Town, around the corner from Havelská Market (at Rytířská 31, April-Oct Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, closed Nov-March). For general tourist information in English, dial 221-714-444 (Mon-Fri 8:00-19:00), or check the useful TI website: www.praguewelcome.cz.

The TIs offer maps, a helpful transit guide, and information on guided walks and bus tours. They can book local guides, concerts, and, occasionally, hotel rooms.

Monthly event guides—all of them packed with ads—include the Prague Guide (29 Kč), Prague This Month (free), and Heart of Europe (free, summer only). The English-language weekly Prague Post newspaper is handy for entertainment listings and current events (60 Kč at newsstands, or read it online at www.praguepost.com).

Prague Card: This pricey sightseeing pass covers public transit (including the airport bus); admission or discounts to a number of sights (including a few biggies, such as Prague Castle and Jewish Quarter sights); a free bus tour and river cruise; and discounts to other attractions, including some concerts and guided tours. For most travelers, it’s not worth the steep cost (e.g., €48/2 days), but if you’re planning to be very busy, check what’s included and do the math (pick up a brochure at the TI, or go to www.praguecard.com and try their calculator feature).

ARRIVAL IN PRAGUE

Prague has multiple train stations, but most visitors arrive at the Main Train Station (Hlavní Nádraží), on the eastern edge of downtown—a 20-minute walk, short taxi ride, or bus ride to the Old Town Square and many of my recommended hotels. Prague’s Václav Havel Airport—12 miles from downtown—is easily connected to the city center by public bus, airport bus, minibus shuttle, and taxis. For details on all of these options, see here.

HELPFUL HINTS

Rip-Offs: There’s no particular risk of violent crime in Prague, but—as in any heavily touristed city—green, rich tourists can get taken by con artists. Most scams fall into the category of being charged a two-scoop price for one scoop of ice cream, having extra items appear on your restaurant bill, or not getting the correct change. Jaded salesclerks in the tourist zone know that the 20-to-1 exchange rate mystifies American visitors, and they may try to take advantage of your carelessness. Any time you pay for something, make a careful mental note of how much it costs, how much you’re handing over, and how much you expect back. Count your change. Beware the “slow count,” where clerks give back part of your change, then pause...hoping you’ll think they’re done and walk away. Wait until you get all the money you’re due. Plainclothes policemen “looking for counterfeit money” are con artists—ask to see their badges and they’ll shrink away.

Pickpockets: They’re abundant in Prague. They can be little children or adults dressed as professionals—sometimes even as tourists. Many thieves drape jackets over their arms to disguise busy fingers. Thieves work the crowded and touristy places in teams—for example, they might create a commotion at the door to a Metro or tram car. Keep your wits about you, assume any big distraction is a smokescreen for theft, and wear a money belt. All of this can sound intimidating, but Prague is safe. Simply stay alert.

Medical Help: A 24-hour pharmacy is at Palackého 5 (a block from Wenceslas Square, tel. 224-946-982). For above-standard assistance in English (including dental service), consider the top-quality Hospital Na Homolce (less than 1,000 Kč for an appointment, 8:00-16:00 call 252-922-146, for after-hours emergencies call 257-211-111; bus #167 from Anděl Metro station, Roentgenova 2, Praha 5). The Canadian Medical Care Center is a small, private clinic with an English-speaking Czech staff at Veleslavínská 1 in Praha 6 (3,000 Kč for an appointment, 4,500 Kč for a house call, halfway between the city and the airport, tel. 235-360-133, after-hours emergency tel. 724-300-301).

Bookstores: Shakespeare and Sons is a friendly English-language bookstore with a wide selection of translations from Czech, the latest publications, and a reading space downstairs overlooking a river channel (daily 11:00-19:00, one block from Charles Bridge on Little Quarter side at U Lužického Semináře 10, tel. 257-531-894, www.shakes.cz). In the heart of the Jewish Quarter, the Franz Kafka Society has a lovely little bookstore with a thoughtfully curated shelf of Czech lit in English translation—from Kafka to Švejk to tales of the Little Mole (daily 10:00-18:00, Široká 14, tel. 224-227-452).

Maps: A good map of Prague is essential. For ease of navigation, look for one with trams and Metro lines marked, and tiny sketches of the sights drawn in (30-70 Kč, many different brands; sold at kiosks, exchange windows, and tobacco stands). The Kartografie Praha city map, which shows all the tram lines and major landmarks, also includes a castle diagram and a street index. It comes in two versions: 1:15,000 covers the city center (good enough for most visitors), and 1:25,000 includes the whole city (worthwhile if you’re sleeping in the suburbs).

Also consider getting a mapping app for your smartphone, which uses GPS to pinpoint your location. To avoid data-roaming charges, look for an offline map that can be downloaded in its entirety before your trip. City Maps 2Go has a huge number of searchable offline maps, including a good Prague map ($2 pays for any/all of their maps).

Laundry: A full-service laundry near most of the recommended hotels is at Karolíny Světlé 11 (200 Kč/8-pound load, wash and dry in 3 hours, Mon-Fri 7:30-19:00, closed Sat-Sun, 200 yards from Charles Bridge on Old Town side, mobile 721-030-446); another laundry is at Rybná 27 (290 Kč/8-pound load, same-day pickup, Mon-Fri 8:00-18:00, Mon and Wed from 7:00, closed Sat-Sun, tel. 224-812-641). Or surf the Internet while your undies tumble-dry at the self-service launderette at Korunní 14 (160 Kč/load wash and dry, Internet access-2 Kč/minute, daily 8:00-20:00, near Náměstí Míru Metro stop, Praha 2).

Bike Rental: Prague has improved its network of bike paths, making bicycles a feasible option for exploring the center of the town and beyond (see http://wgp.praha-mesto.cz for a map). Two bike-rental shops located near the Old Town Square are Praha Bike (daily 9:00-22:00, Dlouhá 24, mobile 732-388-880, www.prahabike.cz) and City Bike (daily 9:00-19:00, Králodvorská 5, mobile 776-180-284, www.citybike-prague.com). They rent bikes for about 300 Kč for two hours or 500 Kč per day (with a 1,500-Kč deposit) and also organize guided bike tours. Or try an electric bike (590 Kč/half-day, 890 Kč/day, April-Oct daily 9:00-19:00, tours available, just above American Embassy in Little Quarter at Vlašská 15, mobile 604-474-546, www.ilikeebike.com).

Car Rental: You won’t want to drive within compact Prague, but a car can be handy for exploring the countryside. All of the biggies have offices in Prague (check each company’s website, or ask at the TI). A locally operated alternative is Prima Rent (Mon-Fri 8:00-16:30, closed Sat-Sun, Kolbenova 40, Metro: Kolbenova, mobile 602-608-494, www.primarent.cz). The cheaper models are a great value (900 Kč/day with basic insurance and limited mileage, plus 250 Kč/day for full theft and damage insurance; 350 Kč for hotel or airport delivery).

Local Help: Magic Praha is a tiny travel service run by Lída Jánská. A Jill-of-all-trades, she can help with accommodations and transfers throughout the Czech Republic, as well as private tours and side-trips to historic towns (mobile 604-207-225, www.magicpraha.cz, magicpraha@magicpraha.cz).

Rowdy Stag Parties: Unfortunately, Prague, with its cheap beer and easy fun, has become a magnet for British “stag” and “hen” (bachelor and bachelorette) parties. Thanks to super-cheap flights, it can be more affordable to fly from London to Prague for a 48-hour bender than to spend an evening buying $8 pints in a London pub. While harmless, these revelers can be obnoxious; if you’re in town on a weekend, don’t be surprised if you hear English soccer songs echoing through the streets in the wee hours (wear earplugs).
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Updates to This Book: For updates to this book, check www.ricksteves.com/update.


GETTING AROUND PRAGUE


You can walk nearly everywhere. Brown street signs (in Czech, but with helpful little icons) direct you to tourist landmarks. For a sense of scale, the walk from the Old Town Square to the Charles Bridge takes less than 10 minutes (depending on the crowds).

Still, it’s worth figuring out the public transportation system, which helps you reach farther-flung sights (Prague Castle, Mucha’s Slav Epic, and so on). The Metro is slick, the trams fun, and the taxis quick and easy. Prague’s tram system is especially wonderful—trams rumble by frequently and take you just about anywhere. Be bold and you’ll swing through Prague like Tarzan. For details, pick up the transit guide at the TI. City maps show the Metro, tram, and bus lines.

By Metro, Tram, and Bus

Excellent, affordable public transit is perhaps the best legacy of the communist era (locals ride all month for 550 Kč).

Tickets: The Metro, trams, and buses all use the same tickets:

• 30-minute short-trip ticket (krátkodobá), which allows as many transfers as you can make in a half hour—24 Kč

• 90-minute standard ticket (základní)—32 Kč

• 24-hour pass (jízdenka na 24 hodin)—110 Kč

• 3-day pass (jízdenka na 3 dny)—310 Kč

Buy tickets from your hotel, at Metro stops, newsstand kiosks, or from machines (select ticket price, then insert coins). To avoid wasting time looking for a ticket-seller when your tram is approaching, stock up on all the tickets that you think you’ll need. Because Prague is a great walking town, most find that individual tickets work better than a pass.

Be sure to validate your ticket as you board the tram or bus, or as you enter the Metro station, by sticking it in the machine, which stamps a time on it—watch locals and imitate. Inspectors routinely ambush ticketless riders (including tourists) and fine them 700 Kč on the spot.

Schedules and Frequency: Trams run every 5-10 minutes in the daytime (a schedule is posted at each stop). The Metro closes at midnight, and the nighttime tram routes (identified with white numbers on blue backgrounds at tram stops) run all night at 30-minute intervals. You can find more information and a complete route planner in English at www.dpp.cz.
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Trams: Navigate by signs that list the end stations. At the platform, a sign lists all the stops for each tram in order. Remember that trams going one direction leave from one platform, while the other direction might leave from a different platform nearby—maybe across the street or a half-block away. When the tram arrives, open the doors by pressing the green button. Once aboard, validate your ticket in the machine.
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As you go, follow along carefully so you know when your stop comes up. Newer trams have electronic signs that show either the next stop (příští), or a list of upcoming stops. Also, listen to the recorded announcements for the name of the stop you’re currently at, followed by the name of the stop that’s coming up next. (Confused tourists, thinking they’ve heard their stop, are notorious for rushing off the tram one stop too soon.) The surest way to know whether it’s your stop is to check the platform for a sign that shows the name of the stop. Even better, use a mapping app on your smartphone so you’ll always know where you are.
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Tram #22 is practically made for sightseeing, connecting the New Town with the Castle Quarter (find the line marked on the Prague Public Transportation map). The tram uses some of the same stops as the Metro (making it easy to get to—or travel on from—the tram route). Of the many stops this tram makes, the most convenient are two in the New Town (Národní Třída, between the bottom of Wenceslas Square and the river; and Národní Divadlo, at the National Theater), two in the Little Quarter (Malostranské Náměstí, on the Little Quarter Square; and Malostranská Metro stop, near the riverbank), and three above Prague Castle (Královský Letohrádek, Pražský Hrad, and Pohořelec; for details, see here).

Metro: The three-line Metro system is handy and simple but doesn’t always get you right to the tourist sights (landmarks such as the Old Town Square and Prague Castle are several blocks from the nearest Metro stops). Although it seems that all Metro doors lead to the neighborhood of Výstup, that’s simply the Czech word for “exit.”

By Taxi

I find Prague to be a great taxi town and use them routinely. That said, the city has more than its share of dishonest cabbies, so here are a few tips to avoid being overcharged.

The legitimate local rates are cheap: Drop charge starts at 40 Kč; per-kilometer charge is around 30 Kč; and waiting time per minute is about 6 Kč. These rates are clearly marked on the door, so be sure the cabbie honors them. Also insist that cabbies turn on the meter, and that it’s set at the right tariff, or “sazba” (usually but not always tariff #1). Unlike in many cities, there’s no extra charge for calling a cab—the meter starts only after you get in. Tip by rounding up; locals never tip more than 5 percent.
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Have a ballpark idea of what your ride will cost. Figure about 150-200 Kč for a ride between landmarks within the city center (for example, from the Main Train Station to the Old Town Square, or from the Charles Bridge to the castle). Even the longest ride in the center should cost under 300 Kč.

To improve your odds of getting a fair metered rate, call for a cab (or ask someone at your hotel or restaurant to call one for you), rather than hailing one on the street. AAA Taxi (tel. 222-333-222) and City Taxi (tel. 257-257-257) are the most likely to have English-speaking staff and honest cabbies. I also find that hailing a passing taxi usually gets me a decent price, although at a slightly higher rate than when reserving by phone. Avoid cabs waiting at tourist attractions and train stations, who are far more likely to be crooked, waiting to prey on unwary tourists.

And what if the cabbie surprises you at the end with an astronomical fare? If you think you’re being overcharged, challenge it. Point to the rates on the door. Get your hotel receptionist to back you up. Get out your phone and threaten to call the police. (Because of new legislation to curb dishonest cabbies, the police will stand up for you.) Or simply pay what you think the ride should cost—300 Kč should cover you for a long ride anywhere in the center—and walk away.

Tours in Prague

Walking Tours

A staggering number of small companies offer walking tours of the Old Town, the castle, and more (for the latest, pick up the walking tour fliers at the TI). Since guiding is a routine side-job for university students, you’ll generally get hardworking young guides at good prices. While I’d rather go with my own local guide (described later), public walking tours are cheaper (about 450 Kč for a 4-hour tour), cover themes you might not otherwise consider, connect you with other English-speaking travelers, and allow for spontaneity. The quality depends on the guide rather than the company. Your best bet is to show up at the Astronomical Clock a couple of minutes before 8:00, 10:00, or 11:00, then chat with a few of the umbrella-holding guides there. Choose the one you click with. Guides also have fliers advertising additional walks.

“Free” Tours: As is the case all over Europe these days, you’ll find “free” tours that are not really free; you’re expected to tip your guide (with paper bills rather than coins) when finished. While these tours are fine for the backpacker and hostel crowd (for whom they’re designed), the guides are really just expat students (generally from the US or Australia) who memorize a script and give an entertaining performance, with little respect for serious history as you walk through the Old Town. When it comes to guided tours, nothing is free (except for my self-guided audio tour; see here).


Prague Pronunciations





	English
	Czech
	Pron­ounced



	Main Train Station
	Hlavní Nádraží
	HLAV-nee NAH-drah-zhee



	Old Town
	Staré Město
	STAR-eh MYEHS-toh



	Old Town Square
	Staroměstské Náměstí
	STAR-oh-myehst-skeh NAH-myehs-tee



	New Town
	Nové Město
	NOH-vay MYEHS-toh



	Little Quarter
	Malá Strana
	MAH-lah STRAH-nah



	Jewish Quarter
	Josefov
	YOO-zehf-fohf



	Castle Quarter
	Hradčany
	HRAD-chah-nee



	Charles Bridge
	Karlův Most
	KAR-loov most



	Wenceslas Square
	Václavské Náměstí
	vaht-SLAHF-skeh NAH-myehs-tee



	Vltava River
	Vltava
	VUL-tah-vah







▲▲Local Guides


In Prague, hiring a guide is particularly smart. Guides meet you wherever you like and tailor the tour to your interests. Visit their websites in advance for details on various walks, airport transfers, countryside excursions, and other services offered, and then make arrangements by email. Because prices are usually per hour (not per person), small groups can hire an inexpensive guide for several days.

Small Companies: Personal Prague Guide Service’s Šárka Kačabová uses her teaching background to help you understand Czech culture and has picked a team of personable and knowledgeable guides for her company (600 Kč/hour for 2-3 people, 800 Kč/hour for 4-8 people, fifth hour free, mobile 777-225-205, www.personalpragueguide.com, sarka@me.com).

PragueWalker is run by Katka Svobodová, a hardworking historian-guide who knows her stuff and manages a team of enthusiastic and friendly guides (600 Kč/hour for individuals, families, and small groups; mobile 603-181-300, www.praguewalker.com, katerina@praguewalker.com).

Individual Guides: These generally young guides (which is good, because they learned their trade post-communism) typically charge about 2,000-2,500 Kč for a half-day tour. Jana Hronková has a natural style—a welcome change from the more strict professionalism of some of the busier guides—and a penchant for the Jewish Quarter (mobile 732-185-180, www.experience-prague.info, janahronkova@hotmail.com). Zuzana Tlášková speaks English as well as Hebrew (mobile 774-131-335, tlaskovaz@seznam.cz). Martin Bělohradský, who guides on the side when not doing his organic chemistry work, is particularly enthusiastic about fine arts and architecture (mobile 723-414-565, martinb5666@gmail.com). Jana Krátká especially enjoys sharing Prague’s tumultuous 20th-century history with visitors (mobile 776-571-538, janapragueguide@gmail.com). Kamil and Petra Vondrouš design tours to fit your interests; they also guide/drive beyond Prague, as far as Vienna or Dresden (mobile 605-701-861, www.prague-extra.com, info@prague-extra.com).



  Daily Reminder

  Sunday: St. Vitus Cathedral at Prague Castle is closed Sunday morning for Mass. Some stores have shorter hours or are closed.



Monday: The Veletržní Palace, which houses Alfons Mucha’s Slav Epic, and the Museum of Medieval Art are closed. Most of the other major sights—such as Prague Castle and the Jewish Quarter—are open, but a number of lesser sights, including Týn Church and Church of St. James, are closed.

If you’re day-tripping today, Terezín and Kutná Hora’s Sedlec Bone Church and St. Barbara’s Cathedral are open. Konopiště Castle is closed.

Tuesday-Friday: All sights are open.

Saturday: The Jewish Quarter sights are closed. In nearby Terezín, the Crematorium and Columbarium are closed.

Crowd-Beating Tips: Visit Prague Castle either first thing in the morning (be at St. Vitus Cathedral right at 9:00—except Sun morning, when it’s closed for Mass) or midafternoon (closes at 17:00 in summer, 16:00 in winter). Hiring your own guide for a historic walk is relatively cheap and allows you to choose a time (evening or early morning) and route to avoid crowds.



Specialty Tours: Taste Local Beer is run by Aaron John, an expat with a passion for local brews who’s up to date on the evolving Prague microbrew scene (1,200 Kč/person, includes six beers at three pubs and a one-day transportation pass, www.tastelocalbeer.com). Running Tours Prague are guided by Radim Prahl, a local with an appetite for ultra-marathons; he’ll run you past monuments, through parks, and down back alleys at your own pace (1,500 Kč for two people; mobile 777-288-862, www.runningtoursprague.com).


Jewish Quarter Tours


Jewish guides (of varying quality) meet small groups twice daily in season for three-hour English tours of the Jewish Quarter. Wittmann Tours charges a 880-Kč fee that includes entry to the Old-New Synagogue and the six other major Jewish Quarter sights (which cost 480 Kč total), so the tour actually costs only 400 Kč (May-Oct Sun-Fri at 10:30 and 14:00, Nov-Dec and mid-March-April Sun-Fri at 10:30 only, no tours Sat and Jan-mid-March, minimum 3 people). Tours meet in the little park (just beyond the café), directly in front of Hotel InterContinental at the end of Pařížská street. They also offer guided side-trip minibus tours to Terezín Memorial (tel. 603-168-427 or 603-426-564, www.wittmann-tours.com). Also note that several of the private local guides recommended earlier do good tours of the Jewish Quarter.

Tour Packages for Students

Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs WSA Europe, offering three-day (and longer) guided and unguided packages—including accommodations, sightseeing, and unique local experiences—for budget travelers across 11 top European cities, including Prague (from €99, see www.wsaeurope.com for details).

Tours Outside of Prague

To get beyond the sights listed in most guidebooks, call Tom and Marie Zahn from P.A.T.H. Finders International. Tom is American, Marie is Czech, and together they organize and lead family-friendly day excursions (in Prague and throughout the country). Their tours are creative and affordable, and they teach travelers how to find off-the-beaten-track destinations on their own. Their specialty is Personal Ancestral Tours & History (P.A.T.H.)—with sufficient notice, they can help Czech descendants find their ancestral homes, perhaps even a long-lost relative. Tom and Marie can also help with other parts of your Eastern European travel by linking you with associates in other countries, especially Germany, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Ukraine (US tel. 360-450-5959, Czech tel. 257-940-113, www.pathfinders.cz, info@pathfinders.cz).

Reverend Jan Dus, an enthusiastic pastor who lived in the US for several years, now serves a small congregation about 100 miles east of Prague. Jan can design itineraries and likes to help travelers connect with locals in little towns, particularly in northeastern Bohemia and Moravia. He also has an outstanding track record in providing genealogical services (toll-free US tel. 800-807-1562, www.revjan.com, rev.jan.services@gmail.com).


Bus Tours


Because Prague’s sightseeing core (Castle Quarter, Charles Bridge, and the Old Town) is not accessible by bus, I can’t recommend any of the city’s bus tour companies. (Most that you’ll see advertised are basically walking tours that use buses for pickups and transfers.) Hiring a guide, many of whom can drive you around in their car, can be a much better value (described earlier, under “Local Guides”).

Prague Old Town Walk
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(See “Old Town Walk” map, here.)

Nestled in the bend of the river is Prague’s compact, pedestrian-friendly Old Town. A boomtown since the 10th century, the Old Town has long been the busy commercial quarter, filled with merchants, guilds, and supporters of the Church reformer Jan Hus (who wanted a Czech-style Catholicism). Today it’s Prague’s tourism ground zero, jammed with tasteful landmarks and tacky amusements alike. This walk, which takes two to three hours, starts in the heart of the neighborhood, the Old Town Square (rated ▲▲▲), then dips into the New Town before winding back into the Old Town and ending at the Charles Bridge.
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• Begin with the square’s centerpiece, the...

[image: Image] Memorial to Jan Hus

This monument is an enduring icon of the long struggle for Czech freedom. In the center, Jan Hus—the religious reformer who has become a symbol of Czech nationalism—stands tall. Hus, born in 1369, was a Prague priest who stood up to both the Catholic Church and the Austrian Habsburg oppressors. His defiant stance—as depicted so powerfully in this monument—galvanized the Czech people, who rallied to fight not just for their religious beliefs but for independence from foreign control.
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But Hus was about a century ahead of his time. He was arrested, charged with heresy, excommunicated, and, in 1415, burned at the stake. His followers picked up the torch and fought on for two decades in the Hussite Wars, which killed tens of thousands and left Bohemia a virtual wasteland.

Surrounding Hus’ statue are the Hussite followers who battled the Habsburgs. One patriot holds a cup, or chalice. This symbolizes one of the changes the Hussites were fighting for: the right of everyone (not just priests) to drink the wine at Communion. Look into the survivors’ faces—it was a bitter fight. In 1620, their rebellious cause was brutally crushed by the Catholic Habsburgs at the pivotal Battle of White Mountain fought outside Prague—effectively ending Czech independence for three centuries.
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Each subsequent age has interpreted Hus to its liking: For Protestants, Hus was the founder of the first Protestant church (though he was actually an ardent Catholic); for revolutionaries, this critic of the Church’s power was a proponent of social equality; for nationalists, this Czech preacher was the defender of the language; and for communists, Hus was the first ideologue to preach the gospel of socialism. But regardless of who was in power, Hus’ importance to the Czech people has never wavered.


  Jan Hus and the Early Reformers

  Jan Hus (c. 1369-1415) lived and preached more than a century before Martin Luther (1483-1546), but they had many things in common. Both were college professors as well as priests. Both drew huge public crowds as they preached in their university chapels. Both condemned Church corruption, promoted local religious autonomy, and advocated for letting the common people participate more in worship rituals. Both established their national languages. (It’s Hus who gave the Czech alphabet its unique accent marks so that the letters could fit the sounds.) And, by challenging established authority, both got in big trouble.

  Hus was born in the small southern Bohemian town of Husinec, and moved to Prague to study at the university. From an early age, he displayed a curiosity about the world and a willingness to challenge the prevailing norms. Hus served as a rector at Charles University starting in 1402. Preaching from the pulpit in Bethlehem Chapel (still open to the public), Hus drew inspiration from the English philosopher John Wycliffe (c. 1320-1384), who was an early advocate of reforming the Catholic Church to strip the clergy of its power.

  Hus’ revolutionary sermons drew huge crowds of reverent but progressive-minded Czechs. He proposed that the congregation should be more involved in worship (for example, be allowed to drink the wine at Communion) and have better access to the word of God through services and scriptures written in the people’s language, not in Latin. Even after he was excommunicated in 1410, Hus continued preaching his message.

  In 1414, the Roman Catholic Church convened the Council of Constance to grapple with the controversies of the day. First they posthumously excommunicated Wycliffe, proclaiming him a heretic and exhuming his corpse to symbolically burn at the stake. Then they called Hus to Constance, where on July 6, 1415, they declared him a heretic. After refusing to recant his beliefs and praying that God would forgive his enemies, Hus was tied to a stake and burned alive. But by this time, Hus’ challenging ideas had been embraced by many Czechs, and his death sparked the bloodiest civil war in the country’s history.

  This early Catholic precursor to the Counter-Reformation kept things under control for generations. But in the 16th century, a German monk named Martin Luther found a more progressive climate for these same revolutionary ideas. Thanks to the new printing press, invented by Gutenberg, Luther was able to spread his message cheaply and effectively. While Hus loosened Rome’s grip on Christianity, Luther orchestrated the Reformation that finally broke it. Today, both are honored as national heroes as well as religious reformers.



• Stepping away from the Hus Memorial, stand in the center of the Old Town Square and take a 360-degree...


[image: Image] Old Town Square Orientation Spin-Tour


Whirl clockwise to get a look at Prague’s diverse architectural styles: Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, Rococo, and Art Nouveau. Remember, Prague was largely spared the devastating aerial bombardments of World War II that leveled so many European cities (such as Berlin, Warsaw, and Budapest). Few places can match the Old Town Square for Old World charm.

Start with the green domes of the Baroque Church of St. Nicholas. Originally Catholic, now Hussite, this church is a popular venue for concerts. The Jewish Quarter is a few blocks behind the church, down the uniquely tree-lined “Paris Street” (Pařížská), which also has the best lineup of Art Nouveau houses in Prague, and arguably in all of Europe.
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Spin to the right. Behind the Hus Memorial is a fine yellow building that introduces us to Prague’s wonderful world of Art Nouveau: pastel colors, fanciful stonework, wrought-iron balconies, colorful murals—and what are those statues on top doing? Prague’s architecture is a wonderland of ornamental details.

Continue spinning a few doors to the right to the large, red-and-tan Rococo Kinský Palace, which displays the National Gallery’s Asian arts collection (and has a handy WC in the courtyard).

Farther to the right is the towering, Gothic Týn Church (pronounced “teen”), with its fanciful twin spires. It’s been the Old Town’s leading church in every era. In medieval times, it was Catholic. When the Hussites took power (c. 1420-1620), they made it the headquarters of their faith. After the Hussite defeat, the Habsburgs returned it to Catholicism. The symbolism tells the story: Between the church’s two towers, find a golden medallion of the Virgin Mary. Beneath that is a niche—now empty. But in Hussite times, a golden chalice stood there, symbolizing their cause. When the Catholics triumphed, they melted down the chalice and made it into this golden image of Mary. If you want to go inside, make your way through the cluster of buildings in front of it, entering at #14 (under the arcade that faces the square; 30-Kč requested donation, generally open to sightseers Tue-Sat 10:00-13:00 & 15:00-17:00, Sun 10:30-12:00, closed Mon). The structure is full of light, with soaring Gothic arches. The ornamentation reflects the church’s troubled history: medieval Catholic; Hussite iconoclasm (stripped of decoration); and post-Hussite Habsburg (Baroque exuberance).
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The row of pastel houses in front of Týn Church has a mixture of Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque facades. If you like live music, check out the convenient Via Musica box office near the church’s front door to find out all your options (see here); we’ll pass it later on this walk.

Spinning right, to the south side of the square, take in more glorious facades, each a different color with a different gable on top—step gables, triangular, bell-shaped. The tan house at #16 has a steepled bay window and a mural of St. Wenceslas on horseback, and Albert Einstein once lectured at the light-orange house at #18.

Finally, you reach the pointed 250-foot-tall spire marking the 14th-century Old Town Hall. The tower is Neo-Gothic. In the 19th century, a building was constructed on the square’s west side that once stretched from the Old Town to the Church of St. Nicholas. Then, in the last days of World War II, German tanks knocked it down...to the joy of many Prague citizens who considered it an ugly 19th-century stain on the medieval square.

Approach the Old Town Hall. At the base of the tower, near the corner of the tree-filled park, find 27 white crosses inlaid in the pavement. These mark the spot where 27 Protestant nobles, merchants, and intellectuals were beheaded in 1621 after the Battle of White Mountain—still one of the grimmest chapters in the country’s history.

• Around the left side of the tower are two big, fancy, old clock faces, and they’re being admired by many, many tourists.

[image: Image] Old Town Hall and Astronomical Clock

The Old Town Hall, with its distinctive trapezoidal tower, was built in the 1350s, during Prague’s Golden Age. Check out the ornately carved Gothic entrance door to the left of the clock; a bit farther to the left is another door, leading to the TI, public pay WC, and ticket desk for riding the elevator up to the top of the clock tower, or touring the interior of the Old Town Hall (see “Sights Inside the Old Town Hall,” later).

But for now, turn your attention to that famous Astronomical Clock. See if you can figure out how it works. Of the two giant dials on the tower, the top one tells the time on two rings: The outer one, with Roman numerals, is similar to present-day clocks, while the inner one, numbered 1 through 24 in a strange but readable Bohemian script, rotates to reset each day at sunset. Within the dial is yet another revolving disc, where today’s zodiac sign is marked.
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If all this seems complex to us, it must have been a marvel in the early 1400s, when the clock was installed. Remember that back then, everything revolved around the Earth (the fixed middle background—with Prague marking the center, of course). The clock was heavily damaged during World War II, and much of what you see today is a reconstruction.

The second dial, below the clock, was added in the 19th century. It shows the signs of the zodiac, scenes from the seasons of a rural peasant’s life, and a ring of saints’ names. There’s one for each day of the year, and a marker on top indicates today’s special saint. In the center is a castle, symbolizing Prague.

Four statues flank the upper clock. These politically incorrect symbols evoke a 15th-century outlook: The figure staring into a mirror stands for vanity, a Jewish moneylender holding a bag of coins is greed, and (on the right side) a Turk with a mandolin symbolizes hedonism. All these worldly goals are vain in the face of Death, whose hourglass reminds us that our time is unavoidably running out.

The clock strikes the top of the hour and puts on a little glockenspiel show daily from 9:00 to 21:00 (until 20:00 in winter). As the hour approaches, keep your eye on Death. First, Death tips his hourglass and pulls the cord, ringing the bell, while the moneylender jingles his purse. Then the windows open and the 12 apostles shuffle past, acknowledging the gang of onlookers. Finally the rooster at the very top crows, and the hour is rung. The hour is often wrong because of Daylight Saving Time (completely senseless to 15th-century clockmakers). I find an alternative view just as interesting: As the cock crows, face the crowd and snap a photo of the mass of gaping tourists.
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Sights Inside the Old Town Hall: Go through the door to the left of the Astronomical Clock, where the ticket desk shares a space with the TI. From here, continuing deeper into the building, you’ll find pay WCs and a bank of elevators. Ride the elevator to Floor 3 to buy your ticket to ascend the town hall’s tower (via another elevator—if it’s busy, you may have to wait a few minutes). The tower offers ▲▲ views over Prague’s prettiest square (110 Kč, Tue-Sun 9:00-21:00, Mon 11:00-21:00; after 19:00 the entry is through the door immediately to the left of the clock rather than through the TI). On Floor 1, you can take a 45-minute tour of the Old Town Hall, which includes a Gothic chapel and a close-up look at the inner guts of the Astronomical Clock, plus its statues of the 12 apostles (100 Kč, or 160-Kč combo-ticket with tower, about 3 tours/day in English—see the schedule at the ticket desk).

• Let’s leave the Old Town Square. Our next stop is directly behind the Týn Church: Cross through the square and head down the street along the left side of the church (Týnska) for about 100 yards, passing the convenient Via Musica box office. A bit farther along, on the left, you’ll pass the House of the Golden Ring, worth considering if you’re curious about 20th-century Czech art.

Continue straight through a sturdy gate, into a courtyard called...

[image: Image] Ungelt

This pleasant, cobbled, quiet courtyard of upscale restaurants and shops is one of the Old Town’s oldest places. During the Bohemian Golden Age (c. 1200-1400), it was a cosmopolitan center of international trade. Prague—located at the geographical center of Europe—attracted Germans selling furs, Italians selling fine art, Frenchmen selling cloth, and Arabs selling spices. They converged on this courtyard, where they could store their goods and pay their customs (which is what Ungelt means, in German). In return, the king granted them protection, housing, and a stable for their horses. By day, they’d sell their wares on the Old Town Square. At night, they’d return here to drink and exchange news from their native lands. Notice that, to protect the goods, there are only two entrances to the complex. After centuries of disuse, the Ungelt has been marvelously restored—a great place for dinner, and a reminder that Prague has been a cosmopolitan center for most of its history.

• Exit the Ungelt at the far end. Just to your left, across the street, is the...

[image: Image] Church of St. James (Kostel Sv. Jakuba)

Perhaps the most beautiful church interior in the Old Town, the Church of St. James has been the home of the Minorite Order almost as long as merchants have occupied Ungelt. A medieval city was a complex phenomenon: Commerce, prostitution, and a life of contemplation existed side by side. (I guess it’s not that much different from today.) Step inside (free, Tue-Sun 9:30-12:00 & 14:00-16:00, closed Mon; if it’s locked, peek through the glass door). Artistically, St. James is a stunning example of how simple medieval spaces could be rebuilt into sumptuous feasts of Baroque decoration. The original interior was destroyed by fire in 1689; what’s here now is an early-18th-century remodel. The blue light in the altar highlights one of Prague’s most venerated treasures—the bejeweled Madonna Pietatis. Above the pietà, as if held aloft by hummingbird-like angels, is a painting of the martyrdom of St. James.
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• Exiting the church, do a U-turn to the left (heading up Jakubska Street, along the side of the church, past some rough-looking bars). After one block, turn right on Templova Street. Head two blocks down the street (passing a nice view of the Týn Church’s rear end, and some deluxe toilets) and go through the arcaded passageway, where you emerge onto...

[image: Image] Celetná Street

Since the 10th century, this street has been a corridor in the busy commercial quarter—filled with merchants and guilds. These days, it’s still pretty commercial, and very touristy.

• To your right is a striking, angular building called the...

[image: Image] House of the Black Madonna (Dům u Černé Matky Boží)

Back around the turn of the 20th century, Prague was a center of avant-garde art, second only to Paris. Art Nouveau blossomed here (as we’ll soon see), as did Cubism. The Cubist exterior is a marvel of rectangular windows and cornices—stand back and see how masterfully it makes its statement while mixing with its neighbors...then get up close and study the details. The interior houses a Cubist café (the recommended Grand Café Orient, one flight up the parabolic spiral staircase)—complete with cube-shaped chairs and square-shaped rolls. The Kubista gallery on the ground floor shows more examples of this unique style.
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• The long, skinny square that begins just to the left of the House of the Black Madonna is the...

[image: Image] Fruit Market (Ovocný Trh) and the Estates Theater

This long, narrow square with a bulge in the middle is typical of medieval Central European market towns. Market stalls would pop up along the busy main drag right in the center of town—making it easy to see how a town can swell as it grows. While no fruit vendors still sell their wares here, this square has retained its traditional name.

The green-and-white building squatting in the middle of the square—right at the bulge—is the Estates Theater (Stavovské Divadlo). Built by a nobleman in the 1770s, this Classicist building was the prime opera venue in Prague at a time when an Austrian prodigy was changing the course of music. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart premiered Don Giovanni in this building (with a bronze statue of Il Commendatore duly flanking the main entrance on the left), and he directed many of his works here. Today, the Estates Theater (part of the National Theater group) continues to produce The Marriage of Figaro, Don Giovanni, and occasionally The Magic Flute.

• Backtrack a few steps to Celetná Street, turn right, and head about 50 yards to the...

[image: Image] Powder Tower

The big, black, 500-year-old Powder Tower was the main gate of the old town wall. It also housed the city’s gunpowder—hence the name. This is the only surviving bit of the wall that was built to defend the city in the 1400s. (You can go inside, but it’s not worth paying to tour the interior.)

• Pass regally through the Powder Tower. In so doing, you’re leaving the Old Town. You emerge into a big, busy intersection. To your left is the Municipal House, a cream-colored building topped with a green dome. Find a good spot where you can view the facade.
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[image: Image] Municipal House (Obecní Dům)

The Municipal House, which celebrated its centennial birthday in 2011, is the “pearl of Czech Art Nouveau.” Art Nouveau flourished during the same period as the Eiffel Tower and Europe’s great Industrial Age train stations.
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The same engineering prowess and technological advances that went into making those huge erector-set rigid buildings were used by artistic architects to create quite the opposite effect: curvy, organically flowing lines, inspired by vines and curvaceous women. Art Nouveau was an adverse reaction to the sterility of modern-age construction. Look at the elaborate wrought-iron balcony—flanked by bronze Atlases hefting their lanterns—and the lovely stained glass (like in the entrance arcade).


Prague: The Queen of Art Nouveau

Prague is Europe’s best city for Art Nouveau. That’s the style of art and architecture that flourished throughout Europe around 1900. It was called “nouveau”—or new—because it was associated with all things modern: technology, social progress, and enlightened thinking. Art Nouveau was neo-nothing, but instead a fresh answer to all the revival styles of the late-19th century, and an organic response to the Eiffel Tower art of the Industrial Age.

By taking advantage of recent advances in engineering, Art Nouveau liberated the artist in each architect. Notice the curves and motifs expressing originality—every facade is unique. Artists such as Alfons Mucha believed that the style should apply to all facets of daily life. They designed everything from buildings and furniture to typefaces and cigarette packs.

Prague’s three top Art Nouveau architects are Jan Koula, Josef Fanta, and Osvald Polivka (whose last name sounds like the Czech word for “soup”). Think “Cola, Fanta, and Soup”—easy to remember and a good way to impress your local friends.
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Though Art Nouveau was born in Paris, it’s in Prague where you’ll find some of its greatest hits: the Municipal House and nearby buildings, Grand Hotel Evropa (on Wenceslas Square), the exuberant facades of the Jewish Quarter, the Jerusalem Synagogue, and—especially—the work of Prague’s own Alfons Mucha. You can see his stained-glass window in St. Vitus Cathedral (at Prague Castle, here), the excellent Mucha Museum (near Wenceslas Square, here), and his masterpiece, The Slav Epic (on the city’s outskirts, here).



Mosaics and sculptural knickknacks (see the faces above the windows) made the building’s facade colorful and joyous. Study the bright mosaic above the balcony, called Homage to Prague. A symbol of the city, the goddess Praha presides over a land of peace and high culture—an image that stoked cultural pride and nationalist sentiment. On the balcony is a medallion showing the three-tower castle that is the symbol of Prague.

The Municipal House was built in the early 1900s, when Czech nationalism was at a fever pitch. Having been ruled by the Austrian Habsburgs for the previous 300 years, the Czechs were demanding independence. This building was drenched in patriotic Czech themes. Within a few short years, in 1918, the nation of Czechoslovakia was formed—and the independence proclamation was announced to the people right here, from the balcony of the Municipal House.

The interior of the Municipal House has perhaps Europe’s finest Art Nouveau decor. It’s free to enter and wander the public areas. While to really appreciate the building you must attend a concert here or take one of the excellent tours offered throughout the day, any visit here gets a sweet dose of Art Nouveau (for a description of the interior, see here).

• Now head west down Na Příkopě (to the left as you face the Powder Tower) toward the Metro station about 200 yards away. Enjoy the sights of...

[image: Image] Na Příkopě, the Old City Wall

The street called Na Příkopě was where the old city wall once stood. More specifically, the name Na Příkopě means “On the Moat,” and you’re walking along what was once the moat outside the wall. To your right is the Old Town. To the left, the New. Look at your city map and conceptualize medieval Prague’s smart design: The city was protected on two sides by its river, and on the other two sides by its walls (marked by the modern streets called Na Příkopě, Revoluční, and Národní Třída).The only river crossing back then was the fortified Charles Bridge.

• Continue up Na Příkopě—passing the Museum of Communism (described on here)—to an intersection (and nearby Metro stop) called Můstek. To your left stretches the vast expanse of the wide boulevard called...

[image: Image] Wenceslas Square

Wenceslas Square—with the National Museum and landmark statue of St. Wenceslas at the very top—is the centerpiece of Prague’s New Town. This square was originally founded as a thriving horse market. Today it’s a modern world of high-fashion stores, glitzy shopping malls, old facades (and some jarringly modern ones), fast-food restaurants, and sausage stands. (For a self-guided walk through Wenceslas Square, see here.)

• Let’s plunge back into the Old Town and return to the Old Town Square. Turn about face and head downhill (north) on the street called Na Můstku—“along the bridge” that crossed the moat (příkopě) we’ve been following until now.

Walk down Na Můstku. After one touristy block, it jogs slightly to the left and becomes Melantrichova. A block farther along, on the left, is...

[image: Image] Havelská Market

This open-air market, offering crafts and produce, was first set up in the 13th century for the German trading community. Though heavy on souvenirs these days (especially on weekends), the market—worth ▲—still feeds hungry locals and vagabonds. Lined with inviting benches, it’s an ideal place to enjoy a healthy snack—and merchants are happy to sell a single vegetable or piece of fruit. The market is also a fun place to browse for crafts. It’s a homegrown, homemade kind of place; you’ll often be dealing with the actual artist or farmer. The many cafés and little eateries circling the market offer a relaxing vantage point from which to view the action.
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• Continue along Melantrichova street. Eventually, after passing increasingly tacky souvenir shops and a “museum of sex machines,” Melantrichova curves right and spills out at the Old Town Square, right by the Astronomical Clock. At the clock, turn left down Karlova street. The rest of our walk follows Karlova (though the road twists and turns a bit) to the Charles Bridge, where our tour ends. Begin by heading along the top of the Small Market Square (Malé Náměstí, with lots of outdoor tables), then follow Karlova’s twisting course—Karlova street signs keep you on track, and Karlův Most signs point to the bridge. Or just follow the crowds.

[image: Image] Karlova Street

Although traffic-free, Karlova street is utterly jammed with tourists as it winds toward the Charles Bridge. But the route has plenty of historic charm if you’re able to ignore the contemporary tourism. As you walk, look up. Notice historic symbols and signs of shops, which advertised who lived there or what they sold. Cornerstones, designed to protect buildings from careening carriages, also date from centuries past. The touristy feeding-frenzy of today’s Prague is at its ugliest along this commercial gauntlet. Obviously, you’ll find few good values on this drag.

Keep walking toward Charles Bridge. After the street jogs right to cross Husova, many of the buildings you’ll see on your right are associated with Prague’s Charles University. Behind the souvenir stalls lie venerable classrooms and lecture halls. For example, the Klementinum (which once housed the university’s library) is the large building that borders Karlova Street on the right. Just past the intersection with Liliová, where the street opens into a little square, turn right through the archway (at #1) and into a tranquil courtyard that feels an eternity away from the touristy hubbub of Karlova. Locals enjoy using this courtyard as the key link of a less-crowded shortcut between Charles Bridge and the Old Town Square. You can also visit the Klementinum’s impressive Baroque interior on a guided tour.

• Karlova street leads directly to a tall medieval tower that marks the start of Charles Bridge. But before entering the bridge, stop on this side of the river. To the right of the tower is a little park with a great view of both the bridge and the rest of Prague across the river. Though it’s officially called Křižovnické Náměstí, I think of it as...

[image: Image] Charles IV Square

Start with the statue of the bridge’s namesake, Charles IV (1316-1378). Look familiar? He’s the guy on the 100-koruna bill. Charles was the Holy Roman Emperor who ruled his vast empire from Prague in the 14th century—a high-water mark in the city’s history. The statue shows one of Charles’ many accomplishments: He holds a contract establishing Charles University, the first in central Europe. The women around the pedestal symbolize the school’s four traditional subjects: theology, the arts, law, and medicine.

Charles was the pre-eminent figure in Europe in the Late Middle Ages and the father of the Prague we enjoy today. His domain encompassed the modern Czech Republic and parts of Germany, Austria, and the Low Countries.
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Charles was cosmopolitan. Born in Prague, raised in Paris, crowned in Rome, and inspired by the luxury-loving pope in Avignon, Charles returned home bringing Europe’s culture with him. Besides founding Charles University, he built Charles Bridge, Charles Square (where you’re standing), much of Prague Castle and St. Vitus Cathedral, and the New Town (modeled on Paris). His Golden Bull of 1356 served as Europe’s constitution for centuries. He expanded his empire through networking and shrewd marriages, not war. Charles traded ideas with the Italian poet Petrarch and imported artists from France, Italy, and Flanders (inspiring the art of the Museum of Medieval Art, described on here). Under Charles’ rule, Prague became the most cultured city in Europe.

Now look up at the bridge tower. Built by Charles, it’s one of the finest Gothic gates anywhere. The statuary shows the 14th-century hierarchy of society: people at street level, above them kings, and bishops above the kings. Speaking of hierarchy, check out Charles’ statue from near the street. Some think that, from this angle, the emperor looks like he’s peeing on the tourists. Which reminds me, public toilets are nearby.

• Stroll to the riverside, belly up to the bannister, and take in the...

[image: Image] View from the River

Before you are the Vltava River and Charles Bridge. Across the river, atop the hill, is Prague Castle topped by the prickly spires of St. Vitus Cathedral. Prague Castle has been the seat of power in this region for over a thousand years, since the time of Wenceslas. By some measures, it’s the biggest castle on earth.

The Vltava River is better known by its German name, Moldau. It bubbles up from the Šumava Hills in southern Bohemia and runs 270 miles through a diverse landscape, like a thread connecting the Czech people. As we’ve learned, the Czechs have struggled heroically to carve out their identity while surrounded by mightier neighbors—Austrians, Germans, and Russians. The Vltava is their shared artery.

The view of Charles Bridge from here is photogenic to the max. The historic bridge is almost seven football fields long, lined with lanterns and 30 statues, and bookmarked at each end with medieval towers. This structure is not the first that has stood on this spot. In fact, the name “Prague” comes from the word “threshold,” because the city was born at a convenient place to cross the wide river and enter a new place. But earlier wooden bridges were washed away by floods. Finally, following a massive flood in 1342, Charles IV commissioned a new stone span—Prague’s only bridge for more than 400 years. It connects the Old Town with the district called the Little Quarter at the base of the castle across the river.

You can climb either of the bridge towers. The tower on the Old Town side of the river (Staroměstská Mostecká Věž) is the one looming above you. Climbing its 138 steps rewards you with some of Prague’s best views: a stunning vista of the bridge itself, jammed with people heading for the castle and, 180 degrees away, a perfect panorama that reminds you why Prague is called the “Golden City of a Hundred Spires.” Across the bridge on the Little Quarter side (Malostranská Mostecká Věž), you can huff up 146 steps for sweeping views of the bridge, the Little Quarter rooftops, and the castle. If you’re trying to decide which to climb, consider that for snapping photos, the light is better if you climb the Old Town tower early in the day, and the Little Quarter tower late in the day (90 Kč to climb each tower, April-Sept daily 10:00-22:00, March and Oct until 20:00, Nov-Feb until 18:00).



  Prague at a Glance

  Rather than a checklist of museums, Prague is a great place to wander around and just take in the fun atmosphere.



In the Old Town

▲▲▲Old Town Square Magical main square of Old World Prague, with dozens of colorful facades, the dramatic Jan Hus Memorial, looming Týn Church, and fanciful Astronomical Clock. Hours: Týn Church generally open to sightseers Tue-Sat 10:00-13:00 & 15:00-17:00, Sun 10:30-12:00, closed Mon; clock strikes on the hour daily 9:00-21:00, until 20:00 in winter; clock tower open Tue-Sun 9:00-21:00, Mon 11:00-21:00. See here.



▲▲▲Charles Bridge An atmospheric, statue-lined bridge that connects the Old Town to the Little Quarter and Prague Castle. Hours: Always open and crossable. See here.



▲▲▲Jewish Quarter The finest collection of Jewish sights in Europe, featuring various synagogues and an evocative cemetery. Hours: The quarter can be visited any time; museum sights open April-Oct Sun-Fri 9:00-18:00, Nov-March until 17:00, closed Sat and Jewish holidays; Old-New Synagogue open Sun-Thu 9:30-18:00, Fri until 17:00 or sunset, closed Sat and on Jewish holidays. See here.



▲▲Museum of Medieval Art The best Gothic art in the country, at the former Convent of St. Agnes. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon, may close sporadically due to budget cuts. See here.



▲Havelská Market Colorful open-air market that sells crafts and produce. Hours: Daily 9:00-18:00. See here.



In the New Town

▲▲Wenceslas Square Lively boulevard at the heart of modern Prague. Hours: Always open. See here.



▲▲Mucha Museum Easy-to-appreciate collection of Art Nouveau works by Czech artist Alfons Mucha. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.



▲▲Municipal House Pure Art Nouveau architecture, including Prague’s largest concert hall and several eateries. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.



▲Museum of Communism The rise and fall of the regime, from start to Velvet finish. Hours: Daily 9:00-21:00. See here.



▲National Memorial to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror Tribute to members of the resistance, who assassinated a notorious Nazi architect of the Holocaust. Hours: Tue-Sun 9:00-17:00, closed Mon. See here.



In the Little Quarter

▲Petřín Hill Little Quarter hill with public art, a funicular, and a replica of the Eiffel Tower. Hours: Funicular—daily 8:00-22:00; tower—daily 10:00-22:00, shorter hours off-season. See here.



Church of St. Nicholas Jesuit centerpiece of Little Quarter Square, with ultimate High Baroque decor and a climbable bell tower. Hours: Church—daily 9:00-17:00, Nov-Feb until 16:00, opens at 8:30 for prayer; tower—daily April-Oct 10:00-22:00, shorter hours in winter. See here.



In the Castle Quarter

▲▲▲St. Vitus Cathedral The Czech Republic’s most important church, featuring a climbable tower and a striking stained-glass window by Art Nouveau artist Alfons Mucha. Hours: Daily April-Oct 9:00-17:00, Nov-March 9:00-16:00, closed Sunday mornings year-round for Mass. See here.



▲▲Prague Castle Traditional seat of Czech rulers, with St. Vitus Cathedral (see above), Old Royal Palace, Basilica of St. George, shop-lined Golden Lane, and lots of crowds. Hours: Castle sights—daily April-Oct 9:00-17:00, Nov-March 9:00-16:00; castle grounds—daily 5:00-24:00. See here.



▲▲Lobkowicz Palace The most entertaining palace in town. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00. See here.



▲Strahov Monastery and Library Baroque center of learning, with ornate reading rooms and old-fashioned science exhibits. Hours: Daily 9:00-11:45 & 13:00-17:00. See here.



Outside the Center

▲▲▲The Slav Epic Alfons Mucha’s 20 enormous canvases at Veletržní Palace depicting momentous events of Slavic history. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon. See here.





• Now wander onto the bridge. Make your way slowly across the bridge, checking out several of the statues, all on the right-hand side.

[image: Image] Charles Bridge

Among Prague’s defining landmarks, this much-loved bridge offers one of the most pleasant and entertaining strolls in Europe and is worth ▲▲▲. Musicians, artisans, and a constant parade of people make it a festival every day. You can come back to this bridge and enjoy its charms differently at various times of day. Early and late, it can be enchantingly lonely. It’s a photographer’s delight during that “magic hour,” when the sun is low in the sky. The statues on either side of the bridge depict saints, and all of them are impressively expressive.

Partway along the bridge, on your right, find a small brass relief showing a cross with five stars embedded in the wall of the bridge (it’s just below the little grate that sits on top of the stone bannister). The relief depicts a figure floating in the river, with a semicircle of stars above him. This marks the traditional spot where St. John of Nepomuk, the national saint of the Czech people, is believed to have been tossed off the bridge and into the river.
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For the rest of that story, continue two more statue groups to the bronze Baroque statue of St. John of Nepomuk, with the five golden stars encircling his head. This statue always draws a crowd. John was a 14th-century priest to whom the queen confessed all her sins. According to a 17th-century legend, the king wanted to know his wife’s secrets, but Father John dutifully refused to tell. The shiny plaque at the base of the statue shows what happened next: John was tortured and eventually killed by being thrown off the bridge. The plaque shows the heave-ho. When he hit the water, five stars appeared, signifying his purity. Notice the date on the inscription: 1683. This oldest statue on the bridge was unveiled on the supposed 300th anniversary of the martyr’s death. Traditionally, people believe that touching the St. John plaque will make a wish come true. But you get only one chance in life to make this wish, so think carefully before you commit.
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• A good way to end this walk is to enjoy the [image: Image] city and river view from near the center of the bridge.

From here, you can continue across the bridge to the Little Quarter (Kampa Island, on your left as you cross the bridge, is a tranquil spot to explore; for more on sights in this area, see here). Across the bridge and a 10-minute walk to the right is the Malostranská stop for the Metro or for the handy tram #22. You can also hike (or ride tram #22) up to the castle from here. Or retrace your steps across the bridge to enjoy more time in the Old Town.

Sights in the Old Town (Staré Město)

I’ve arranged Prague’s sights by neighborhood for handy sightseeing. Remember that Prague started out as four towns—the Old Town and New Town on the east side of the river, and the Castle Quarter and Little Quarter on the west—and it’s still helpful for sightseers to think of the city that way.

My “Prague Old Town Walk,” earlier, covers the main sights in this area, including the Old Town Square and its many monuments—the Týn Church (see here) and the Old Town Hall/Astronomical Clock (here)—along with the Church of St. James (here) and the Charles Bridge (here). It also points out key landmarks, including the Ungelt courtyard (here), House of the Black Madonna (here), and Powder Tower (here). Here are some additional sights in the Old Town.

▲▲▲JEWISH QUARTER (JOSEFOV)

The Jewish Quarter is Europe’s most accessible sight for learning about an important culture and faith that’s interwoven with the fabric of Central and Eastern Europe. Within a three-block radius, several original synagogues, cemeteries, and other landmarks survive, today collected into one big, well-presented museum—the Jewish Museum in Prague. It can get crowded here, so time your visit carefully (see “Avoiding Lines,” below). For background on typical synagogue architecture, see the sidebar on here.

Jewish Museum in Prague (Židovské Muzeum v Praze)

The “museum” consists of four synagogues, a ceremonial hall, and a cemetery—each described here and covered by the same ticket.

Cost and Hours: 300 Kč, or 480-Kč “Jewish Town of Prague” combo-ticket with Old-New Synagogue; open April-Oct Sun-Fri 9:00-18:00; Nov-March Sun-Fri 9:00-17:00; closed year-round on Sat—the Jewish Sabbath—and on Jewish holidays; their website lists all of their closures; 300-Kč audioguide is overkill for most visitors; tel. 222-317-191, www.jewishmuseum.cz.

Getting There: The Jewish Quarter is an easy walk from Old Town Square, up delightful Pařížská street (next to the green-domed Church of St. Nicholas). The Staroměstská Metro stop is just a couple of blocks away.
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Avoiding Lines: The Pinkas Synagogue can be packed, especially 9:30-12:00, so be there right as it opens or later in the day. To save time in line, buy your ticket at less-crowded locations, such as the Klaus or Spanish synagogues, instead of a more crowded one, such as the Pinkas Synagogue.

Dress Code: Men are expected to have their heads covered when entering a synagogue or cemetery. While you’ll see many visitors ignoring this custom, it is respectful to borrow a museum-issued yarmulke.

Visiting the Museum: Your ticket comes with a map that locates the sights and lists admission appointments—the times you’ll be let in if it’s very busy. (Ignore the times unless it’s extremely crowded.) You’ll notice plenty of security, which can slow down entry. You can see the sights in any order. I recommend the order listed here, but you can rearrange it to avoid crowds at certain sights (most likely at Pinkas Synagogue).

Maisel Synagogue (Maiselova Synagóga): This Neo-Gothic synagogue, likely closed for renovation at least through the end of 2015, was built as a private place of worship for a wealthy family. It hosts a small but illuminating history exhibit about Jewish culture in the Czech lands. During Nazi occupation, this building became a warehouse for a vast collection of Judaica, which Hitler planned to turn into a “Museum of the Extinct Jewish Race”...perhaps explaining why these items, and the Jewish Quarter itself, managed to survive through those dark days.

Inside, the one-room exhibit shows a thousand years of Jewish history in Bohemia and Moravia. Well-explained in English, topics include the origin of the Star of David, Jewish mysticism, the history of discrimination, and the creation of Prague’s ghetto. Notice the eastern wall, with the holy ark containing the scroll of the Torah. The central case shows the silver ornamental Torah crowns that capped the scroll.

Pinkas Synagogue (Pinkasova Synagóga): For many visitors, this house of worship—today used as a memorial to the victims of the Holocaust—is the most powerful of the Jewish Quarter sights.

Enter and go down the steps leading to the main hall of this small Gothic synagogue. Notice the old stone-and-wrought-iron bema in the middle, the niche for the ark at the far end, the crisscross vaulting overhead, and the Art Nouveau stained glass filling the place with light.

But the main focus of this synagogue is its walls, inscribed with the handwritten names of 77,297 Czech Jews sent to the gas chambers at Auschwitz and other camps. Czech Jews were especially hard hit by the Holocaust. More than 155,000 of them passed through the nearby Terezín camp alone. Most died with no grave marker, but they are remembered here. The names are carefully organized: Family names are in red, followed in black by the individual’s first name, birthday, and date of death (if known) or date of deportation. You can tell by the dates that families often perished together. The names are gathered in groups by hometowns (listed in gold, as well as on placards at the base of the wall). As you ponder this sad sight, you’ll hear the somber reading of the names alternating with a cantor singing the Psalms.


Prague’s Jewish Quarter

Jews are known to have been in Prague as long ago as the 10th century, when Jewish merchants traded in the city’s markets. In the early days, Jews were free to live in any of Prague’s districts. By the early 13th century, the Old Town had become the city’s principal trading center, and the Jewish Quarter was established there (the area’s main intersection—Maiselova and Široká streets—was the meeting point of two medieval trade routes).

The status of Prague’s (and Europe’s) Jews began to deteriorate after 1215 and the Lateran Council, when the pope declared that Jews must be separated from Christians. Jews could not own property or belong to guilds, and they were forced to wear identifying marks on their clothing. Over time, the Jewish Quarter became isolated from the Christian parts of Prague, eventually becoming an enclosed ghetto. In the 16th and 17th centuries, Prague had one of the biggest ghettos in Europe, with 11,000 inhabitants. Within its six gates, the Jewish Quarter was a gaggle of 200 wooden buildings.

Faced with institutionalized bigotry and harassment, Jews relied mainly on profits from moneylending (forbidden to Christians) and community solidarity to survive. While their money bought them protection (the kings taxed Jewish communities heavily), it was often also a curse. Throughout Europe, when times got tough and Christian debts to the Jewish community mounted, entire Jewish communities were evicted or killed. In the Prague pogrom of 1389, a Christian mob massacred the inhabitants of the Jewish Quarter and then set it ablaze.

In the 1780s, Emperor Josef II, motivated more by economic concerns than by religious freedom, eased much of the discrimination against Jews. In 1848, the Jewish Quarter’s walls were torn down, and the neighborhood—named Josefov in honor of the emperor who provided this small measure of tolerance—was incorporated as a district of the Old Town. Wealthier Jews moved on to fashionable addresses elsewhere in the city. Although Jewish life continued to be centered here, the quarter declined into an overcrowded slum.

Beginning in 1897, ramshackle Josefov was razed and replaced by a new modern town. The medieval-era buildings (except the synagogues) came down, and the original 31 streets and 220 buildings became 10 streets and 83 buildings. This was perhaps Europe’s finest Art Nouveau neighborhood, boasting stately facades with gables, turrets, elegant balconies, mosaics, statues, and all manner of architectural marvels.

By the 1930s, Prague’s Jewish community was flourishing within the new Czechoslovakian state formed at the end of World War I. But everything quickly changed with Hitler’s 1938 annexation of the Czech Sudetenland. Of the 55,000 Jews living in Prague in 1939 (many of whom were refugees from the Sudentenland and Austria), just 10,000 survived the Holocaust to see liberation in 1945. And in the communist era—when the atheistic regime was also anti-Semitic—recovery was slow.

Today there are only 3,000 “registered” Jews in the Czech Republic, and of these, only 1,700 are in Prague. (This number represents only active members of the Jewish community. There are undoubtedly more Jewish people here, but after their experiences with the Nazis and communists, it’s understandable that many choose not to register.) Today, in spite of their tiny numbers, the legacy of Prague’s Jewish community lives on. While today’s modern grid plan has replaced the higgledy-piggledy medieval streets of old, Široká (“Wide Street”) remains the main street. A few Jewish-themed shops and restaurants in the area add extra ambience to this (otherwise modern) neighborhood.



On your way out, watch on the right for the easy-to-miss stairs up to the small Terezín Children’s Art Exhibit. Well-described in English, these drawings were made by Jewish children imprisoned at Terezín, 40 miles northwest of Prague. This is where the Nazis shipped Prague’s Jews for processing before transporting them east to death camps. Thirty-five thousand Jews died at Terezín, and many tens of thousands more died in other camps.

Of the 8,000 children transported from Terezín, only 240 survived until liberation. Their art looks like something from your typical elementary school—until you recall the tragic circumstances in which it was created. The collection is organized into poignant themes: dreams of returning to Prague; yearning for a fantasized Holy Land; sentimental memories of the simple times before imprisonment; biblical and folkloric tales focusing on the themes of good and evil; and scenes of everyday life at Terezín. Perhaps saddest of all are the photographs of a few of these young artists. (Terezín makes an emotionally moving day trip from Prague; see here.)

Old Jewish Cemetery (Starý Židovský Hřbitov): Hiding behind a wall and sitting above the street level, this is where Prague’s Jews buried their dead. A stroll through the crooked tombstones is a poignant experience.
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You enter one of the most wistful scenes in Europe. You meander along a path through 12,000 evocative tombstones. They’re old, eroded, inscribed in Hebrew, and leaning this way and that. A few of the dead have larger ark-shaped tombs. Most have a simple epitaph with the name, date, and a few of the deceased’s virtues.

From 1439 until 1787, this was the only burial ground allowed for the Jews of Prague. Over time, the graves had to be piled on top of one another—layered seven or eight deep—so there are actually closer to 85,000 dead here. Graves were never relocated because of the Jewish belief that, once buried, a body should not be moved. Layer by layer, the cemetery grew into a small plateau. Tune into the noise of passing cars outside, and you realize that you’re several feet above the modern street level, which is already high above the medieval level.

People place pebbles on honored tombstones. This custom, a sign of respect, shows that the dead have not been forgotten and recalls the old days, when rocks were placed upon a sandy gravesite to keep the body covered. Others leave scraps of paper that contain prayers and wishes.
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Ceremonial Hall (Obřadní Síň): This rustic stone tower (1911), sitting at the edge of the cemetery, was a mortuary house used to prepare the body and perform purification rituals before burial. The inside is painted in fanciful, flowery Neo-Romanesque style. It’s filled with a worthwhile exhibition on Jewish medicine, death, and burial traditions.

Klausen Synagogue (Klauzová Synagóga): This 17th-century synagogue is devoted to Jewish religious practices. The ground-floor displays touch on Jewish holidays. Upstairs, exhibits illustrate the rituals of everyday Jewish life. It starts at birth. There are good-luck amulets to ensure a healthy baby, and a wooden cradle that announces, “This little one will become big.” The baby is circumcised (see the knife) and grows to celebrate a coming-of-age Bar or Bat Mitzvah around age 12 or 13. Marriage takes place under a canopy, and the couple sets up their home—the exhibit ends with some typical furnishings.

Note that the Spanish Synagogue—described next—is a few blocks away from the core of the Jewish Quarter. Before heading over there, consider visiting the nearby Old-New Synagogue at this time (described at the end of this section).

Spanish Synagogue (Španělská Synagóga): Called “Spanish,” though its design is Moorish (which was all the rage when this was built in the 19th century), this has the most opulently decorated interior of all of the synagogues. It marked a time of relative wealth and importance for Prague’s Jews, who in this era were increasingly welcome in the greater community and (in many cases) chose to adopt a more reformed approach to worship. Exhibits explain the lives of Czech Jews in the 19th and early 20th centuries, when they believed to be living their best days yet...unaware that the Holocaust was looming.

Inside, the decor is exotic and awe-inspiring. Intricate interweaving designs (of stars and vines) cover every inch of the red-gold and green walls and ceiling. A rose window with a stylized Star of David graces the ark.

The new synagogue housed a new movement within Judaism: a Reform congregation, which worshipped in a more modern way. The bema has been moved to the front of the synagogue, so the officiant faces the congregation. There’s also a prominent organ (upper right) to accompany the singing.

Displays of Jewish history bring us through the 18th, 19th, and tumultuous 20th centuries to today. In the 1800s, Jews were increasingly accepted and successful in the greater society. But tolerance brought a dilemma—was it better to assimilate within the dominant culture or to join the growing Zionist homeland movement? To reform the religion or to remain orthodox?

Upstairs, the balcony exhibits focus on Czech Jews in the 1900s. Start in the area near the organ, which explains the modern era of Jewish Prague, including the late 19th-century development of Josefov. Then work your way around the balcony, with exhibits on Jewish writers (Franz Kafka), philosophers (Edmund Husserl), and other notables (Freud). This intellectual renaissance came to an abrupt halt with World War II and the mass deportations to Terezín (see more sad displays on life there, including more children’s art and a box full of tefillin prayer cases). The final displays bring it home: After 2,000 years of living away from their Holy Land roots, the Jewish people had a homeland—the modern nation of Israel.

[image: Image]

Finish your visit across the landing in the Winter Synagogue, showing a trove of silver—Kiddush cups, Hanukkah lamps, Sabbath candlesticks, and Torah ornaments.

Old-New Synagogue (Staronová Synagóga)

The oldest surviving and most important building in the Jewish Quarter, the Old-New Synagogue goes back at least seven centuries. While the exterior seems simple compared with ornate neighboring townhouses, the interior is atmospherically 13th-century.

Cost and Hours: 200 Kč, or 480-Kč combo-ticket with Jewish Museum of Prague, Sun-Thu 9:30-18:00, Fri until 17:00 or sunset, closed Sat and on Jewish holidays, admission includes worthwhile 10-minute tour, tel. 222-317-191, www.synagogue.cz.
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Visiting the Synagogue: Built in 1270, this is the oldest synagogue in Eastern Europe (and some say the oldest still-working synagogue in all of Europe). The name likely comes because it was “New” when built, but became “Old” when other, newer synagogues came on the scene. The exterior is simple, with a unique saw-tooth gable. Standing like a bomb-hardened bunker, it feels as though it has survived plenty of hard times.

As you enter, you descend a few steps below street level to 13th-century street level and the medieval world.

The interior is pure Gothic—thick pillars, soaring arches, and narrow lancet windows. If it looks like a church, well, the architects were Christians. The stonework is original, and the woodwork (the paneling and benches) is also old. This was one of the first Gothic buildings in Prague.

Seven centuries later, it’s still a working synagogue. There’s the stone bema in the middle where the Torah is read aloud, and the ark at the far end, where the sacred scrolls are kept. To the right of the ark, one chair is bigger, with a Star of David above it. This chair always remains empty out of respect for great rabbis of the past. Where’s the women’s gallery? Here, women worshipped in rooms that flanked the hall, watching the service through those horizontal windows in the walls.

Before leaving, check out the lobby (the long hall where you show your ticket). It has two fortified old lockers in which the most heavily taxed community in medieval Prague stored its money in anticipation of the taxman’s arrival.

NORTH OF THE OLD TOWN SQUARE, NEAR THE RIVER

Stray just a couple of blocks north of the Old Town Square and you’ll find a surprisingly tourist-free world of shops and cafés, pastel buildings with decorative balconies and ornamental statues, winding lanes, cobblestone streets, and mosaic sidewalks. It’s also home to this underrated museum.


▲▲Museum of Medieval Art(Středověké umění v Čechách a Střední Evropě)


Prague flourished in the 14th century, and the city has amassed an impressive collection of altarpieces and paintings from that age. Today this art is housed in the former Convent of St. Agnes, which was founded in the 13th century by a Czech princess-turned-nun as the first hospital in Prague. A visit here is a sightseeing twofer: Enjoy the well-presented art in a refreshingly uncrowded setting, and savor the tranquil corridors and cloisters.
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Cost and Hours: Museum-150 Kč, convent buildings are free, Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon, two blocks northeast of Spanish Synagogue, along the river at Anežská 12, tel. 224-810-628, www.ngprague.cz.

Sights in the New Town (Nové Město)

WENCESLAS SQUARE AND NEARBY

▲▲Wenceslas Square (Václavské Náměstí)

Map: Prague’s New Town

Franciscan Garden

▲▲Mucha Museum (Muchovo Museum)

ALONG NA PŘÍKOPĚ

▲Museum of Communism (Muzeum Komunismu)

▲▲Municipal House (Obecní Dům)

SIGHTS NEAR THE VLTAVA RIVER

National Theater (Národní Divadlo)

Dancing House (Tančící Dům)

▲National Memorial to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror (Národní Památník Hrdinů Heydrichiády)

Prague’s Embankment

Enough of pretty, medieval Prague—let’s leap into the modern era. The New Town, with Wenceslas Square as its focal point, is today’s urban Prague. This part of the city offers bustling boulevards and interesting neighborhoods. Even today, the New Town is separated from the Old Town by a “moat” (the literal meaning of the street called Na Příkopě). As you cross bustling Na Příkopě, you leave the glass and souvenir shops behind and enter a town of malls and fancy shops that cater to locals and visitors alike. The New Town is one of the best places to view Prague’s remarkable Art Nouveau art and architecture, and to learn more about its communist past.
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WENCESLAS SQUARE AND NEARBY

These sights are on or within a few blocks of the elongated main square of the New Town.

▲▲Wenceslas Square (Václavské Náměstí)

More a broad boulevard than a square, this city landmark is named for St. Wenceslas, whose equestrian statue overlooks the square’s top end. Wenceslas Square functions as a stage for modern Czech history: The creation of the Czechoslovak state was celebrated here in 1918; in 1968, the Soviets suppressed huge popular demonstrations (called the Prague Spring) at the square; and, in 1989, more than 300,000 Czechs and Slovaks converged here to demand their freedom (in the Velvet Revolution). Today it’s a busy thoroughfare of commerce.

[image: Image] Self-Guided Walk: For a taste of Prague’s 20th-century history, take a stroll from the top of the square—with the big statue of Wenceslas—to the bottom. (To get here quickly, ride the Metro to the Muzeum stop.)

• Begin at the big...

Statue of Duke Wenceslas I: The “Good King” of Christmas-carol fame was actually a wise and benevolent 10th-century duke. Václav I (as he’s called by locals) united the Czech people, back when this land was known as Bohemia. A rare example of a well-educated and literate ruler, Wenceslas Christianized and lifted the culture. He astutely allied the powerless Czechs with the Holy Roman Empire. And he began to fortify Prague’s castle as a center of Czech government. After his murder in 929, Wenceslas was canonized as a saint. He became a symbol of Czech nationalism (and appears on the 20-Kč coin). Later kings knelt before his tomb to be crowned. And he remains an icon of Czech unity whenever the nation has to rally. Like King Arthur in England, Wenceslas is more legend than history, but he symbolizes the country’s birth.
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The statue is surrounded by the four other Czech patron saints. Notice the focus on books. A small nation without great military power, the Czechs have thinkers as national heroes, not warriors.

And this statue is a popular meeting point. Locals like to say, “I’ll meet you under the horse’s tail” (though they use a cruder term).

• Circle behind the statue and stand below that tail, then turn your attention to the impressive building at the top of Wenceslas Square.

National Museum: The building is grand and the interior is rich, though the collection itself is pretty dull. The building dates from the 19th century, back when there was no unified Czech nation—just Czech-speaking peasants and two-bit, wannabe-German aristocrats living under the auspices of Austria’s Habsburg Empire. But throughout Europe, the mid-19th century was a time of national resurgence. Bold structures like this Neo-Renaissance building were a way to show the world that the Czech people had a distinct culture, a heritage of precious artifacts, and that they deserved their own nation.
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Look closely at the columns on the building’s facade. Those light-colored patches are covering holes where Soviet bullets hit during the 1968 crackdown. The repair masons did an intentionally sloppy job, so that this dark moment could never be plastered over and forgotten.


The Prague Spring and Its Fall

In January of 1968, Slovak politician Alexander Dubček replaced the aging apparatchiks at the helm of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. Handsome and relatively youthful, Dubček’s brand was that of a smiling playboy; he appeared on magazine covers in his speedo, about to dive into a swimming pool. Young Czechs and Slovaks embraced Dubček as a potential hero of liberalization.

In April, Dubček introduced his “Action Program,” designed to tiptoe away from strict and stifling Soviet communism and forge a more moderate Czechoslovak variation. Censorship eased, travel restrictions were relaxed, state companies began forming joint ventures with Western firms, money poured into the sciences, and a newspaper called “Tomorrow” (rather than “Today”) became the most popular in the country. Plays put on at the Semafor Theater (in today’s Světozor mall) lampooned Brezhnev and his ilk. During this so-called “Prague Spring,” optimism soared.

But then, around midnight on August 20, 1968, the thundering sound of enormous airplanes ripped across the floodlit rooftops of Prague. The Soviets had dispatched over 200,000 Warsaw Pact troops to invade Czechoslovakia, airlifting tanks right into the capital city. Dubček and his team were arrested and taken to Moscow. Czechs and Slovaks—now living in a police state—were terrified as they took to the streets, boycotting and striking. Tanks rolled through Wenceslas Square, spraying protesters with bullets...some of which are still embedded in the National Museum’s pillars. Over the course of the occupation, 72 Czechs and Slovaks were killed.

Dubček stepped down and went into internal exile, and his successor—the hardliner Gustáv Husák—immediately pursued a policy of “normalization.” People who refused to sign a petition commending the “Russian Liberation” were fired from their jobs and forced to find worse ones. Some protesters—including Jan Palach—set themselves on fire to protest against the regime. Tens of thousands of Czechs and Slovaks reluctantly emigrated to the West, fearing what might come next.

While the ill-fated tale of the Prague Spring is pessimistic, it provides an insightful bookend to what happened 21 years later: The children of the generation that suffered Czechoslovakia’s bitterest disappointment brought about its greatest success.



• To the left of the National Museum (as you face it), along the busy street, is a...

Communist-Era Building: This ugly, modern structure once housed the rubber-stamp Czechoslovak Parliament back when it voted in lock-step with Moscow. Between 1994 and 2008, this building was home to Radio Free Europe. After communism fell, RFE lost some of its funding and could no longer afford its Munich headquarters. In gratitude for its broadcasts—which had kept the people of Eastern Europe in touch with real news—the Czech government offered this building to RFE for 1 Kč a year. But as RFE energetically beamed its American message deep into the Muslim world from here, it drew attention—and threats—from Al-Qaeda. In 2009, RFE moved to a new fortress-like headquarters at an easier-to-defend locale farther from the center. Now this is an annex of the National Museum.
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• Start walking down Wenceslas Square. Pause about 30 yards along, at the little patch of bushes. In the ground on the downhill side of those bushes is a...

Memorial to the Victims of 1969: After the Russian crackdown of 1968, a group of patriots wanted to stand up to the powerful Soviet occupation. One was a young philosophy student named Jan Palach. He decided that the best way to stoke the flame of independence was to set himself on fire. On January 16, 1969, Palach stood on the steps of the National Museum and ignited his body for the cause of Czech freedom. He died a few days later in a hospital ward. A month later, another student did the same thing, followed by another. Czechs are keen on anniversaries, and—20 years after Palach’s brave and patriotic act, in 1989—Czechs gathered here for a huge demonstration. A sense of new possibility swept through the city, and 10 months later, the communists were history.
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• Continue down Wenceslas Square until you reach the median in front of Grand Hotel Evropa. It’s the ornate, yellow building about 300 yards down Wenceslas Square, on the right.


The Velvet Revolution of 1989

On the afternoon of November 17, 1989, 30,000 students gathered in Prague’s New Town to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the suppression of student protests by the Nazis, which had led to the closing of Czech universities through the end of World War II. Remember, this was just a few weeks after the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the Czechs were feeling the winds of change blowing across Central Europe. The 1989 demonstration—initially planned by the Communist Youth as a celebration of the communist victory over fascism—spontaneously turned into a protest against the communist regime. “You are just like the Nazis!” shouted the students. The demonstration was supposed to end in the National Cemetery at Vyšehrad (the hill just south of the New Town). But when the planned events concluded in Vyšehrad, the students decided to march on toward Wenceslas Square...and make some history.

As they worked their way north along the Vltava River toward the New Town’s main square, the students were careful to keep their demonstration peaceful. Any hint of violence, the demonstrators knew, would incite brutal police retaliation. Instead, as the evening went on, the absence of police became conspicuous. (In the 1980s, the police never missed a chance to participate in any demonstration...preferably outnumbering the demonstrators.) At about 20:00, as the students marched down Národní Třída toward Wenceslas Square, three rows of policemen suddenly blocked the demonstration at the corner of Národní and Spálená streets. A few minutes later, military vehicles with fences on their bumpers (having crossed the bridge by the National Theater) appeared behind the marching students. This new set of cops compressed the demonstrators into the stretch of Národní Třída between Voršilská and Spálená. The end of Mikulandská street was also blocked, and policemen were hiding inside every house entry. The students were trapped.

At 21:30, the “Red Berets” (a special anti-riot commando force known for its brutality) arrived. The Red Berets lined up on both sides of this corridor. To get out, the trapped students had to run through the passageway as they were beaten from the left and right. Police trucks ferried captured students around the corner to the police headquarters (on Bartolomějská) for interrogation.

The next day, university students throughout Czechoslovakia decided to strike. Actors from theaters in Prague and Bratislava joined the student protest. Two days later, the students’ parents—shocked by the attacks on their children—marched into Wenceslas Square. Sparked by the events of November 17, 1989, the wave of peaceful demonstrations ended later that year on December 29, with the election of Václav Havel as the president of a free Czechoslovakia.



Architecture Along Wenceslas Square: As you walk, notice the architecture. Unlike the historic Old Town, nearly everything here is from the past two centuries. Wenceslas Square is a showcase of Prague’s many architectural styles: You’ll see Neo-Gothic, Neo-Renaissance, and Neo-Baroque from the 19th century. There’s curvaceous Art Nouveau from around 1900. And there’s the modernist response to Art Nouveau—Functionalism from the mid-20th century, where the watchword was “form follows function,” and beauty took a back seat to practicality. You’ll see what’s nicknamed “Stalin Gothic” from the 1950s communist era; a good example of that is the Hotel Jalta building, halfway downhill on the right (the sandy facade with lots of balconies). And there are forgettable glass-and-steel buildings of the 1970s.

The Velvet Revolution: Opposite Grand Hotel Evropa (that is, on the left side of the square), find the Marks & Spencer building, which has a balcony on it (partly obscured by tree branches). Take a moment to picture the scene on this square on a cold November night in 1989. Czechoslovakia had been oppressed for the previous 40 years by communist Russia. But now the Soviet empire was beginning to crumble, jubilant Germans were dancing on top of the shattered Berlin Wall, and the Czechs were getting a whiff of freedom.

Czechoslovakia’s revolution began with a bunch of teenagers, who—following a sanctioned gathering—decided to march on Wenceslas Square (see sidebar). After they were surrounded and beaten by the communist riot police, their enraged parents, friends, and other members of the community began to pour into this square to protest. Night after night, this huge square was filled with more than 300,000 ecstatic Czechs and Slovaks who believed freedom was at hand. Each night they would jangle their key chains in the air as if saying to their communist leaders, “It’s time for you to go home now.” Finally they gathered and found that their communist overlords had left—and freedom was theirs.

On that night, as thousands filled this square, a host of famous people appeared on that balcony to greet the crowd. There was a well-known priest and a rock star famous for his rebellion against authority. There was Alexander Dubček, the hero of the Prague Spring reforms of 1968. And there was Václav Havel, the charismatic playwright who had spent years in prison, becoming a symbol of resistance—a kind of Czech Nelson Mandela. Now he was free. Havel’s voice boomed over the gathered masses. He proclaimed the resignation of the Politburo and the imminent freedom of the Republic of Czechoslovakia. He pulled out a ring of keys and jingled it. Thousands of keys jingled back in response. It was their symbolic way of saying: The communists have packed up and left, and now we’re free to unlock our chains.

In previous years, the communist authorities would have sent in tanks to crush the impudent masses. But by 1989, the Soviet empire was collapsing, and the Czech government was shaky. Locals think that Soviet head of state Mikhail Gorbachev (mindful of the Tiananmen Square massacre a few months before) might have made a phone call recommending a nonviolent response. Whatever happened, the communist regime was overthrown with hardly any blood being spilled. It was done through sheer people power—thanks to the masses of defiant Czechs who gathered here peacefully in Wenceslas Square, and Slovaks doing the same in Bratislava. They called it “The Velvet Revolution.”

Franciscan Garden

Ahhh! This garden’s white benches and spreading rosebushes are a universe away from the fast beat of the city, which throbs behind the buildings corralling this little oasis. The peacefulness reflects the purpose of its Franciscan origin. St. Francis, the founder of the order, thought God’s presence could be found in nature. In the 1600s, Prague became an important center for a group of Franciscans from Ireland. Enjoy the herb garden, children’s playground, and public WC. The park is a popular place for a discreet rendezvous; it’s famous among locals for kicking off romances.

Cost and Hours: Free, open long hours daily.

Getting There: The garden is very central, but hidden—and worth seeking out if you want a break from the city. You can reach it by cutting through the Světozor Mall (a few steps from the middle of Wenceslas Square, just down Vodičkova street); or, a block from the bottom of Wenceslas Square, look for the gate tucked behind the Jungmann statue on Jungmannovo Náměstí.

▲▲Mucha Museum (Muchovo Museum)

This enjoyable little museum features a small selection of the insistently likeable art of Alfons Mucha (MOO-khah, 1860-1939), a founding father of the Art Nouveau movement. It’s all crammed into a tight space, some of the art is faded, and the admission price is steep, but there’s no better place to gain an understanding of Mucha’s talent, his career, and the influence he’s had on the world art scene. And the museum, partly overseen by Mucha’s grandson, gives you a peek at some of the posters that made Mucha famous. You’ll learn how these popular patriotic banners, filled with Czech symbols and expressing his people’s ideals and aspirations, aroused the national spirit. Enjoy decorative posters from his years in Paris, including his celebrated ads for the French actress Sarah Bernhardt. Check out the photographs of his models, which Mucha later re-created in pencil or paint, and be sure to see the 30-minute film on the artist’s life. For more on Mucha, see “Background” on here.
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Cost and Hours: 240 Kč, daily 10:00-18:00, good English descriptions, two blocks off of Wenceslas Square at Panská 7, tel. 224-233-355, www.mucha.cz. Peruse the well-stocked gift shop.

ALONG NA PŘÍKOPĚ

At the bottom of Wenceslas Square, the street running to the right is called Na Příkopě. As this street is a showcase of Art Nouveau, be sure to keep your eyes up as you stroll here. City tour buses leave from along this street, which also offers plenty of shopping temptations (see “Shopping in Prague,” later).

▲Museum of Communism (Muzeum Komunismu)

Tucked away upstairs in a cramped and creaky old mansion, this humble but engaging museum traces the story of communism in Prague: the origin, dream, reality, and nightmare; the cult of personality; and, finally, the Velvet Revolution. Along the way, it gives a thought-provoking review of the Czech Republic’s 40-year stint with Soviet economics, “in all its dreariness and puffed-up glory.” You’ll find propaganda posters and busts of communist All-Stars (Marx, Lenin, and others), and re-created slices of communist life. While dated and faded (like its subject), and lacking high-tech flair, the museum’s clever displays and English descriptions evoke the time well—making this Prague’s most accessible sight relating to its communist era.

Cost and Hours: 190 Kč, daily 9:00-21:00, Na Příkopě 10, tel. 224-212-966, www.muzeumkomunismu.cz.

Nearby: If you’re curious to see communism outside of a museum, take a five-minute walk to the present-day Headquarters of the Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSČM). From the museum, hook around the corner (to the right) and head up Panská street a long block and a half—passing the Mucha Museum—to find Politických Vězňů 9 (on the left). The building, which sits on “Political Prisoners Street” (no joke), is painted an appropriately peachy shade of red, and protesters have spilled red paint on its threshold. Step inside (go ahead—the door’s open) to pick up some propaganda brochures and see party leadership and candidate photos of today’s midlevel apparatchiks in bad suits...who seem oblivious to the political (and fashion) changes since 1989. They’ve swapped the red star with a cheerier symbol—a pair of bright-red cherries, as if voting Communist is like playing a slot machine. Despite heavy public pressure to outlaw this artifact of a hated-by-most era, the Communist Party still commands between 10 and 15 percent of the national Czech vote—mostly from aging, nostalgic voters more concerned about predictability than freedom. Other, more pragmatic Czechs say they’re glad the communists still have their own party—at least it keeps them marginalized, rather than being a vocal fringe that hijacks the agenda of a larger, more influential party.

▲▲Municipal House (Obecní Dům)

The cultural and artistic leaders who financed this Art Nouveau masterpiece (1905-1911) wanted a ceremonial palace to reinforce self-awareness of the Czech nation. While the exterior is impressive (and described on here of my “Prague Old Town Walk”), the highlight is the interior—and it’s free. To extend your Art Nouveau bliss, take a guided tour or attend a concert here.

Cost and Hours: The entrance halls and public spaces are free to enter and explore, open daily 10:00-18:00. For an in-depth look at all the sumptuous halls and banquet rooms, take advantage of the daily one-hour English tours (290 Kč, usually 3/day, leaving between 11:00 and 17:00; limited to 35 people, so buy your ticket as soon as you can from the ground-floor shop where tours depart; pay 55 Kč extra to take photos; Náměstí Republiky 5, tel. 222-002-101, www.obecnidum.cz).
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Concerts: Performances are held regularly in the lavish Smetana Hall (see schedule at www.obecnidum.cz/web/en/programme). Note that many concerts brag they are held in the Municipal House, but are performed in a smaller, less impressive hall in the same building.

Visiting the Municipal House: Don’t be timid about poking around the interior, which is open to the public. Having lunch or a drink in one of the eateries is a great way to experience the decor, but you can also just glimpse them from the doorway (as you “check out the menu”).

Enter under the green, wrought-iron arcade. In the rotunda, admire the mosaic floor, stained glass, the woodwork doorway and the lighting fixtures. To the left is the café (kavárna)—a harmony of woodwork, marble, metal, and glittering chandeliers (plus 150-Kč sandwiches, 250-Kč salads, and 200 Kč for coffee and apple strudel). Opposite the café is the equally stunning restaurant.

From the rotunda, step into the lobby, where you can look up the staircase that leads up to the main concert hall (no tourist access upstairs). Also in the lobby is the box office selling concert tickets and guided English tours of the building.

Facing the staircase, go right and head downstairs—yes, tourists are welcome there. Admire the colorful tiles in the stairwell and more colorful tiles in the downstairs main room. Look for the plaster model of this building and the adjacent Powder Tower, which shows how the angled facade conceals a surprisingly large performance space. Also check out the American Bar (salute the US flags above the bar) and the Plzeňská Restaurant (with its dark-wood booths and colorful tile scenes of happy peasants).

Finish your tour by going back upstairs and find the Modernista shop (tucked to the left as you face the main staircase)—full of fancy teacups and jewelry.

Also upstairs, you may find temporary exhibits (usually around 150 Kč), typically about Art Nouveau. This style was heavy on the applied arts (as opposed to fine arts such as painting), so you’ll see elegant lamps, chairs, prints, and clothes. This period celebrated new technologies, which allowed high-quality objects to be mass-produced for the average Jan and Jana. They’re functional and minimal in design, but always beautiful. To reach this space, you’re allowed to ascend the main staircase, pass by the guard, and glimpse into the stylish Smetana Hall along the way.

SIGHTS NEAR THE VLTAVA RIVER

I’ve listed these sights from north to south, beginning at the grand, Neo-Renaissance National Theater, which is five blocks south of the Charles Bridge and stands along the riverbank at the end of Národní Třída.

National Theater (Národní Divadlo)

Opened in 1883 with Smetana’s opera Libuše, this theater was the first truly Czech venue in Prague. From the very start, it was nicknamed the “Cradle of Czech Culture.” The building is a key symbol of the Czech National Revival that began in the late 18th century. In 1800, “Prag” was predominantly German. The Industrial Revolution brought Czechs from the countryside into the city, their new urban identity defined by patriotic teachers and priests. By 1883, most of the city spoke Czech, and the opening of this theater represented the birth of the modern Czech nation. It remains an important national icon: The state annually pours more subsidies into this theater than into all of Czech film production. It’s the most beautiful venue in town for opera and ballet, often with world-class singers (for more details on performances, see here).
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• A 10-minute walk (or one stop on tram #17) south from the National Theater, beyond the islands, is Jirásek Bridge (Jiráskův Most), where you’ll find the...

Dancing House (Tančící Dům)

If ever a building could get your toes tapping, it would be this one, nicknamed “Fred and Ginger” by American architecture buffs. This metallic samba is the work of Frank Gehry (who designed the equally striking Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, and Seattle’s Experience Music Project). Eight-legged Ginger’s wispy dress and Fred’s metal mesh head are easy to spot. Some Czechs prefer to think that the two “figures” represent the nation’s greatest 20th-century heroes, Jozef Gabčík and Jan Kubiš (see the sidebar on the assassination of Heydrich). A contemporary art gallery occupies unused office space throughout the building (90 Kč, daily 11:00-19:00). The building’s top-floor restaurant, Céleste, is a fine place for a fancy French meal. Whether you go up for lunch (reasonable, 12:00-14:30), a drink (16:00-18:00), or an expensive dinner, you’ll be a louse in the Gehry haircut (tel. 221-984-160).
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• Two blocks up Resslova street is the Sts. Cyril and Methodius Church, which contains in its crypt the...

▲National Memorial to the Heroes of the Heydrich Terror (Národní Památník Hrdinů Heydrichiády)

In 1942, WWII paratroopers Jozef Gabčík and Jan Kubiš assassinated the SS second-in-command Reinhard Heydrich, who controlled the Nazi-occupied Czech lands and was one of the main architects of the Holocaust. In the weeks following his assassination, the two paratroopers hid, along with other freedom fighters, in the crypt of the Greek Orthodox Sts. Cyril and Methodius Church on Resslova street. Today, a modest exhibition in the church’s crypt retells their story, along with the history of the Czech resistance movement. Outside, notice the small memorial, including bullet holes, plaque, and flowers on the street. Around the corner is the entry into the museum and the crypt.
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Cost and Hours: 75 Kč, Tue-Sun 9:00-17:00, closed Mon, full history explained in small 25-Kč booklet, 2 blocks up from the Dancing House at Resslova 9A, tel. 224-916-100.


  The Assassination of Reinhard Heydrich

  Visitors to the Sts. Cyril and Methodius Church are reminded of a fascinating slice of Nazi-era intrigue.

  In September of 1941, Reinhard Heydrich—the SS second-in-command, Hitler’s personal favorite, and one of the architects of the Holocaust—became the governor of the occupied Czech lands.

  At the same time, the Czechoslovak government-in-exile was suffering a crisis of legitimacy in Britain’s eyes. Following the British signing of the Munich Pact (an act of appeasement that would annex Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland area to the Nazis), thousands of Czechs and Slovaks went abroad to fight, and few of those left in the occupied lands were cut out for underground resistance.

  It was under these circumstances that two paratroopers, Jozef Gabčík and Jan Kubiš, were chosen by British Special Operations and trained in Scotland for a secret and, as they were made to understand from the start, potentially suicidal mission to eliminate Heydrich.

  On the morning of May 27, 1942, Heydrich was coming down Kobylisy hill on his daily commute. Just as the unaccompanied open car slowed down at a hairpin turn, Gabčík jumped in front of the car and pointed his Sten machine gun at Heydrich, and pulled the trigger. But the gun jammed. Heydrich, ordering his driver to stop, pulled out his revolver. At that moment, Kubiš, coming in from behind, threw a handmade grenade that missed and exploded outside the car. But the explosion was enough to wound Heydrich, who was transported to a nearby hospital, where he died a few days later. At his funeral—the Nazis’ most elaborate funeral ceremony ever—Hitler appeared genuinely distressed, and Heydrich was eulogized as the model for all SS men.

  The Nazi response in the Protectorate was brutal. Martial law was declared, two villages were summarily razed to the ground, and in the ensuing months, 5,000 individuals were executed. A reward was announced for tips leading to the capture of the assassins. Karel Čurda, a member of another paratrooper unit, betrayed his comrades. On June 18, at 4:15 in the morning, the Gestapo surrounded the Sts. Cyril and Methodius Church on Resslova street, where the two paratroopers were hiding. After a two-hour battle, Kubiš, on guard in the nave of the church, was killed along with two other defenders. Gabčík and three other paratroopers committed suicide in the crypt below.

  Days after the assassination, the British government revoked its signature on the Munich Pact, recognizing Czechoslovakia’s prewar boundaries; the French followed two months later. Heydrich—whose elimination was one of the most significant acts of resistance in occupied Europe—remains the highest-ranked Nazi official killed while in office.



Prague’s Embankment

Much of the city’s Vltava-front embankment—especially the stretch between Palacký Square and Vyšehrad—has been gorgeously renovated in recent years, and has become a particularly nice (and untouristy) place to wander. Al fresco cafés and restaurant barges enliven the riverbank on sunny days, and a farmers’ market bustles on Saturday morning (8:00-14:00).

Sights in the Little Quarter (Malá Strana)

Huddled under the castle on the west bank of the river, this neighborhood is pleasant, though low on blockbuster sights. The most enjoyable approach from the Old Town is across the Charles Bridge. From the end of the bridge (TI in tower), Mostecká street leads two blocks up to the Little Quarter Square (Malostranské Náměstí) and the huge Church of St. Nicholas. But before you head up there, consider a detour to Kampa Island.

BETWEEN CHARLES BRIDGE AND LITTLE QUARTER SQUARE

Kampa Island

One hundred yards from the castle end of the Charles Bridge, stairs on the left lead you down to the main square of Kampa Island (mostly created from the rubble of the Little Quarter, which was destroyed in a 1540 fire). The island features relaxing pubs, a breezy park, hippies, lovers, a fine contemporary art gallery, and river access. From the main square, Hroznová lane (on the right) winds around to a little bridge. The high-water mark at the end of the bridge dates from 1890. The old water wheel is the last survivor of many mills that once lined the canal here. Each mill had its own protective water spirit (vodník).
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• Fifty yards beyond the bridge (on the right, under the trees) is the...


Lennon Wall (Lennonova Zeď)


While V. I. Lenin’s ideas hung like a water-soaked trench coat upon the Czech people, rock singer John Lennon’s ideas gave many locals hope and a vision. When Lennon was killed in 1980, a large wall was spontaneously covered with memorial graffiti. Night after night, the police would paint over the “All You Need Is Love” and “Imagine” graffiti. And day after day, it would reappear. Until independence came in 1989, travelers, freedom lovers, and local hippies gathered here. Silly as it might seem, this wall is remembered as a place that gave hope to locals craving freedom. Even today, while the tension and danger associated with this wall are gone, people come here to imagine. “John žije” is Czech for “John lives.”
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• From here, continue up to the Little Quarter Square.

ON OR NEAR LITTLE QUARTER SQUARE

The focal point of this neighborhood, the Little Quarter Square (Malostranské Náměstí), is split into an upper and lower part by the domineering Church of St. Nicholas and its adjacent Jesuit college. A Baroque plague column oversees the upper square. Note that there’s a handy Via Musica ticket office across from the plague column (on the uphill side).

Church of St. Nicholas (Kostel Sv. Mikuláše)

When the Jesuits came to Prague, they found the perfect piece of real estate for their church and its associated school—right on Little Quarter Square. The church (built 1703-1760) is the best example of High Baroque in town.

Cost and Hours: 70 Kč, daily 9:00-17:00, Nov-Feb until 16:00, opens at 8:30 for prayer.

Visiting the Church: The church’s interior is giddy with curves and illusions. Stand directly under the tallest dome and look up. Spin slowly around, greeting four giant statues—the fathers of the Eastern Church. Pan up and see the earthly world merging with heaven above.

The altar features a lavish gold-plated Nicholas, flanked by the two top Jesuits: the founder, St. Ignatius Loyola, and his missionary follower, St. Francis Xavier.

Climb up the gallery through the staircase in the left transept for a close-up look at a collection of large canvases and illusionary frescoes by Karel Škréta, who is considered the greatest Czech Baroque painter. Notice that at first glance the canvases are utterly dark, but as sunbeams shine through the window, various parts of the painting brighten up. Like a looking glass, the image reflects the light, creating a play of light and dark. This painting technique represents a central Baroque belief: The world is full of darkness, and the only hope that makes it come alive emanates from God. The church walls seem to nearly fuse with the sky, suggesting that happenings on earth are closely connected to heaven.
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Tower Climb: For a good look at the city and the church’s 250-foot dome, climb 215 steps up the bell tower. Closed to the public during the communist times, the deck was used by the secret police to spy on the activities at the nearby embassies of the US, Britain, and West Germany (90 Kč, daily April-Oct 10:00-22:00, shorter hours in winter, tower entrance is outside the right transept).

Concerts: The church is also an evening concert venue; tickets are usually on sale at the door (490 Kč, generally nightly at 18:00 except Tue, www.stnicholas.cz).

• From here, you can hike 10 minutes uphill to the castle (and 5 more minutes to the Strahov Monastery). If you’re walking up to the castle, consider going via...


Nerudova Street


This steep, cobbled street, leading from Little Quarter Square to the castle, is named for Jan Neruda, a gifted 19th-century journalist (and somewhat less-talented fiction writer). It’s lined with old buildings still sporting the characteristic doorway signs (such as the lion, three violinists, and house of the golden suns) that once served as street addresses. The surviving signs are carefully restored and protected by law. They represent the family name, the occupation, or the various passions of the people who once inhabited the houses. (If you were to replace your house number with a symbol, what would it be?) In the 1770s, in order to collect taxes more effectively, Habsburg empress Maria Theresa decreed that numbers be used instead of these quaint house names. This neighborhood is filled with old noble palaces, now generally used as foreign embassies and as offices of the Czech Parliament.

SOUTH OF LITTLE QUARTER SQUARE

Church of St. Mary the Victorious (Kostel Panny Marie Vítězné)

This otherwise ordinary Carmelite church displays Prague’s most worshipped treasure, the Infant of Prague (Pražské Jezulátko). Kneel at the banister in front of the tiny lost-in-gilded-Baroque altar, and find the prayer in your language (of the 13 in the folder). Brought to Czech lands during the Habsburg era by a Spanish noblewoman who came to marry a Czech nobleman, the Infant has become a focus of worship and miracle tales in Prague and Spanish-speaking countries. South Americans come on pilgrimage to Prague just to see this one statue. An exhibit upstairs shows tiny embroidered robes given to the Infant, including ones from Habsburg Empress Maria Theresa of Austria (1754) and the country of Vietnam (1958), as well as a video showing a nun lovingly dressing the doll-like sculpture.

Cost and Hours: Free, Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Sun 13:00-18:00, English-language Mass Sun at 12:00, Karmelitská 9, www.pragjesu.info.

▲Petřín Hill (Petřínské Sady)

This hill, topped by a replica of the Eiffel Tower, features several unusual sights. The sculptural figures of the poignant Monument to Victims of Communism (Pomník Obětem Komunismu), representing victims of the totalitarian regime, gradually atrophy as they range up the hillside steps. They do not die but slowly disappear, one limb at a time. The statistics inscribed on the steps say it all: From 1948 until 1989, in Czechoslovakia alone, 205,486 people were imprisoned, 248 were executed, 4,500 died in prison, 327 were shot attempting to cross the border, and 170,938 left the country.

To the left of the monument is the Hunger Wall (Hladová Zed’). This medieval defense wall was Charles IV’s 14th-century equivalent of FDR’s work-for-food projects. The poorest of the poor helped build this structure just to eke out a bit of income.

On the right (50 yards away) is the base of a handy funicular—hop on to reach Petřín Tower (uses tram/Metro ticket, runs daily every 10-15 minutes 8:00-22:00).

The summit of Petřín Hill is considered the best place in Prague to take your date for a romantic city view. Built for an exhibition in 1891, the 200-foot-tall Petřín Tower is one-fifth the height of its Parisian big brother, which was built two years earlier. But, thanks to this hill, the top of the tower sits at the same elevation as the real Eiffel Tower. Climbing the 400 steps rewards you with amazing views of the city (105 Kč, daily 10:00-22:00, shorter hours off-season; the mirror maze next door is nothing special, but fun to wander through quickly since you’re already here—75 Kč, daily 10:00-22:00, shorter hours off-season).
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Sights in the Castle Quarter (Hradčany)

GETTING TO THE CASTLE QUARTER

AVOIDING CROWDS

OFFICIAL SIGHTS AT PRAGUE CASTLE (PRAŽSKÝ HRAD)

[image: Image] Self-Guided Tour

Map: Prague’s Castle Quarter

St. Vitus Treasury

▲▲▲St. Vitus Cathedral (Katedrála Sv. Víta)

Third Courtyard

▲Old Royal Palace (Starý Královský Palác)

The Story of Prague Castle Exhibit (Příběh Pražského Hradu)

▲Basilica and Convent of St. George (Bazilika Sv. Jiří)

▲Golden Lane (Zlatá Ulička)

BELOW THE CASTLE

▲▲Lobkowicz Palace (Lobkowiczký Palác)

Toy Museum (Muzeum Hraček)

ABOVE THE CASTLE

▲Strahov Monastery and Library (Strahovský Klášter a Knihovna)

Loreta Church

ROYAL SUMMER PALACE AND ROYAL GARDENS

Royal Summer Palace (Královský Letohrádek)

Royal Gardens (Královská Zahrada)

Looming above Prague, dominating its skyline, is the Castle Quarter. Prague Castle and its surrounding sights are packed with Czech history, as well as with tourists. In addition to the castle, I enjoy visiting the nearby Strahov Monastery, which has a fascinating old library and beautiful views over all of Prague.

GETTING TO THE CASTLE QUARTER

You have three options: taxi, walk, or tram.

By taxi, take it to the top of Nerudova street, just below Castle Square. To walk up, figure 20 minutes uphill from Charles Bridge, along charming cobbled Nerudova street. After about 10 minutes, a steep lane on the right leads to Castle Square; or, if you continue straight, Nerudova becomes Úvoz and climbs to the Strahov Monastery.

For the tram, catch tram #22 at one of these three convenient stops: the Národní Třída stop (between Wenceslas Square and the National Theater in the New Town); in front of the National Theater (Národní Divadlo, on the riverbank in the New Town); and at Malostranská (the Metro stop in the Little Quarter). After rattling up the hill, tram #22 makes three stops near the castle (see map on here): Královský Letohrádek allows a scenic but slow approach through the Royal Gardens; Pražský Hrad offers the quickest commute to the castle—from the tram stop, simply walk along U Prašného Mostu and over the bridge, past the stonefaced-but-photo-op-friendly guards, and into the castle’s Second Courtyard; and Pohořelec is best if you’d like to start with the Strahov Monastery, then hike down to the castle. After getting off at the Pohořelec tram stop, follow the tracks for 50 yards, take the pedestrian lane that rises up beside the tram tracks, and enter the fancy gate on the left near the tall red-brick wall. You’ll see the twin spires of the monastery; the library entrance is on the little square with the monastery church.


AVOIDING CROWDS

Prague Castle is one of the city’s most crowded sights. Huge throngs of tourists turn the grounds into a sea of people during peak times (9:30-12:30, especially May-Sept). The most cramped area is the free vestibule inside St. Vitus Cathedral; any sight that you pay to enter—including other parts of the cathedral—will be less jammed. The following plans are designed to minimize the effect of crowds and to maximize your enjoyment:

Early Bird Plan: If you prefer to visit the castle in the morning, leave your hotel no later than 8:00 (earlier is even better). Ride tram #22 up to the Pražský Hrad stop; leave yourself time to walk through the Royal Gardens on your way, then enter the complex’s Second Courtyard and buy your tickets. See Castle Square, and most important, be sure that you’re standing at the front door of St. Vitus Cathedral when it opens at the stroke of 9:00. For 10 minutes, you’ll have the sacred space to yourself...then, on your way out, you’ll pass a noisy human traffic jam of multinational tour groups clogging the entrance. Visit the rest of the castle sights at your leisure: the Old Royal Palace, the Basilica of St. George, and the Golden Lane. If you’d like to see the Strahov Monastery and/or Loreta Church after your castle visit, you’ll have to backtrack uphill to do it (either by foot, or by hopping back on tram #22 at a lower stop—near the castle, or even from the Malostranská stop near the river).

Afternoon Plan: Ride tram #22 to the Pohořelec stop. Tour the Strahov Monastery, then drop by Loreta Church on your way to Castle Square. By the time you hit the sights, the crowds should be thinning out (if St. Vitus is jammed, circle back later). The only risk here is running out of time to enter all the sights (which close at 17:00 in summer, or 16:00 in winter); in summer, I’d start at Strahov no later than 14:00.

Nighttime Visit: Least crowded of all is nighttime. True, the sights are closed, but the castle grounds are free, safe, peaceful, floodlit, and open late. For example, the tiny, normally jammed Golden Lane is empty and romantic at night—and no ticket is required.

[image: Image]

OFFICIAL SIGHTS AT PRAGUE CASTLE (PRAŽSKÝ HRAD)

This vast, sprawling complex, worth ▲▲, has been the seat of Czech power for centuries. It collects a wide range of sights, including the country’s top church, its former royal palace, a higgledy-piggledy lane, and an assortment of history and art museums. (These are listed here in order, from top to bottom, starting at the main gate.) While it’s imposing and a bit intimidating to sightseers, the casual visitor finds that a quick and targeted visit is ideal. The sights listed here are part of the official castle complex and share opening hours and tickets. Which ticket you choose depends on which sights you want to enter, so familiarize yourself with the options before buying your ticket.

Ticket Options: While you can enter the grounds for free, most sights require tickets. For a quick visit, get the 250-Kč “Circuit B” ticket, which hits the highlights (St. Vitus Cathedral, Old Royal Palace, Basilica of St. George, Golden Lane). For a few bucks more, “Circuit A” (350 Kč) adds “The Story of Prague Castle” exhibit and some other sights that may be worthwhile for those with a healthy interest in history and art. You can buy tickets at three different ticket offices in the castle’s second and third courtyards. Lines can be long at one and nonexistent at the next, so if it’s crowded, check all three. Climbing St. Vitus Cathedral’s Great South Tower requires a separate 150-Kč ticket.

Tours: Tours in English and an audioguide are available, but I’d skip both in favor of this book’s self-guided tour (tours-100 Kč plus entry ticket, covers only the cathedral and Old Royal Palace; audioguide-350 Kč plus 500-Kč deposit).

Hours: Castle sights—daily April-Oct 9:00-17:00, Nov-March 9:00-16:00, last entry 15 minutes before closing; castle grounds—daily 5:00-24:00; castle gardens—10:00-21:00 in summer, shorter hours off-season. St. Vitus Cathedral is closed Sunday mornings for Mass and can be closed unexpectedly at other times. The Great South Tower of St. Vitus Cathedral is open daily 10:00-18:30, until 16:30 in winter, www.hrad.cz.
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• Begin your visit to the castle complex at its main entrance on...

Castle Square (Hradčanské Náměstí)

You’re standing at the tip of the medieval iceberg called Prague Castle. It’s a 1,900-foot-long series of courtyards, churches, and palaces, covering 750,000 square feet—by some measures, the largest castle on earth. In the center of the complex sits St. Vitus Cathedral (the two prickly steeples you see rising above the buildings).

You can’t miss the main entrance to the castle: a gateway with a golden arch, guarded by two fighting-giant statues and two real-life soldiers in their blue-and-white guardhouses. The stoic guards make a great photo-op, as does the changing of the guard (on the hour from 5:00-23:00). In fact, there’s a guard-changing ceremony at every gate: top, bottom, and side. The best ceremony and music occurs at noon, at the top gate.

Enjoy the awesome city view and the entertaining bands that play regularly at the gate. (If the Prague Castle Orchestra is playing, say hello to friendly, mustachioed Josef, and consider buying the group’s CD—it’s terrific.) From the square, stairs lead down to the Little Quarter.
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Castle Square was the focal point of medieval power. The archbishop lived (and still lives) in the Archbishop’s Palace—the ornate, white-and-yellow Rococo palace on the right. The portal on the left leads to the Sternberg Palace art museum, with European paintings.

On the left side of the square, the building with a step-gable roofline is Schwarzenberg Palace, where the aristocratic families of Český Krumlov “humbly” stayed when they were visiting from their country estates. Notice the envelope-shaped patterns stamped on the exterior. These Renaissance-era adornments etched into wet stucco—called sgraffito—decorate buildings throughout the castle, all over Prague, and across the Czech Republic. Today the castle is an art museum with a collection of Baroque-era Czech paintings and sculpture.

The black Baroque sculpture in the middle of the square is a plague column. Erected as a token of gratitude to Mary and the saints for saving the population from epidemic disease, these columns are an integral part of the main squares of many Habsburg towns.

Closer to you, near the overlook, the statue of a man in a business suit (marked TGM) honors the father of modern Czechoslovakia: Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (1850-1937). At the end of World War I, Masaryk—a former university prof and pal of Woodrow Wilson—united the Czechs and the Slovaks into one nation and became its first president (see the sidebar). He was the only 20th-century leader to actually live inside Prague Castle.


  Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk (1850-1937)

  Tomáš Masaryk was the George Washington of Czechoslovakia. He founded the first democracy in Eastern Europe at the end of World War I, uniting the Czechs and the Slovaks to create Czechoslovakia. Like Václav Havel 70 years later, Masaryk was a politician whose vision extended far beyond the mountains enclosing the Bohemian basin.
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  Masaryk was born into a poor servant family in southern Moravia. After finishing high school, the village boy set off to attend university in Vienna. Masaryk earned his Ph.D. in sociology just in time for the opening of the Czech-language university in Prague. By then, he was married to an American music student named Charlotta Garrigue, who came from a prominent New York family. (The progressive Tomáš actually took her family name as part of his own.) Charlotta opened the doors of America’s high society to Masaryk. Among the American friends he made was a young Princeton professor named Woodrow Wilson.

  Masaryk was greatly impressed with America, and his admiration for its democratic system became the core of his gradually evolving political creed. He traveled the world and went to Vienna to serve in the parliament. By the time World War I broke out, in 1914, Masaryk was 64 years old and—his friends thought—ready for retirement. But while most other Czech politicians stayed in Prague and supported the Habsburg Empire, Masaryk went abroad in protest and formed a highly original plan: to create an independent, democratic republic of Czechs and Slovaks. Masaryk and his supporters recruited an army of 100,000 Czech and Slovak soldiers who were willing to fight with the Allies against the Habsburgs, establishing a strong case to put on his friend Woodrow Wilson’s Oval Office desk.

  On the morning of October 28, 1918, news of the unofficial capitulation of the Habsburgs reached Prague. Local supporters of Masaryk’s idea quickly took control of the city and proclaimed the free republic. As the people of Prague tore down double-headed eagles (a symbol of the Habsburgs), the country of Czechoslovakia was born.

  On November 11, 1918, four years after he had left the country as a political unknown, Masaryk arrived in Prague as the greatest Czech hero since the revolutionary priest Jan Hus. The dignified old man rode through the masses of cheering Czechs on a white horse. He told the jubilant crowd, “Now go home—the work has only started.” Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Masaryk was Europe’s most vocal defender of democratic ideals against the rising tide of totalitarian ideologies.

  In 2001, the US government honored Masaryk’s dedication to democracy by erecting a monument to him in Washington, D.C. He is one of only three foreign leaders (along with Gandhi and Churchill) to have a statue in the American capital.



• Let’s enter the castle. Walk through the golden gate, into the so-called First Courtyard. Continue straight ahead, through the massive stone Matthias Gate (1614), where you’ll emerge into the Second Courtyard. Two ticket offices (with information desks) are in this courtyard (to the left as you enter)—if the line isn’t too long, buy your ticket now. Straight ahead as you enter is the...


St. Vitus Treasury


Recently opened in the restored Chapel of the Holy Cross, this pricey-to-view collection shows off the accumulated wealth of the cathedral’s ecclesiastical gear. The highlight, dating from Charles IV’s reign (1360s), is a golden reliquary in the shape of a cross; used during coronation ceremonies, the cross contains what are supposedly the actual thorns, nails, sponge, rope, and fragments of the cross from Jesus’ Crucifixion. You’ll also see reliquary busts in the shape of saints (Vitus, Wenceslas, and Adalbert), monstrances slathered in diamonds and other precious stones, chalices, and icons. It’s an impressive collection, but it’s outrageously overpriced. Skip it unless you’re a monstrance aficionado.

Cost and Hours: 300 Kč, includes torturously dull audioguide; buy ticket at entrance—not at castle ticket office, which sells only a combo-ticket that adds another museum; daily 10:00-18:00, last entry one hour before closing, tel. 224-372-432.

• From the Second Courtyard, proceed into the Third Courtyard. You’ll be face-to-face with...

▲▲▲St. Vitus Cathedral (Katedrála Sv. Víta)

This towering house of worship—with its flying buttresses and spiny spires—is the top church of the Czech people. Many VIPs from this nation’s history—from saints to statesmen—are buried here. You can step into the very congested entry vestibule for a peek at the interior, but it’s worth paying for a ticket that lets you go deeper, leave some of the crowds behind, and explore.
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[image: Image] Self-Guided Tour: Begin your cathedral tour out in front of the building.

Entrance Facade: The two soaring towers of this Gothic wonder rise 270 feet up. The ornate facade features pointed arches, elaborate tracery, Flamboyant pinnacles, a rose window, a dozen statues of saints, and gargoyles sticking their tongues out.

So what’s up with the four guys in modern suits carved into the stone, as if supporting the big, round window on their shoulders? They’re the architects and builders who finished the church six centuries after it was started. Even though church construction got underway in 1344, wars, plagues, and the reforms of Jan Hus conspired to stall its completion. Finally, fueled by a burst of Czech nationalism, Prague’s top church was finished in 1929 for the 1,000th Jubilee anniversary of St. Wenceslas. The entrance facade and towers were the last parts to be finished.
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• Enter the cathedral. If it’s not too crowded in the free entrance area, work your way to the middle of the church for a good...

View Down the Nave: The church is huge—more than 400 feet long and 100 feet high—and flooded with light. Notice the intricate “net” vaulting on the ceiling, especially at the far end. It’s the signature feature of the church’s chief architect, Peter Parler (who also built the Charles Bridge).

• Now make your way through the crowds and pass through the ticket turnstile (left of the roped-off area). The third window on the left wall is worth a close look.

Mucha Stained-Glass Window: This masterful 1931 Art Nouveau window was designed by Czech artist Alfons Mucha and executed by a stained-glass craftsman (if you like this, you’ll love the Mucha Museum in the New Town—see here—and Mucha’s masterpiece Slav Epic—described on here).

Mucha’s window was created to celebrate the birth of the Czech nation and the life of Wenceslas. The main scene (in the four central panels) shows Wenceslas as an impressionable child kneeling at the feet of his Christian grandmother, St. Ludmila. She spreads her arms and teaches him to pray. Wenceslas would grow up to champion Christianity, uniting the Czech people.
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Above Wenceslas are the two saints who first brought Christianity to the region: Cyril (the monk in black hood holding the Bible) and his older brother, Methodius (with beard and bishop’s garb). They baptize a kneeling convert.

Follow their story in the side panels, starting in the upper left. Around A.D. 860 (back when Ludmila was just a girl), these two Greek missionary brothers arrive in Moravia to preach. The pagan Czechs have no written language to read the Bible, so (in the next scene below), Cyril bends at his desk to design the necessary alphabet (Glagolitic, which later developed into Cyrillic), while Methodius meditates. In the next three scenes, they travel to Rome and present their newly translated Bible to the pope. But Cyril falls ill, and Methodius has to watch his kid brother die.

Methodius carries on (in the upper right), becoming bishop of the Czech lands. Next, he’s arrested for heresy for violating the pure Latin Bible. He’s sent to a lonely prison. When he’s finally set free, he retires to a monastery, where he dies mourned by the faithful.

But that’s just the beginning of the story. At the bottom center are two beautiful (classic Mucha) maidens, representing the bright future of the Czech and Slovak peoples.

• Continue circulating around the church, following the one-way, clockwise route.

The Old Church: Notice that, just after the transept, there’s a slight incline in the floor. That’s because the church was actually constructed in two distinct stages. You’re entering the older, 14th-century Gothic section. The front half (where you came in) is a Neo-Gothic extension that was finally completed in the 1920s (which is why much of the stained glass has a modern design). For 400 years—as the nave was being extended—a temporary wall kept the functional altar area protected from the construction zone.

• In the choir area (on your right), soon after the transept, look for the big, white marble tomb surrounded by a black iron fence.

Royal Mausoleum: This contains the remains of the first Habsburgs to rule Bohemia, including Ferdinand I, his wife Anne, and Maximilian II. The tomb dates from 1590, when Prague was a major Habsburg city.

• Just after the choir, as you begin to circle around the back of the altar, watch on your right for the fascinating, carved-wood...

Relief of Prague: This depicts the aftermath of the Battle of White Mountain, when the Protestant King Frederic escaped over the Charles Bridge (before it had any statues). Carved in 1630, the relief gives you a peek at old Prague. Find the Týn Church (far left) and St. Vitus Cathedral (far right), which was half-built at that time. Back then, the Týn Church was Hussite, so the centerpiece of its facade is not the Virgin Mary (more of a Catholic figure), but a chalice, a symbol of Jan Hus’ ideals. The old city walls, now replaced by the main streets of the city, stand strong. The Jewish Quarter is the flood-prone zone along the riverside below the bridge on the left—land no one else wanted. The weir system on the river—the wooden barriers that help control its flow—survives to this day.

• Circling around the high altar, you’ll see various...

Tombs in the Apse: Among the graves of medieval kings and bishops is that of St. Vitus, shown as a young man clutching a book and gazing up to heaven. Why is this huge cathedral dedicated to this rather obscure saint, who was martyred in Italy in A.D. 303 and never set foot in Bohemia? A piece of Vitus’ arm bone (a holy relic) was supposedly acquired by Wenceslas I in 925. Wenceslas built a church to house the relic on this spot, attracting crowds of pilgrims. Vitus became quite popular throughout the Germanic and Slavic lands, and revelers danced on his feast day. (He’s now the patron saint of dancers.) At the statue’s feet is a rooster, because the saint was thrown into a boiling cauldron along with the bird (the Romans’ secret sauce)...but he miraculously survived.

A few steps farther, the big silvery tomb with the angel-borne canopy honors St. John of Nepomuk. Locals claim it has more than a ton of silver (for more on St. John of Nepomuk and his halo of stars, see here). Just past the tomb, on the wall of the choir (on the right), is another finely carved, circa-1630 wood relief depicting an event that took place right here in St. Vitus: Protestant nobles trash the cathedral’s Catholic icons after their (short-lived) victory.

Ahead on the left, look up at the royal oratory, a box supported by busy late-Gothic, vine-like ribs. This private box, connected to the king’s apartment by a corridor, let the king attend Mass in his jammies. The underside of the balcony is morbidly decorated with dead vines and tree branches, suggesting the pessimism common in the late Gothic period, when religious wars and Ottoman invasions threatened the Czech lands.

• From here, walk 25 paces and look left through the crowds and door to see the richly decorated chapel containing the tomb of St. Wenceslas. Two roped-off doorways give visitors a look inside. The best view is from the second one, around the corner and to the left, in the transept.

Wenceslas Chapel: This fancy chapel is the historic heart of the church. It contains the tomb of St. Wenceslas, patron saint of the Czech nation, it’s where Bohemia’s kings were crowned, and it houses (but rarely displays) the Bohemian crown jewels. The chapel walls are paneled with big slabs of precious and semiprecious stones. The jewel-toned stained-glass windows (from the 1950s) admit a soft light. The chandelier is exceptional. The place feels medieval.
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The tomb of St. Wenceslas is a colored-stone coffin topped with an ark. Above the chapel’s altar is a statue of Wenceslas, bearing a lance and a double-eagle shield. He’s flanked by (painted) angels and the four patron saints of the Czech people. Above Wenceslas are portraits of Charles IV (who built the current church) and his beautiful wife. On the wall to the left of the altar, frescoes depict the saint’s life, including the episode where angels arrive with crosses to arm the holy warrior. (For more on Wenceslas, see here.) For centuries, Czech kings were crowned right here in front of Wenceslas’ red-draped coffin.

• Leave the cathedral, turn left (past the public WC), and survey the...

Third Courtyard

The obelisk was erected in 1928—a single piece of granite celebrating the 10th anniversary of the establishment of Czechoslovakia and commemorating the soldiers who fought for its independence. It was originally much taller, but broke in transit—an inauspicious start for a nation destined to last only 70 years.
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From here, you get a great look at the sheer size of St. Vitus Cathedral and its fat green tower (325 feet tall). Up there is the Czech Republic’s biggest bell (16.5 tons, from 1549), nicknamed “Zikmund.” You can view the bell as you climb up the 287 steps of the tower to the observation deck at the top (buy 150-Kč ticket and enter near sculpture of St. George—a 1960s replica of the 13th-century original).

It’s easy to find the church’s Golden Gate (for centuries the cathedral’s main entry)—look for the glittering 14th-century mosaic of the Last Judgment. The modern, cosmopolitan, and ahead-of-his-time Charles IV commissioned this monumental decoration, in 1370, in the Italian style. Jesus oversees the action, as some go to heaven and some go to hell. The Czech king and queen kneel directly beneath Jesus and six patron saints. On coronation day, royalty would walk under this arch, a reminder to them (and their subjects) that even those holding great power are not above God’s judgment. See the grilled windows above this entryway? That’s where the royal crown and national jewels are stashed.

Across from the Golden Gate, in the corner, notice the copper, scroll-like awning supported by bulls. This leads to a lovely garden just below the castle. The stairway, garden, and other features around the castle were designed by the Slovene architect Jože Plečnik (see here). Around the turn of the 20th century, Prague was considered the cultural standard-bearer of the entire Slavic world, making this a particularly prestigious assignment.

• In the corner of the Third Courtyard, near the copper awning, is the entrance to the...


▲Old Royal Palace (Starý Královský Palác)


The traditional seat of Czech power, this feels like a mostly empty historical shell. But its oversized Vladislav Hall—big enough for horseback jousting competitions or bustling markets—is impressive. The smaller adjoining rooms called the “Czech Office” were the site of a famous defenestration—the Czech way of dealing with unwanted politicians: In 1618, angry Czech Protestant nobles poured into these rooms and threw the two Catholic governors out the window. An old print on the glass panel shows the second of Prague’s many defenestrations. The two governors landed—fittingly—in a pile of horse manure. Even though they suffered only broken arms and bruised egos, this event kicked off the huge and lengthy Thirty Years’ War. The palace also comes with a balcony offering fine views of the surrounding hillsides and assorted other royal portraits and bric-a-brac.
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• The next sight requires the “Circuit A” ticket; if you don’t have one, skip down to the next stop.

Otherwise, as you exit the Royal Palace, hook left around the side of the building and backtrack a few steps uphill to find stairs leading down to...

The Story of Prague Castle Exhibit (Příběh Pražského Hradu)

For those wanting to dig deeper into the history of Prague and its castle, this exhibit features well-described historical artifacts from the very first Czechs through the imported Habsburg monarchy of the 17th century. As this is the main addition to the pricier “Circuit A” ticket, visit here only if you have a bigger-than-average appetite for history.

▲Basilica and Convent of St. George (Bazilika Sv. Jiří)

The oldest-feeling place at the castle, this dimly lit, stripped-down Romanesque chapel offers a subdued contrast to the big, bombastic spaces elsewhere. The church was founded by Wenceslas’ dad around 920, and the present structure dates from the 12th century. (Its Baroque facade came later.) Inside, the place is beautiful in its simplicity. Notice the characteristic thick walls and rounded arches. In those early years, building techniques were not yet advanced enough to use those arches for the ceiling—it’s made of wood instead.
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This was the royal burial place before St. Vitus was built, so the tombs here contain the remains of the earliest Czech kings. Climb the stairs that frame either side of the altar to study the area around the apse. St. Wenceslas’ grandmother, Ludmila, was reburied here in 925. Her stone tomb is in the space just to the right of the altar. Inside the archway leading to her tomb, look for her portrait. Holding a branch and a book, she looks quite cultured for a 10th-century woman.

• As you exit, notice the building across the lane from the basilica (with the columned and curved portico)—this was Maria Theresa’s Institute for Noblewomen, created in the 1750s to empower and educate aristocratic but impoverished ladies.

Now continue walking downhill on that lane. You’ll see the basilica’s Romanesque nave and towers—a strong contrast to the pretty Baroque facade. Farther down, to the left, were the residences of soldiers and craftsmen, and to the right, tucked together, were the palaces of Catholic nobility who wanted both to be close to power and able to band together should the Protestants grab the upper hand. The next street on the left leads up to the popular Golden Lane. As you pass through the entry turnstiles, the crowds turn right, but don’t overlook the sights to your left (including a tiny café).

▲Golden Lane (Zlatá Ulička)

Named for the goldsmiths who likely worked here, this medieval merchant street retains its historic aura. When uncrowded, this atmospheric lane—lined with endearing little exhibits on the commerce and customs of a bygone era—is fun to explore. When busy, as it typically is, it’s miserable.
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Leaving the Castle Complex: Directly below the Golden Lane are two worthwhile sights that are not part of the castle complex—the Toy Museum and Lobkowicz Palace, both described later.

You’ll exit the complex by squirting slowly through a fortified door at the bottom end of the castle. A scenic rampart just below the lower gate offers a commanding view of the city. From there you can head to the nearest Metro/tram station, Strahov Monastery, Little Quarter, or Castle Square.

To reach Malostranská Station for the Metro or tram, you can follow the 700-some steps down the steep lane called Staré Zámecké Schody (“Old Castle Stairs“) directly back to the riverbank. Alternatively, for a gentler descent, start heading down the steep lane. About 40 yards below the castle exit, a gate on the left leads you through a scenic vineyard and past the recommended Villa Richter restaurants (see here) to the station.

To reach the top of the Little Quarter or Castle Square/Strahov Monastery, as you leave the castle gate, take a hard right and stroll through the long, delightful park (free, April-Oct 10:00-18:00 or later, closed Nov-March). Along the way, notice the Modernist layout of the Na Valech Gardens, designed by the 1920s court architect, Jože Plečnik of Slovenia. Halfway through the long park is a viewpoint overlooking the terraced Pálffy Gardens (80 Kč, same hours as park). You can zigzag down through these gardens into the Little Quarter. Or, if you want to walk to Castle Square, continue uphill along the castle wall and through the garden to the square. You can hike up to the Strahov Monastery from here.

BELOW THE CASTLE

Extend your visit by dropping by a nobleman’s palace and a toy museum with an entire floor devoted to the Barbie doll. These sights require separate admission tickets; they’re not included in any castle tickets.

▲▲Lobkowicz Palace (Lobkowiczký Palác)

This palace, at the bottom of the castle complex, displays the private collection of a prominent Czech noble family, including paintings, ceramics, and musical scores. The Lobkowiczes’ property was confiscated twice in the 20th century: first by the Nazis at the beginning of World War II, and then by the communists in 1948. In 1990, William Lobkowicz, then a Boston investment banker, returned to Czechoslovakia to fight a legal battle to reclaim his family’s property and, eventually, to restore the castles and palaces to their former state. A conscientious host, William Lobkowicz himself narrates the delightful (and included) audioguide. While the National Gallery may seem a more logical choice for the art enthusiast, the obvious care that went into creating this museum, the collection’s variety, and the personal insight that it opens into the past and present of Czech nobility make the Lobkowicz worth an hour of your time.

Cost and Hours: 275 Kč, includes audioguide, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry one hour before closing, tel. 233-312-925, www.lobkowicz.cz.

Eating: The Lobkowicz Palace Café, by the exit, has a creative, cosmopolitan menu and stunning panoramic views of the city (daily 10:00-18:00). The charming young man you may see selling ice cream out front is William’s son, Will.


Toy Museum (Muzeum Hraček)


Across the street from Lobkowicz Palace, a courtyard and a long wooden staircase lead to two entertaining floors of old toys and dolls, thoughtfully described in English. You’ll see a century of teddy bears, some 19th-century model train sets, old Christmas decor, and an incredible Barbie collection. Find the buxom 1959 first edition, and you’ll understand why these capitalistic sirens of material discontent weren’t allowed here until 1989.

Cost and Hours: 70 Kč, 120-Kč family ticket, daily 9:30-17:30, WC next to entrance.

ABOVE THE CASTLE

The Strahov Monastery, with its landmark domes, sits above the castle. Remember: If you’d like to combine the monastery with your castle visit, it’s easy to ride tram #22 up to the Pohořelec stop (beyond the castle), visit the monastery, enjoy the views, then walk 10 minutes down to Castle Square, passing Loreta Church on the way. (However, if you’re rushing to beat the morning crowds at the castle, it’s better to head straight for St. Vitus Cathedral in the castle complex, then backtrack to Strahov later.)

▲Strahov Monastery and Library (Strahovský Klášter a Knihovna)

Medieval monasteries were a mix of industry, agriculture, and education, as well as worship and theology. In its heyday, Strahov Monastery had a booming economy of its own, with vineyards, a brewery, and a sizeable beer hall—all open once again. You can explore the monastery complex, check out the beautiful old library, and even enjoy a brew (no longer monk-made, but still refreshing).
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Cost and Hours: Grounds—free and always open; library—80 Kč, an extra 50 Kč to take photos—strictly enforced, daily 9:00-11:45 & 13:00-17:00, last entry 15 minutes earlier, www.strahovskyklaster.cz. (A pay WC is just to the right of the monastery entrance.)

Visiting the Monastery and Library: The monastery’s main church, dedicated to the Assumption of St. Mary, is an originally Romanesque structure decorated by the monks in textbook Baroque (usually closed, but look through the gate inside the front door to see its interior). Notice the grand effect of the Baroque architecture—both rhythmic and theatric. Go ahead, inhale. That’s the scent of Baroque.

Buy your ticket in the adjacent building, and head up the stairs to the library, offering a peek at how enlightened thinkers in the 18th century influenced learning. The display cases in the library gift shop show off illuminated manuscripts, described in English. Some are in old Czech, but because the Enlightenment promoted the universality of knowledge (and Latin was the universal language of Europe’s educated elite), there was little place for regional dialects—therefore, few books here are in the Czech language.
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Two rooms (seen only from the doors) are filled with 10th- to 17th-century books, shelved under elaborately painted ceilings. The theme of the first and bigger hall is philosophy, with the history of Western man’s pursuit of knowledge painted on the ceiling. The second hall—down a hallway lined with antique furniture—focuses on theology. As the Age of Enlightenment began to take hold in Europe at the end of the 18th century, monasteries still controlled the books. Notice the gilded, locked case containing the libri prohibiti (prohibited books) at the end of the room, above the mirror. Only the abbot had the key, and you had to have his blessing to read these books by writers such as Nicolas Copernicus, Jan Hus, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and even the French encyclopedia.

The hallway connecting the two library rooms was filled with cases illustrating the new practical approach to natural sciences. In the crowded area near the philosophy hall, find the dried-up elephant trunks (flanking the narwhal or unicorn horn) and one of the earliest models of an electricity generator.

Nearby: That hoppy smell you’re enjoying in front of the monastery is the recommended Klášterní Pivovar, where they brew beer just as monks have for centuries (in the little courtyard directly across from the library entrance; described on here).

Tucked in another courtyard across from the Strahov Monastery, the Museum of Miniatures (Muzeum Miniatur) displays 40 teeny exhibits—each under a microscope—crafted by an artist from a remote corner of Siberia. Yes, you could fit the entire museum in a carry-on-size suitcase, but good things sometimes come in very, very small packages—it’s fascinating to see minutiae such as a padlock on the leg of an ant (100 Kč, kids-50 Kč, daily 9:00-17:00, Strahovské Nádvoří 11, tel. 233-352-371).

Just below the monastery, don’t miss the garden terrace (look for the aptly named Bellavista Restaurant), with exquisite views over the domes and spires of Prague. The area just below the restaurant tables is free and open to visitors.

• After enjoying the views, head through the small hole in the wall near the Museum of Miniatures, and go down the street to Loretánská street. Turning right, follow Loretánská to the castle, by way of Loreta Church (described next).

Loreta Church

This church has been a hit with pilgrims for centuries, thanks to its dazzling bell tower, peaceful yet plush cloister, sparkling treasury, and much-venerated Holy House. Yes, in the middle of the cloister courtyard, you’ll find what’s considered by some pilgrims to be part of Mary’s actual home in Nazareth. You’ll also see one of Prague’s most beautiful Baroque churches, a fine treasury collection (upstairs), and—in a tiny chapel in one corner—“St. Bearded Woman,” the patron saint of unhappy marriages.
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Cost and Hours: 130 Kč, daily April-Oct 9:00-12:15 & 13:00-17:00, Nov-March 9:30-12:15 & 13:00-16:00, audioguide-150 Kč, tel. 220-516-740, www.loreta.cz.

Nearby: The parking-lot square in front of the Loreta Church has a statue of Edvard Beneš, the second president of Czechoslovakia (in the 1930s and 1940s), who led the government-in-exile during the Nazi occupation. His forced relocation of Sudetenland Germans following World War II has left him with a controversial legacy; notice the slumping posture and look of worry on his face. (For more on Beneš, see the sidebar on here.)

Facing the church from across the square is the Černín Palace, a civic building that was the unfortunate site of a modern-day defenestration. In the spring of 1948, soon after the communists took over, an extremely popular Czechoslovak politician (Jan Masaryk, the son of the first president of Czechoslovakia) was found dead in this building’s courtyard, below the bathroom window—an apparent suicide. When the official secret-police files were unsealed after 1989, they revealed that Masaryk had been assassinated by Russian agents.

ROYAL SUMMER PALACE AND ROYAL GARDENS

These minor sights, above Prague Castle, are worth visiting only if you get off tram #22 at Královský Letohrádek (the Royal Summer Palace is across the street from this stop, WC at gate).

Royal Summer Palace (Královský Letohrádek)

This gift of love is like a Czech Taj Mahal, presented by Emperor Ferdinand I to his beloved Queen Anne. It’s the purest Renaissance building in town. You can’t go inside, but the building’s detailed reliefs are worth a close look.

• From here, set your sights on the cathedral’s lacy, black spires marking the castle’s entrance. Stroll through the...

Royal Gardens (Královská Zahrada)

Once the private grounds and residence (you’ll see the building) of the communist presidents, these were opened to the public with the coming of freedom under Václav Havel. Walk through these gardens (with lovely views of St. Vitus Cathedral) to the gate, which leads you over the moat and into Castle Square, the entrance to the vast castle complex.

Cost and Hours: Free, April-Oct daily 10:00-18:00, closed Nov-March.

Sights Outside the Center

While the tourist’s Prague is mostly contained to the Old Town, New Town, Little Quarter, and Castle Quarter, one of the city’s most important sights sits just outside this core. The Slav Epic—Alfons Mucha’s 20-canvas ode to his nation and its history—is a must-see while you’re in Prague and is on display at Veletržní Palace, north of the New Town (across the river).

▲▲▲Alfons Mucha’s Slav Epic

Alfons Mucha is the top Czech artist, who created a wide variety of Art Nouveau illustrations throughout his illustrious career. But his magnum opus hangs in Veletržní Palace, a modern art gallery just north of the river from the Old Town. This series of 20 thrilling, movie-screen-sized canvases tells the entire epic story of the Slavic people, from their humble beginnings in Ukrainian forests to the optimism of the post-WWI era, when Slavic nations (like the Czechs and Slovaks) created their own modern states (Czechoslovakia) for the first time. Each painting is a masterpiece in its own right, making the entire series special to behold. Upstairs in the same huge building is the National Gallery’s extensive, fun-to-wander modern art collection, with pieces by artists both Czech and international (lesser-known works by Van Gogh, Picasso, Toulouse-Lautrec, Gauguin, and more).

Cost and Hours: 180 Kč, 240-Kč combo-ticket also includes modern art collection, Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon, buy the 10-Kč English guidebooklet, Dukelských Hrdinů 47 (Praha 7), tel. 224-301-122, www.ngprague.cz.

Getting There: You can reach Veletržní Palace by tram: Ride tram #17 from Národni Divadlo or Staroměstská, tram #24 from Náměstí Republiky, or tram #12 from Malostranská; in any case, get off at the Veletržní Pálac stop. You can also hire a taxi, or take the Metro to Vltavská, then walk a few minutes.

Background: Alfons Mucha (1860-1939) was born in the small Moravian town of Ivančice. Like most artists of his generation, he went to Paris to seek his fortune. After suffering as a starving artist, he was hired to design a poster for a play starring well-known French actress Sarah Bernhardt. Overnight, Mucha was famous. His florid style—featuring willowy maidens with flowing hair, amid flowery designs and backed with a halo-like circle—helped define what became known as Art Nouveau.

But even as he pursued a lucrative career in Paris and the US, Mucha was thinking about his native land. While preparing a piece for the Paris Exposition of 1900, he traveled widely through Slavic lands, soaking up culture, history, and proud traditions. He conceived a plan to immortalize great moments in Slavic history on an epic scale, and persuaded Chicago industrialist Charles Crane to sponsor his project.

At age 50, Mucha returned to Prague and started work. Using a rented castle as his studio, the artist cranked out his enormous canvases for the next 16-plus years. At the same time, he juggled fatherhood and the worries of World War I. When the war ended in 1918, the self-governing nation of Czechoslovakia was created. Mucha was immediately tapped by the new government to design the country’s currency and stamps.

In 1928, on the 10th anniversary of modern Czechoslovakia, Mucha’s lifework was finally unveiled. The response was lukewarm. In the experimental age of Picasso, Mucha’s representational style was out of fashion. And with the rise of fascism in the 1930s, Mucha’s overt Slavic nationalism came under attack.

In 1939, German tanks rumbled into Czechoslovakia. The Nazis considered Slavs an inferior race. They arrested the patriot Mucha—now 79 years old—and he was interrogated by the Gestapo. He died a few weeks later.

During World War II, Mucha’s canvases were hidden from the Nazis but were damaged in the process. In 1963, after years of restoration, the paintings were put on display in the obscure Czech town of Moravský Krumlov, near Mucha’s birthplace.

After Mucha’s death, the city of Prague moved to reclaim the lost masterpiece. In 2011, after a decades-long legal battle, the Slav Epic was brought to Prague’s Veletržní Palace.
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Viewing the Paintings: In these 20 panels, Mucha traces the 1,500-year history of the Slavic people. The panels are roughly chronological, but Mucha isn’t above veering from the facts to emphasize the people’s spiritual journey. The canvases are mind-bogglingly big—some are 25 by 20 feet, and together they total 6,800 square feet, which is more than Michelangelo’s Sistine ceiling. Mucha’s magnum opus has been scorned by many Czech intellectuals for its style and overt patriotism. But the work goes beyond the style of the time, beyond Art Nouveau, and beyond Slavic nationalism.

Contemplate the Slav Epic on several levels. First, figure out what’s being depicted, using my outline (buy the excellent pamphlet for details). With his ad-man expertise, Mucha sucks you right into the scene, using strong composition and a sense of color.

Next, read the symbolism: Red is the color of war, white is peace, blue is the past, and orange is the future. (Freemasons will find even more occult symbolism.) Study Mucha’s painting technique. He employs egg-based tempera paint for the low-resolution background, then finishes with sharp-focus oil paint to make the details pop. Appreciate Mucha’s unique ability to crystalize entire historical epochs into a single scene, expressed in the emotions of individuals and condensed into the expressions on their faces.

Finally, step back and consider the paintings as the works of an Impressionist or abstract artist. The fusion of colors stands far beyond any particular meaning. Like the tones of a 19th-century symphony, Mucha’s visual concert has the power to stir the deepest emotions.

The Story: Moving from canvas to canvas, the epic tale of the Slavs unfolds. The first painting shows The Slavs in Their Original Homeland—humble, peace-loving farmers living in the wilds of today’s Ukraine. Squeezed between Huns in the east and Germans in the west, and united by a common language, culture, and DNA—but with no culture to call their own—the Slavs (represented by the Adam and Eve figures cowering in the foreground) disperse throughout Eastern Europe.

The Slavs practice pagan harvest festivals (The Celebration of Svantovit) until they are converted to Christianity by Sts. Cyril and Methodius (Introduction of the Slavonic Liturgy), ultimately finding success in various kingdoms throughout the region (Tsar Simeon I of Bulgaria, King Přemysl Otakar II of Bohemia, and Coronation of Serbian Tsar Stefan Dušan).

The triptych tells the story of Jan Hus, the Czech reformer who boldly spoke out against Church corruption in Bethlehem Chapel (central panel), spurring centuries of bloody squabbles between Catholics and Protestants (which we can see brewing in the right panel, The Meeting at Křížky).

A series of battles ensues (After the Battle of Grunwald, After the Battle of Vítkov Hill, and Petr Chelčický). Finally, The Hussite King Jiří z Poděbrad signs—and attempts to enforce—a treaty with the pope (whose ambassador tries to weasel out of the deal). But the peace isn’t to last, as the Slavs are soon forced to defend Eastern Europe from another threat: the Ottomans (from today’s Turkey). At The Defense of Szigetvár by Nikola Zrinski, the Slavic, Hungarian, and Christian forces are overwhelmed by the Ottomans, who push deep into Central Europe...and stay for centuries.

The Czech lands, however, are far enough north to remain largely untouched by the Ottomans. And the next several canvases show the flourishing of a deeply rooted Slavic culture here: The Brethren School in Ivančice—Mucha’s hometown (see his self-portrait at lower right, in white shirt, carrying a sheaf of papers)—translates the word of God from Latin into the local Slavic tongue. The Czech teacher Jan Amos Komenský basically invents textbooks and modern education. Slavs—including Mucha himself—make a pilgrimage to The Holy Mount Athos, the site of an important Orthodox monastery, and a reminder that Mucha saw Christianity as a unifying and enlightening element for the Slavic people. The Oath of the Youth under the Slavic Linden Tree is one small piece of the expansive cultural revival that swept Slavic countries through the 19th century. And The Abolition of Serfdom in Russia represents an important benchmark in nudging the Slavs into the modern, democratic world.

The grand-finale canvas, Apotheosis “Slavs for Humanity!”, attempts to sum up the whole thing—the 1,500-year journey of the Slavic people, and where they’re headed. Take a deep breath and dive in.

Start in the lower right. In blue, we see the huddled, oppressed people of the sixth century longing for a peaceful homeland. Poor Slavs. In the upper left (the band of red), it’s the Middle Ages, and the Slavs rise to prominence under a series of strong kings (like the man on his throne to the right).
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In the center (joyous yellow), it’s 1918. World War I has ended, and gaily clad Slavs rejoice, waving flags of the victorious nations (including the Stars and Stripes) and olive branches to salute the troops. Emerging from the war is a new Slavic nation—Czechoslovakia—symbolized by the torso of a strong young man who rises up from the chaos, clutching the wreaths of freedom and Slavic unity. Behind him, Christ blesses the new nation, and a rainbow signals a new era of peace.

Today, the Slavic community is almost 400 million strong. They inhabit the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland, much of the Balkans, Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, and beyond (including 18 million Slavic Americans). Some are Catholic, some Orthodox; some write in Cyrillic script, some in Latin. But they share a common heritage, which Mucha has celebrated in the audacious artistic endeavor known as the Slav Epic.

While You’re There: Upstairs from the Slav Epic is the National Gallery’s modern art collection, with works by Monet, Van Gogh, Picasso, and Czech contemporaries such as František Kupka.

Shopping in Prague

Prague’s entire Old Town seems designed to bring out the shopper in visitors. Puppets, glass, crystal, and garnets (deep-red gemstones) are traditional; these days, fashion and design (especially incorporating the city’s rich Art Nouveau heritage) are also big business. Most shops are open on weekdays from 9:00 until 17:00 or 18:00—and often longer, especially for tourist-oriented shops. Some close on Saturday afternoons and/or all day Sunday.

SHOPPING STREETS IN THE CENTER

If you’d like to simply window-shop in the tourist zone, consider the following streets.

Ungelt, the courtyard tucked behind the Týn Church just off of the Old Town Square, is packed with touristy but decent-quality shops. Material has a nice selection of contemporary-style bead jewelry, and Botanicus is an excellent herbal cosmetics shop. Fajans Majolica has traditional blue-and-white Czech pottery. And two stores sell marionettes: V Ungeltu and Hračky, Loutky (“Toys, Puppets”).

Michalská, a semi-hidden lane right in the thick of the tourist zone, has a variety of shops (from the Small Market Square/Malé Náměstí near the Astronomical Clock, go through the big stone gateway marked 459).

On Havelská street, you can browse the open-air Havelská Market, a touristy but enjoyable place to shop for inexpensive handicrafts and fresh produce (daily 9:00-18:00, two long blocks south of the Old Town Square; for details, see here).

Celetná, exiting the Old Town Square to the right of Týn Church, is lined with big stores selling all the traditional Czech goodies. Tourists wander endlessly here, mesmerized by the window displays. Good shops along here include Blue (contemporary glass, at #2), a store specializing in Turnov garnets (at #8), and Manufaktura (natural cosmetics and handmade souvenirs, at #12).
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Na Příkopě, the mostly pedestrianized street following the former moat between the Old Town and the New Town, has the city center’s handiest lineup of modern shopping malls. The best is Slovanský Dům (“Slavic House,” at #22), where you’ll wander past a 10-screen multiplex deep into a world of classy restaurants and designer shops surrounding a peaceful, park-like inner courtyard. Černá Růže (“Black Rose,” at #12) has a great Japanese restaurant around a small garden; Moser’s flagship crystal showroom is also here. The Galerie Myslbek, directly across the street, has fancy stores in a space built to Prague’s scale. Na Příkopě street opens up into Republic Square (Náměstí Republiky)—boasting Prague’s biggest mall, Palladium, hidden behind a pink Neo-Romanesque facade. Across the square is the communist-era brown steel-and-glass 1980s department store Kotva (“Anchor”), an obsolete beast on the verge of extinction.

Karlova, the tourist-clogged drag connecting the Old Town Square to the Charles Bridge, should be avoided entirely. Shops along here sell made-in-China trinkets at inflated prices to lazy and gullible tourists.

SOUVENIR IDEAS

Czech Puppets: It takes a rare artist to turn pieces of wood into nimble puppets, and prices for the real deal can reach into the thousands of dollars. But given that puppets have a glorious past and vibrant present in the Czech Republic, even a simple jester, witch, or Pinocchio can make a thoughtful memento of your Czech adventure. You’ll see cheap trinket puppets at souvenir stands across town. Buying a higher-quality keepsake is more expensive (starting in the $100 range). Shops I enjoy include Marionety Truhlář (near the Little Quarter end of Charles Bridge, U Lužického Semináře 5, www.marionety.com); Galerie Michael, just a few doors down (U Lužického Semináře 7, www.marionettesmichael.cz); the no-name loutky (“Puppets”) shop at the top of Nerudova (at #51, www.loutky.cz); and, closer to the Old Town Square in the Ungelt courtyard, Hračky, Loutky.

[image: Image]

Glass and Crystal: Legally, to be called “crystal” (or “lead crystal”), it must contain at least 24 percent lead oxide, which lends the glass that special, prismatic sparkle. The lead also adds weight, makes the glass easier to cut, and produces a harmonious ringing when flicked. (“Crystal glass” has a smaller percentage of lead.) Well-respected sources for Czech glass and crystal include Moser, the most famous—and most expensive (flagship store at the Černá Růže shopping mall at Na Příkopě 12, plus another branch on the Old Town Square, www.moser-glass.com); Artěl, with a small but eye-pleasing selection of Art Nouveau- and Art Deco-inspired glassware (for locations, see listing later, under “Art Nouveau Design Shops”); and Blue, a chain specializing in sleek, modern designs—many of them in the namesake hue (several locations, including Malé Náměstí 13, Pařížská 3, Melantrichova 6, Celetná 2, Mostecká 24, and at the airport; www.bluepraha.cz). Celetná street is lined with touristy glass shops, some with a wide selection suitable for a surgical strike for a crystal souvenir.
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Bohemian Garnets (Granát): These blood-colored gemstones have unique refractive—some claim even curative—properties. If you buy garnet jewelry, shop around, use a reputable dealer, and ask for a certificate of authenticity to avoid buying a glass imitation (these are common). Of the many garnet shops in Prague’s shopping districts, Turnov Granát Co-op has the largest selection. It’s refreshingly unpretentious, with a vaguely retro-communist vibe (shops at Dlouhá 28, Panská 1, and inside the Pánská Pasáž at Na Příkopě 23; www.granat.eu). J. Drahoňovský’s Studio Šperk is a more upscale-feeling shop with more creative designs (Dlouhá 19, www.drahonovsky.cz). Additional shops specializing in Turnov garnets are at Dlouhá 1, Celetná 8, and Maiselova 3.

Costume Jewelry and Beads: You’ll see bižutérie (costume jewelry) advertised all over town. Round, glass beads—sometimes called Druk beads—are popular and can range from large marble-sized beads to miniscule “seed beads.” A handy spot to check out some stylish, modern pieces is Material, in the Ungelt courtyard behind Týn Church (www.i-material.com).

Organic Cosmetics and Handmade Gifts: Manufaktura is your classy, one-stop shop for good-quality Czech gifts, from organic cosmetics to handicrafts—all handmade in the Czech Republic. You’ll find many branch locations in Prague, including several near the Old Town Square (at Melantrichova 17, Celetná 12, and Karlova 26); at Republic Square (in the Palladium mall); near the Little Quarter end of the Charles Bridge (Mostecká 17); in the Main Train Station; and even along Prague Castle’s Golden Lane (www.manufaktura.cz). Botanicus is similar but smaller (in the Ungelt courtyard behind Týn Church, www.botanicus.cz).

Fashion and Design: Czechs have a unique sense of fashion. One popular trend is garments that are adorned with embroidery, leather, beads, hand-painted designs, or other flourishes—all handmade and therefore unique. Shops selling these come and go, and in many cases several small designers work together and share a boutique—look for an “atelier.” Vintage clothes are also as popular among young Czech hipsters as they are with their American counterparts. The Jewish Quarter’s Pařížská street has the highest concentration of big-name international designers, but for something more local, focus on some of the side-streets that run parallel to Pařížská. One block over, Elišky Krásnohorské street has the most engaging lineup of unpretentious local fashion. A block farther east, more boutiques line Dušní street. A short walk away, Dlouhá street, which exits the Old Town Square near the Jan Hus statue, offers more Czech designers.

Art Nouveau Design Shops: Prague is Europe’s best Art Nouveau city—and several shops give you a chance to take home some of that eye-pleasing style, in the form of glasswear, home decor, linens, posters, and other items. Artěl, a chain owned by an American (Karen Feldman) who fell in love with Prague and its unique sense of style, is thoughtfully curated. There are three locations (one directly behind the Municipal House, at the corner of Rybná and Králodvorská, and shops near either end of the Charles Bridge—on the Old Town side at Platnéřská 7, and on the Little Quarter side at U Lužického Semináře 7; www.artelglass.com). Other good design shops include Futurista Universum (shares an entrance with the recommended Klub Architektů restaurant at Betlémské Náměstí 5a, www.futurista.cz), Modernista (downstairs inside the Municipal House, plus a flagship store in a sleek, gorgeously restored former train station in the Vinohrady neighborhood at Vinohradská 50, www.modernista.cz), and Kubista, in the House of the Black Madonna (Ovocný Trh 19, www.kubista.cz).

What Not to Buy: Many Prague souvenir shops sell very non-Czech (especially Russian) items to tourists who don’t know better. Amber may be pretty, but—considering it’s found along the Baltic Sea coast—obviously doesn’t originate from this landlocked country. (The amber you’ll see sold is mostly Russian and Polish.) Stacking dolls, fur hats, and vodka flasks also fall into this category.

Entertainment in Prague

Prague booms with live and inexpensive theater, classical music, jazz, and pop entertainment. Everything is listed in several monthly cultural events programs (free at TIs) and in the Prague Post newspaper (60 Kč at newsstands, or www.praguepost.com).

Buying Tickets: You’ll be tempted to gather fliers as you wander through town. Don’t bother. To really understand all your options (the street Mozarts are pushing only their own concerts), drop by a Via Musica box office. There are two: One is next to Týn Church on the Old Town Square (daily 10:30-19:30, tel. 224-826-969), and the other is in the Little Quarter across from the Church of St. Nicholas (daily 10:30-18:00, tel. 257-535-568). The event schedule posted on the wall clearly shows everything that’s playing today and tomorrow, including tourist concerts, Black Light Theater, and marionette shows, with photos of each venue and a map locating everything (www.viamusica.cz). If you don’t see a posted list of today’s events, just ask for it.
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Ticketpro sells tickets for the serious concert venues and most music clubs (English-language reservations tel. 296-329-999, www.ticketpro.cz). Ticketpro has several outlets: at Rytířská 31 (daily 8:00-12:00 & 12:30-16:30, between Havelská Market and Estates Theater); in the Lucerna Arcade (daily 9:30-18:00, on Wenceslas Square, opposite Grand Hotel Evropa); and in the privately run Tourist Center at Rytířská 12 (Mon-Fri 11:00-19:00, closed Sat-Sun). As with most ticket box offices, you’ll pay about 30 Kč extra per ticket.

Dress Code: Locals dress up for the more “serious” concerts, opera, and ballet, but many tourists wear casual clothes. As long as you don’t show up in shorts, sneakers, or flip-flops, you’ll be fine.

BLACK LIGHT THEATER

A kind of mime/modern dance variety show, Black Light Theater has no language barrier and is, for some, more entertaining than a classical concert. Unique to Prague, Black Light Theater originated in the 1960s as a playful and mystifying theater of the absurd. These days, aficionados and critical visitors lament that it’s becoming a cheesy variety show, while others are uncomfortable with the sexual flavor of some acts. Still, it’s an unusual theater experience that many enjoy. Shows last about an hour and a half. Avoid the first four rows, which get you so close that it ruins the illusion. Each of these four theaters has its own spin on what Black Light is supposed to be. (The other Black Light theaters advertised around town aren’t as good.)

Ta Fantastika tries to be poetic, with haunting puppetry and a little artistic nudity, but it’s less “fun” than some of the others. Of these choices, it takes itself perhaps the most seriously (680 Kč, Aspects of Alice nightly at 18:00 and 21:30, reserved seating, near east end of Charles Bridge at Karlova 8, tel. 222-221-366, www.tafantastika.cz).

Image Theater has more mime and elements of the absurd and tries to incorporate more dance along with the illusions. They offer the most diverse lineup of programs, including a “best of” and several short-term, themed shows—recent topics have been African safari and outer space. Some find Image’s shows to be a bit too slapstick for their tastes (480 Kč, shows nightly at 20:00, open seating—arrive early to grab a good spot, just off Old Town Square at Pařížská 4, tel. 222-314-448, www.imagetheatre.cz).

Laterna Magika, in the big, glassy building next to the National Theater, mixes Black Light techniques with film projection, dance, and other elements into a multimedia performance that draws Czech audiences. Because the theater is used for other types of performances as well, this Black Light show is staged less frequently than some of the others—but if they have a performance while you’re in town, they’re well worth considering (680 Kč, Wonderful Circus, Legends of Magic, Graffiti, shows typically 3-4 nights a week at 20:00, tel. 224-931-482, www.laterna.cz).

Srnec Theater is an ensemble run by founder Jiří Srnec (credited with inventing the Black Light Theater concept in 1961) and his son. Fittingly, this is the most “back-to-basics” option—though narratively simplistic, it revels in the childlike, goofy wonder of the effects. Their primary show, Anthology, traces the development of the art over the past 50 years; they also plan additional shows in the future (380-680 Kč, generally one show weekly at 20:00, in the same courtyard as the Museum of Communism and the McDonald’s at Na Příkopě 10, tel. 774-574-475, www.srnectheatre.com).

CLASSICAL CONCERTS

Each day, six to eight classical concerts designed for tourists fill delightful Old World halls and churches with music of the crowd-pleasing sort: Vivaldi, Best of Mozart, Most Famous Arias, and works by the famous Czech composer Antonín Dvořák. Concerts typically cost 400-1,000 Kč, start anywhere from 13:00 to 21:00, and last about an hour. Typical venues include two buildings on the Little Quarter Square (the Church of St. Nicholas and the Prague Academy of Music in Liechtenstein Palace), the Klementinum’s Chapel of Mirrors, the Old Town Square (in a different Church of St. Nicholas), and the stunning Smetana Hall in the Municipal House. Musicians vary from excellent to amateurish.

To ensure a memorable venue and top-notch musicians, choose a concert in one of three places (Municipal House’s Smetana Hall, Rudolfinum, or National Theater) featuring Prague’s finest ensembles (such as the Prague Symphony Orchestra or Czech Philharmonic).

The Prague Symphony Orchestra plays in the gorgeous Art Nouveau Municipal House. Their ticket office is on the right side of the building, on U Obecního Domu street opposite Hotel Paris (Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, tel. 222-002-336, www.fok.cz, pokladna@fok.cz). A smaller selection of tickets is sold in the information office inside the Municipal House.

The Czech Philharmonic performs in the classical Neo-Renaissance Rudolfinum in the Jewish Quarter. Their ticket office is on the right side of the Rudolfinum, under the stairs (250-1,000 Kč, open Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, and until just before the show starts on concert days, on Palachovo Náměstí on the Old Town side of Mánes Bridge, tel. 227-059-352, www.ceskafilharmonie.cz, info@cfmail.cz).

Both orchestras perform in their home venues about five nights a month from September through June. Most other nights these spaces are rented to agencies that organize tourist concerts of varying quality for double the price. Check first whether your visit coincides with either ensemble’s performance.

You’ll find tickets for tourist concerts advertised and sold on the street in front of these buildings. An advantage of such a concert is that it allows you to experience music in one of Prague’s best venues on the night of your choice. This is especially worth considering if you want to enjoy classical music in the Municipal House when the Symphony Orchestra isn’t in town—but make sure your concert takes place in the building’s Smetana Hall rather than in the much smaller Grégr Hall.

OPERA AND BALLET

A handy ticket office for all three of the following theaters is in the little square (Ovocný Trh) behind the Estates Theater, next to a pizzeria.

The National Theater (Národní Divadlo), on the New Town side of Legií Bridge, is best for opera and ballet. Enjoy its Neo-Renaissance interior (300-1,000 Kč, shows from 19:00, tel. 224-912-673, www.narodni-divadlo.cz).

The Estates Theater (Stavovské Divadlo) is where Mozart premiered and personally directed many of his most beloved works (see here). Don Giovanni, The Marriage of Figaro, and The Magic Flute are on the program a couple of times each month (800-1,400 Kč, shows from 20:00, between the Old Town Square and the New Town on a square called Ovocný Trh, tel. 224-214-339, www.narodni-divadlo.cz).

The State Opera (Státní Opera), formerly the German Theater, is not as architecturally rewarding as the National Theater. Operas by non-Czech composers are typically performed here (400-1,200 Kč, shows at 19:00 or 20:00, 101 Wilsonova, on the busy street between the Main Train Station and Wenceslas Square, see map on here, tel. 224-227-693, www.narodni-divadlo.cz).

OTHER MUSIC

Young locals keep Prague’s many music clubs in business. Most clubs—from rock to folk to jazz—are neighborhood institutions with decades of tradition, generally holding only 100-200 people. Check the website of each place below to see what’s on while you’re in town; most of these charge a cover for the music.

In the Old Town: Roxy, a few blocks from the Old Town Square, features live bands from outside the country twice a week—anything from Irish punk to Balkan brass—and experimental DJs other nights (Dlouhá 33, www.roxy.cz). Agharta Jazz Club, which showcases some of the best Czech and Eastern European jazz, is just steps off the Old Town Square in a cool Gothic cellar (Železná 16, www.agharta.cz).

In the New Town: Lucerna Music Bar is popular for its ’80s and ’90s video parties on Friday and Saturday nights (Vodičkova 36—in the basement inside the Lucerna Arcade midway down Wenceslas Square, www.musicbar.cz). The small Reduta Jazz Club launches you straight into the 1960s-era classic jazz scene (when jazz provided an escape for trapped freedom lovers in communist times). The top Czech jazzmen—Stivín and Koubková—regularly perform. President Bill Clinton once played the sax here (on Národní street next to Café Louvre, www.redutajazzclub.cz).

In the Little Quarter: Baráčnická Rychta, with a gymnasium-like hall, saw many great polka parties in the 1920s. Rock has long since replaced waltz, but the place still feels like a village dancehall (on Tržiště, tucked away in a small courtyard directly across from the American Embassy, see map on here, www.baracnickarychta.cz). Malostranská Beseda—with its tight, steamy, standing-room-only space—is the only club in the center with daily live performances (Malostranské Náměstí 21, see map on here, www.malostranska-beseda.cz).

In Žižkov: This hip neighborhood has Prague’s highest concentration of cool pubs. Palác Akropolis is the home of Czech independent music. Originally a 1920s movie theater, in the 1990s it was turned into a chill-out lounge, a literary café, and two halls that offer a mix of concerts, disco, and theater (corner of Kubelíkova and Fibichova, under Žižkov TV tower, Metro: Jiřího z Poděbrad, see map on here, www.palacakropolis.cz).


Sleeping in Prague


Peak months for hotels in Prague are May, June, and September. Easter and New Year’s are the most crowded times, when prices are jacked up a bit. I’ve listed peak-season prices—if you’re traveling in July or August, you’ll find rates generally 15 percent lower, and from November through March, about 30 percent lower.

OLD TOWN HOTELS AND PENSIONS

You’ll pay higher prices to stay in the Old Town, but for many travelers, the convenience is worth the expense. These places are all within a 10-minute walk of the Old Town Square.

$$$ Hotel Metamorphis is a splurge, with solidly renovated rooms in Prague’s former caravanserai (hostel for foreign merchants in the 12th century). Its breakfast room is in a spacious medieval cellar with modern artwork. Some of the street-facing rooms, located above two popular bars, are noisy at night (Db-3,800 Kč on average, check website for special rates and last-minute discounts, guest computer, Wi-Fi, Malá Štupartská 5, tel. 221-771-011, www.hotelmetamorphis.cz, hotel@metamorphis.cz).


  
    Sleep Code

    (20 Kč = about $1, country code: 420)

  

  Abbreviations

  S = Single, D = Double/Twin, T = Triple, Q = Quad, b = bathroom, s = shower only.

  Price Rankings

  
    
      	$$$
      	
Higher Priced—Most rooms 3,500 Kč or more.
    

    
      	$$
      	
Moderately Priced—Most rooms between 2,500-3,500 Kč.
    

    
      	$
      	
Lower Priced—Most rooms 2,500 Kč or less.
    

  

  Unless otherwise noted, credit cards are accepted, breakfast and tax are included, English is spoken, and Wi-Fi is generally free. Prices change; verify current rates online or by email. For the best prices, always book directly with the hotel.



$$ Hotel Maximilian is a sleek, mod, 71-room place with Art Deco black design; big, plush living rooms; and all the business services and comforts you’d expect in a four-star hotel. It faces a church on a perfect little square just a short walk from the action (Db-3,300 Kč, extra bed-1,200 Kč; online deal sometimes offered: stay 3 days and pay for 2; guest computer, Wi-Fi, Haštalská 14, tel. 225-303-111, www.maximilianhotel.com, reservation@maximilianhotel.com).

$$ Brewery Hotel u Medvídků (“By the Bear Cubs”) has 43 comfortably renovated rooms in a big, rustic, medieval shell with dark wood furniture. Upstairs, you’ll find lots of beams—or, if you’re not careful, they’ll find you (Sb-2,000 Kč, Db-3,000 Kč, “superior” Db with luxury bath-4,000 Kč, Tb-4,000 Kč, Qb-4,500 Kč, extra bed-500 Kč, “historical” rooms-10 percent more, apartment-20 percent more, manager Vladimír promises my readers a 10 percent discount with cash if you book directly with hotel, guest computer, Wi-Fi, Na Perštýně 7, tel. 224-211-916, www.umedvidku.cz, info@umedvidku.cz). The pension runs a popular beer-hall restaurant with live music most Fridays and Saturdays until 23:00—request an inside room for maximum peace.

[image: Image]

$$ Design Hotel Jewel Prague (U Klenotníka), with 11 modern, comfortable rooms in a plain building, is three blocks off the Old Town Square (Sb-2,250 Kč, small double-bed Db-3,400 Kč, bigger double or twin-bed Db-3,800 Kč, Tb-4,050 Kč, 10 percent off when you book directly with the hotel and mention this book, no elevator, Wi-Fi, Rytířská 3, tel. 224-211-699, www.hoteljewelprague.com, info@jewelhotel.cz).

$ Green Garland Pension (U Zeleného Věnce), on a central cobbled lane, has a warm and personal feel rare for the Old Town. Located in a thick 14th-century building with open beams, it has a blond-hardwood charm decorated with a woman’s touch. The nine clean and simply furnished rooms are two and three floors up, with no elevator (big Sb-2,300 Kč, Db-2,600 Kč, bigger Db-2,900 Kč, Tb-3,200 Kč, family suite, 5 percent cash discount, Wi-Fi, Řetězová 10, tel. 222-220-178, www.uzv.cz, pension@uzv.cz).

$ Hotel Haštal is next to Hotel Maximilian (listed earlier) on the same quiet, hidden square in the Old Town. A popular hotel even back in the 1920s, this family-run place has been renovated to complement the neighborhood’s vibrant circa-1900 architecture. Its 31 rooms are comfortable and insulated against noise (Sb-1,800 Kč, Db-2,000 Kč, extra bed-500 Kč; manager Patrick promises my readers a 20 percent discount off their lowest online price, book by email to get the discount and avoid their online booking fee; free tea, coffee, and wine; air-con, Wi-Fi Haštalská 16, tel. 222-314-335, www.hastal.com, info@hastal.com).

UNDER THE CASTLE, IN THE LITTLE QUARTER

The first and third listings below are buried on quiet lanes deep in the Little Quarter, among cobbles, quaint restaurants, rummaging tourists, and embassy flags. Hotel Julián is a 10-minute walk up the river on a quiet and stately street, with none of the intense medieval cityscape of the others. For locations, see the map on here, unless otherwise noted.

$$$ Vintage Design Hotel Sax’s 22 rooms are decorated in a retro, meet-the-Jetsons fashion. With a fruity atrium and a distinctly modern, stark feel, this is a stylish, no-nonsense place (Sb-4,100 Kč, Db-4,500 Kč, Db suite-5,000 Kč, extra bed-750 Kč, 10 percent off with this book—cannot be combined with other discounts, discount for 3-night stay, air-con, elevator, guest computer, Wi-Fi, free tea and pastries daily at 17:00, Jánský Vršek 3, tel. 257-531-268, www.sax.cz, hotel@sax.cz).

$$$ Hotel Julián is an oasis of professional, predictable decency in an untouristy neighborhood. Its 33 spacious, fresh, well-furnished rooms and big, homey public spaces hide behind a noble Neoclassical facade. The staff is friendly and helpful. Their official “rack rates” are ridiculous, but with the Rick Steves discount, you can generally get a double here for around 2,200 Kč (Sb-2,650 Kč, Db-2,900 Kč, Tb-3,500 Kč, suites and bigger rooms available, check website for discounts, 15 percent discount off website price when you book directly with the hotel and mention this book, air-con, elevator, guest computer, Wi-Fi, plush and inviting lobby, summer roof terrace, parking lot; Metro: Anděl, then take tram #6, #9, #12, or #20 to the left as you leave Metro station for two stops; Elišky Peškové 11, Praha 5, reservation tel. 257-311-150, www.hoteljulian.com, info@julian.cz). Free lockers and a shower are available for those needing a place to stay after checkout (while waiting for an overnight train, for example). For the location, see the map on here.

$$ Dům u Velké Boty (“House at the Big Boot”), on a quiet square in front of the German Embassy, is the rare quintessential family hotel in Prague: homey, comfy, and extremely friendly. Charlotta, Jan, and their two sons treat every guest as a (thirsty) friend, and the wellspring of their stories never runs dry. Each of their 12 rooms is uniquely decorated, most in a tasteful, 19th-century Biedermeier style (tiny Sb-2,100 Kč, D with shared bath-1,950 Kč, Db-2,900-3,750 Kč, family suite for 4-6 people-3,200-4,675 Kč, extra bed-725 Kč, 10 percent off with advance reservation and this book, prices can be soft when slow, cash only, children up to age 10 sleep free—toys provided, guest computer, Wi-Fi, Vlašská 30, tel. 257-532-088, www.bigboot.cz, info@dumuvelkeboty.cz). There’s no hotel sign on the house—look for the splendid geraniums that Jan nurtures in the windows.

AWAY FROM THE CENTER

Sleeping just outside central Prague can save you money—and gets you away from other tourists and into more workaday residential neighborhoods. The following listings are great values compared with the downtown hotels listed previously, and are all within a short tram or Metro ride from the center. For locations, see the map on here, unless otherwise noted.


Beyond Wenceslas Square


These hotels are in urban neighborhoods on the outer fringe of the New Town, beyond Wenceslas Square. But they’re still within several minutes’ walk of the sightseeing zone and are well-served by trams.

$$ Louren Hotel, with 27 rooms, is a quality four-star, business-class hotel in an upscale, circa-1900 residential neighborhood (Vinohrady) that has recently become popular with Prague’s expat community. They do a good job of being homey and welcoming (Sb-2,900 Kč, Db-3,200 Kč, extra bed-1,600 Kč, 5 percent off best online price when you book directly with the hotel and mention this book, Rick Steves readers receive free welcome drink, air-con, elevator, guest computer, Wi-Fi, 3-minute walk to Metro: Jiřího z Poděbrad, or tram #11, Slezská 55, Praha 3, tel. 224-250-025, www.louren.cz, reservations@louren.cz).

$$ Hotel 16 is a sleek and modern business-class place with an intriguing Art Nouveau facade, polished cherry-wood elegance, high ceilings, and 14 good rooms (Sb-2,300 Kč, Db-2,900 Kč, Tb-3,500 Kč, 10 percent discount when you book directly with the hotel and mention this book, check website for last-minute discounts, triple-paned windows, free tea, back rooms facing the garden are quieter, air-con, elevator, guest computer, Wi-Fi, limited free parking, 10-minute walk south of Wenceslas Square, Metro: I.P. Pavlova, Kateřinská 16, Praha 2, tel. 224-920-636, www.hotel16.cz, hotel16@hotel16.cz).

$ Hotel Anna offers 26 bright, simple, pastel rooms and basic service. It’s a bit closer to the action—just 10 minutes by foot east of Wenceslas Square (Sb-1,600 Kč, Db-1,900 Kč, Tb-2,100 Kč, check website for discounts, elevator, Wi-Fi, Budečská 17, Praha 2, Metro: Náměstí Míru, tel. 222-513-111, www.hotelanna.cz, sales@hotelplro.cz).

The Best Values, Farther from the Center

These accommodations are a 10- to 20-minute tram ride from the center, but once you make the trip, you’ll see it’s no problem—and you’ll feel pretty smug saving $50-100 a night per double by not sleeping in the Old Town. Hotel Adalbert is on the grounds of an ancient monastery, and Pension Větrník is adjacent, with two of Prague’s best-preserved natural areas (Star Park and Šárka) just a short walk away. Hotel u Šemíka and Guest House Lída are within a stone’s throw of peaceful Vyšehrad Park, with its legendary castle on a cliff overlooking the Vltava River.

$$ Hotel Adalbert occupies an 18th-century building in the Břevnov Monastery (one of the Czech Republic’s oldest monastic institutions, founded in 993). Meticulously restored after the return of the Benedictine monks in the 1990s, the monastery complex is the ultimate retreat for those who come to Prague for soul-searching or just wanting a quiet place away from the bustle. Join the monks for morning (7:00) and evening (18:00) Mass in the St. Margaret Basilica, a large and elegant Baroque church decorated with unusual simplicity. You can help yourself in the monastery fruit orchard and eat in the atmospheric monastery pub (Klášterní Šenk). The hotel itself caters primarily to business clientele and takes ecology seriously: recycling, water conservation, and free tram tickets for guests. I prefer the first-floor rooms, as some of the attic rooms—room numbers in the 200s—feel a bit cramped (Sb-1,800 Kč, Db-2,600 Kč, extra bed-1,000 Kč, less on weekends, check website for special rates and last-minute discounts, Wi-Fi, free parking, halfway between city and airport at Markétská 1, Praha 6, tram #22 to Břevnovský Klášter; 5 minutes by tram beyond the castle, 20 minutes from Old and New Towns; tel. 220-406-170, www.hoteladalbert.cz, info@hoteladalbert.cz).

$$ Hotel u Šemíka, named for a heroic mythical horse, offers 18 rooms in a quiet residential neighborhood just below Vyšehrad Castle and the Slavín cemetery where Dvořák, Mucha, and Čapek are buried. It’s a 10-minute tram ride south of the Old Town (Sb-1,540 Kč, Db-1,790 Kč, apartment-2,070 Kč for 2-4 people, extra bed-550 Kč, ask for the “direct booking” Rick Steves 10 percent discount when you reserve, guest computer, Wi-Fi; from the center, take tram #3, #17, or #21 to Výtoň, go under rail bridge, and walk 3 blocks uphill to Vratislavova 36; Praha 2, tel. 221-965-610, www.usemika.cz, usemika@usemika.cz).

$ Pension Větrník fills an attractive white-and-orange former 18th-century windmill in one of Prague’s most popular residential areas, right next to the Břevnov Monastery and midway between the airport and the city. Talkative owner Miloš Opatrný is a retired prizewinning Czech chef. Although the elder Miloš no longer cooks, his namesake grandson has followed in his footsteps—on request, the younger Miloš will gladly prepare an unforgettable meal for you. The six rooms here are the pride of the Opatrný family, who live on the upper floors. The garden has a red-clay tennis court—rackets and balls are provided (Db-1,700 Kč, suite-2,000 Kč, extra bed-400 Kč, guest computer, U Větrníku 1, Praha 6; airport bus #179 stops near the house, tram #18 goes straight to Charles Bridge, both take 20 minutes; tel. 220-513-390, www.pensionvetrnik.cz, pension@vetrnik1722.cz).

$ Guest House Lída, with 12 homey and spacious rooms, fills a big house in a quiet residential area farther inland, a 15-minute tram ride from the center. Jan, Jitka, Jiří, and Jana Prouzas—who run the place—are a wealth of information and know how to make people feel at home (Sb-1,280 Kč, small Db-1,440 Kč, Db-1,760 Kč, Tb-2,100 Kč, Qb-2,530 Kč, cash only, family rooms, top-floor family suite with kitchenette, guest computer, Wi-Fi, parking garage-200 Kč/day, Metro: Pražského Povstání; exit Metro and turn left on Lomnického between the Metro station and big blue-glass ČSOB building, follow Lomnického for 500 yards, then turn left on Lopatecká, go uphill and ring bell at Lopatecká 26; Praha 4, tel. 261-214-766, www.lidabb.eu, lidabb@seznam.cz). The Prouzas brothers also rent two apartments across the river, an equal distance from the center (Db-1,400 Kč, Tb-1,700 Kč, Qb-2,000 Kč).

HOSTELS IN THE CENTER

It’s tough to find a double for less than 2,500 Kč in the old center. But Prague has an abundance of fine hostels—each with a distinct personality, and each excellent in its own way for anyone wanting a 300-500-Kč dorm bed or an extremely simple twin-bedded room for about 1,300 Kč. With travelers seeking cheaper options these days, it’s good to keep in mind that hostels are no longer the exclusive domain of backpackers. The first two hostels are centrally located, but lack care and character; the last two are found in workaday neighborhoods and have atmospheric interiors.

$ Old Prague Hostel is a small, well-worn place with 70 beds on the second and third floors of an apartment building on a back alley near the Powder Tower. The spacious rooms were once apartment bedrooms, so it feels less institutional than most hostels, but the staff can be indifferent and older travelers might feel a bit out of place. The TV lounge/breakfast room is a good hang-out (D-1,400 Kč, bunk in 4- to 8-person room-400-500 Kč; includes breakfast, sheets, towels, lockers, and Wi-Fi; in summer reserve 2 weeks ahead for doubles, a few days ahead for bunks; Benediktská 2, see map on here for location, tel. 224-829-058, www.oldpraguehostel.com, info@oldpraguehostel.com).

$ Hostel Týn—quiet, mature, and sterile—is hidden in a silent courtyard two blocks from the Old Town Square. The management is very aware of its valuable location, so they don’t have to bother being friendly (D-1,240 Kč, T-1,410 Kč, bunk in 4- to 8-bed co-ed room-420 Kč, lockers, guest computer, Wi-Fi, kitchen, reserve one week ahead, Týnská 19, see map on here for location, tel. 224-808-301, www.hostelpraguetyn.com, info@hostelpraguetyn.com).

$ Sir Toby’s is in a 1930s working-class neighborhood—a newly popular residential and dining-out area that’s a 12-minute tram ride from the center. The owners have taken great pains to stamp the place with character: restored hardwood floors, a back garden with tables made out of sewing machines, and rooms filled with vintage 1930s furniture and photographs. Amenities include self- and full-service laundry, an on-site pub, and a friendly staff (130 beds, Sb-1,050 Kč, D-1,300 Kč, Db-1,580 Kč, Tb-1,800 Kč, bunk in 4- to 6-bed co-ed room-450 Kč, bunk in 8- to 10-bed co-ed room-350 Kč, guest computer, Wi-Fi; from the Main Train Station, take Metro line C to the Vltavska stop, then tram #1, #14, or #25 to Dělnická; at Dělnická 24, Praha 7, see map on here for location, tel. 246-032-610, www.sirtobys.com, info@sirtobys.com). The owners also run two contemporary-design hostels in Vinohrady.

$ Hostel Elf, a 10-minute walk from the Main Train Station or one bus stop from the Florenc Metro station, is fun-loving, ramshackle, covered with noisy, self-inflicted graffiti, and the wildest of these hostels. They offer cheap, basic beds, a helpful staff, and lots of creative services—kitchen, free luggage room, free guest computer and Wi-Fi, laundry, no lockout, free tea and coffee, cheap beer, a terrace, and lockers (120 beds, D-1,100 Kč, bunk in 6- to 11-person room-320 Kč, includes sheets and breakfast, reserve 4 days ahead, Husitská 11, Praha 3, take bus #133 or #207 from Florenc Metro station for one stop to U Památníku, see map on here for location, tel. 222-540-963, www.hostelelf.com, info@hostelelf.com).

Eating in Prague

A big part of Prague’s charm is found in wandering aimlessly through the city’s winding old quarters, marveling at the architecture, watching the people, and sniffing out fun restaurants. In addition to meat-and-potatoes Czech cuisine, you’ll find trendy, student-oriented bars and lots of fine ethnic eateries. For ambience, the options include traditional, dark Czech beer halls; elegant Art Nouveau dining rooms; and hip, modern cafés.

Remember, there are two parallel worlds in Prague: the tourist town and the real city. Generally, if you walk two minutes away from the tourist flow, you’ll find better value, atmosphere, and service. The more touristy a place is, the more likely you’ll be paying too much—either in inflated prices or because waiters pad the bill. It’s always smart to closely examine your itemized bill and understand each line. At touristy places, they may automatically tack on a 10 percent service charge; if you see this, there’s no need to tip extra. If service is not included, locals tip by rounding up (usually 5 to 10 percent for good service, but never more). But stubborn tourists have trained local servers to expect American-size tips (15 percent or more) from their American customers. Not wanting to contribute to this overtipping epidemic, I still tip on the lower, local end of the scale. While many places accept credit cards, I usually pay for meals in cash—it seems to make waiters happier.

I’ve listed eating and drinking establishments by neighborhood. The most options—and highest prices—are in the Old Town. For a light meal, consider one of Prague’s many cafés (see here).

Unlike most European countries, the Czech Republic still permits smoking in restaurants and cafés. I’ve noted those that are either more or less smoky than the norm.

Fun, Touristy Neighborhoods: Several areas are pretty and well-situated for sightseeing, but lined only with touristy restaurants. While these places are not necessarily bad values, I’ve listed only a few of your many options—just survey the scene in these spots and choose whatever looks best. Kampa Square, just off the Charles Bridge, feels like a small-town square. Havelská Market is surrounded by colorful little eateries, any of which offer a nice perch for viewing the market scene while you munch. The massive Old Town Square is the place to nurse a drink or enjoy a meal while watching the tide of people, both tourists and locals, sweep back and forth. There’s often some event on this main square, and its many restaurants provide tasty and relaxing vantage points.

Traditional Czech Places: With the inevitable closing of cheap student pubs (replaced by shops and hotels that make more money), it’s getting difficult to find a truly Czech pub in the historic city center. Most Czechs no longer go to “traditional” eateries, preferring the cosmopolitan taste of the world to the mundane taste of sauerkraut. As a result, ancient institutions with “authentic” Czech ambience have become touristy—but they’re still great fun, a good value, and respected by locals. Expect wonderfully rustic spaces, smoke, surly service, and reasonably good, inexpensive food. Understand every line on your bill. I’ve listed several of these characteristically Czech eateries.

Dining with a View: For great views, consider these options, all described in detail in the following pages: Hotel u Prince’s terrace (rooftop dining above a fancy hotel, completely touristy but with awesome views); Villa Richter (next to Prague Castle, above Malostranská Metro stop); Bellavista Restaurant at the Strahov Monastery; Petřínské Terasy and Nebozízek, next to the funicular stop halfway up Petřín Hill; and Čertovka in the Little Quarter (superb views of the Charles Bridge).

Cheap-and-Cheery Sandwich Shops: All around town you’ll find modern little sandwich shops (like the Panería chain) offering inexpensive fresh-made sandwiches (grilled if you like), pastries, salads, and drinks. You can get the food to go, or eat inside at simple tables.

Groceries and Farmers’ Markets: Ask your hotelier for the location of the nearest grocery store; it’ll probably be small, stocked with what you need, and close by. A popular supermarket chain is Billa.

Farmers’ markets have become popular in the past few years, cropping up around the city and tantalizing picnickers. Apart from vegetables, you’ll find quality cheeses, juices, cakes, coffee, and more (www.farmarsketrziste.cz). The most central and touristy is the Havelská Market in the Old Town (also has handicrafts, daily 9:00-18:00, see here). The most scenic is the Náplavka (“Riverbank”) market on the Vltava embankment, just south of the Palacký Bridge (Sat 8:00-14:00). A smaller farmers’ market enlivens the heart of the trendy Žižkov neighborhood on Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday mornings (at Metro stop Náměstí Jiřího z Poděbrad; you could combine a visit with a trip up the nearby Žižkov TV tower). And another is on Republic Square (Náměstí Republiky) from Tuesdays through Fridays, at the entrance to the Old Town (www.farmarsketrhyprahy1.cz).
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IN THE OLD TOWN


Traditional Czech

(See “Prague Restaurants in Old & New Towns” map, here.)

Restaurace u Provaznice (“By the Ropemaker’s Wife”) has all the Czech classics, peppered with the story of a once-upon-a-time-faithful wife. (Check the menu for details of the gory story.) Natives congregate under bawdy frescoes for the famously good “pig leg” with horseradish and Czech mustard (100-300-Kč main dishes, daily 11:00-24:00, a block into the Old Town from the bottom of Wenceslas Square at Provaznická 3, tel. 224-232-528).

U Medvídků (“By the Bear Cubs”) started out as a brewery in 1466 and is now a flagship beer hall of the Czech Budweiser. The one large room is bright, noisy, touristy, and a bit smoky (100-300-Kč main dishes, daily 11:30-23:00, a block toward Wenceslas Square from Bethlehem Square at Na Perštýně 7, tel. 224-211-916). The small beer bar next to the restaurant (daily 16:00 until late) is used by university students during emergencies—such as after most other pubs have closed.

U Zlatého Tygra (“By the Golden Tiger”) has long embodied the proverbial Czech pub, where beer turns strangers into kindred spirits who cross the fuzzy line between memory and imagination as they tell their hilarious life stories to one another. Today, “The Tiger” is a buzzing shrine to one of its longtime regulars, the writer Bohumil Hrabal, whose fiction immortalizes many of the colorful characters that once warmed the wooden benches here. Only regulars have reserved tables. If you find a rare empty spot, you’ll be treated as a surprise guest rather than as a customer—and likely will wait quite a while to land a beer (38-Kč pints of Pilsner, 50-Kč beer cheese, daily 15:00-23:00, just south of Karlova at Husova 17, tel. 222-221-111).

Jan Paukert is a traditional Czech deli that has been in business for a century, specializing in open-face sandwiches (chlebíčky), cakes, and desserts. They also serve warm, ready-made meals in the seating area in back (30-Kč open-face sandwiches, 110-Kč main dishes, Mon-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat 10:00-18:00, closed Sun, Národní 17, tel. 224-222-615).

Restaurace u Betlémské Kaple, behind Bethlehem Chapel, is not “ye olde” Czech. It has light wooden decor, cheap lunch deals, and fish specialties that attract natives and visitors in search of a good Czech bite for good Czech prices (100-200-Kč main dishes, daily 11:00-23:00, Betlémské Náměstí 2, tel. 222-221-639).
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