CENTRAL EUROPE

PRAGUE

 Area by Area

OLD TOWN

The heart of the city is the Old Town and its central square.  In the 11th century the settlements around the Castle spread to the right bank of the Vltava.  A market-place in what is now Old Town Square was mentioned for the first time in 1091.  Houses and churches sprang up around the square, determining the random network of streets, many of which survive.  The area gained the privileges of a town in the 13th century, and, in 1338, a Town Hall.  This and other great buildings, such as Clam-Gallas Palace and the Municipal House, reflect the importance of the Old Town.
Must see:

Old Town Square – ranks among the finest public spaces in any city with a unique atmosphere that has not yet been destroyed or changed.

Old Town Hall – site of the famous Astronomical Clock.
Astronomical Clock – mechanical figures perform above the zodiac signs in the upper section on the hour. The lower section is a calendar.

Old Town Hall Tower – in 1364 was added  as a private house.
Church of St. Nicholas – the imposing façade of this Baroque church dominates one corner of Old Town Square.

Church of Our Lady before Tyn – this church’s Gothic steeples area the Old Town’s most distinctive landmark.

Municipal House – this Art Nouveau building is a popular concert venue.

House at the Stone Bell – restored to its former appearance as a Gothic town palace  - Kinsky  Palace.

JEWISH QUARTER
In the Middle Ages there were two distinct Jewish communities in Prague’s Old Town:  Jews from the west had settled around the Old-New Synagogue, Jews from the Byzantine Empire around the Old Shul (on the site of today’s Spanish Synagogue).  The two settlements gradually merged and were confined in an enclosed ghetto.  For centuries Prague’s Jews suffered from oppressive laws – in the 16th century they had to wear a yellow circle as a mark of shame.  Christians often accused them of starting fires and poisoning wells.  Discrimination was partially relaxed in 1784 by Joseph II, and the Jewish Quarter was named Josefov after him.  In 1850 the area was officially incorporated as part of Prague.  In the 1890’s the city authorities decided to raze the ghetto slums because the area’s complete lack of sanitation made it a health hazard.  However, the Town Hall, a number of synagogues and the Old Jewish Cemetery were saved.  

Must see:

Old Jewish Cemetery – thousands of gravestones are crammed into the ancient cemetery.

Old-New Synagogue – the Gothic hall with its distinctive crenellated gable has been a house of prayer of over 700 years.

Museum of Decorative Arts – stained glass panels on the staircase depicts the crafts represented in the museum’s wide-ranging collection.

Jewish Town Hall – the 16th century building still serves the Czech Jewish community.

Rudolfinum – now the home of the Czech Philharmonic Orchestra is one of the most impressive landmarks.  Built between 1876 and 1884.  Concert hall is called Dvorak Hall.  

PRAGUE CASTLE and HRADCANY
The history of Prague begins with the Castle, founded in the 9th century by Prince Borivoj.  Its commanding position high above the river Vltava soon made it the center of the lands ruled by the Premyslids.  The buildings enclosed by the Castle walls included a palace, three churches and a monastery.  In about 1320 a town called Hradcany was founded in part of the Castle’s outer bailey.  The Castle has been rebuilt many times, most notably in the reigns of Charles IV and Vladislav Jagiello.  After a fire in 1541, the badly damaged buildings were rebuilt in Renaissance style and the Castle enjoyed its cultural heyday under Rudolph II.  Since 1918 it has been the seat of the president of the Republic.  The Changing of the Guard takes place every hour.  At noon the ceremony includes a fanfare.
Must see:
Prague Castle – despite periodic fires and invasions, has retained churches, chapels, halls and towers from every period of its history.

Golden Lane – the picturesque artisans’ cottages along the inside of the castle wall were built in the late 16th century for the Castle’s guards and gunners.

St. Vitus’s Cathedral – work began on the city’s most distinctive landmark in 1344 and finally completed by 19th and 20th century architects and artists.  The Cathedral house of crown jewels and the tomb of “Good King” Wencelas.

Royal Palace – from the time Prague Castle was first fortified in stone in the 11th century it was the seat of Bohemian princes.  
LITTLE QUARTER
The Little Quarter is the part of Prague least affected by recent history.  Hardly any new building has taken place here since late 18th century and the quarter is rich in splendid Baroque palaces and old houses with attractive signs.  Founded in 1257, it is built on the slopes below the Castle hill with magnificent views across the river to the Old Town.  The center of the Little Quarter has always been Little Quarter Square, dominated by the Church of St Nicholas.  The Grand Prior’s millwheel at Kampa Island still turns, pilgrims still kneel before the Holy Infant of Prague in the Church of Our Lady Victorious, and music rings out from churches and palaces as it did when Mozart stayed here.

Must see:
Nerudova Street – This historic street leading to Prague Castle is named after the 19th –century writer Jan Neruda.

Church of St. Nicholas  -  The cupola and bell tower of this Baroque church are the best-known landmarks of the Little Quarter.

Wallenstein Palace and Garden – The first large secular building of the Baroque era in Prague stands as a monument to the imperial military commander Albrecht von Wallenstein.
Little Quarter Square -  The square has been the center of life in the Little Quarter since its foundation in 1257.

Church of St. Nicholas – This church divides and dominates the two sections of Little Quarter Square.  Building began in 1703 and completed in 1761.  

Charles Bridge  -  Prague’s most familiar monument, connects the Old Town with the Little Quarter.  The approach to this magnificent 14th-century bridge, with its files of Baroque Statues, passes under an arch below a Gothic tower.  

NEW TOWN

The New Town, founded in 1348 by Charles IV, was carefully planned and laid out around three large central market-places:  the Hay Market (Senovazne Square), the Cattle Market (Charles Square) and the Horse Market (Wenceslas Square).   Twice as large as the Old Town, the area was mainly inhabited by tradesmen and craftsmen such as blacksmiths, wheelwrights and brewers.  During the late 19th century, much of the New Town was demolished and completely redeveloped; giving it the appearance it has today.

Must see:
Wenceslas Square  -  Hotels and restaurants occupy many of the buildings around Wenceslas Square, thought it remains an important commercial center.  The square began life as a medieval horse market.
Hotel Europa  -  remains a wonderfully preserved reminder of the golden age of hotels built between 1903 and 1906.

Dvorak Museum – One of the most enchanting secular buildings of the Prague Baroque contains scores, photographs and memorabilia of the great 19th –century composer Anton Dvorak.
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