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Prague: Heart of Europe
Prague is one of Europe’s most visited capital cities. It receives1 about six million visitors every year. 
But what do tourists find when they travel to the Czech metropolis? / BETH GREEN (USA)

Prague
Location:  The Czech Republic, in the heart of  
 Europe.
Inhabitants: 1.2 million, which is about a tenth of 

the total population of the country
Landscape: Hilly, shaped2 by its location on the 

River Vltava (called the River Moldau 
outside of the Czech Republic)

History of Prague

People have lived at this nice spot3 on the river bend4 for 
thousands of years, at least since the Paleolithic Age*. 
The location on the River Vltava made it a strategic spot 
for trade between lands to the north and south. Later, 
the small trading village grew into a larger town, and 
then a city. Prague has been the capital of the Kingdom 
of Bohemia, the seat5 of the Holy Roman Empire (during 
the reigns6 of two emperors, Charles IV and Rudolph II), 
the capital of Czechoslovakia and now the capital of the 
Czech Republic.

In contemporary7 times, Prague caught world attention 
in 1992 and 1993, when the Czech Republic and Slova-
kia split8 in the “Velvet Divorce”.

Prague now

Prague generates about 25 percent of the Czech Repub-
lic’s gross domestic product (GDP)9. While the main 
industry in the Czech Republic is the manufacturing 
and automotive industry, in Prague there is more em-
phasis on10 tourism, financial services, government, IT, 
electronics and telecommunications.

City center

The city center of Prague is world-famous for its beauti-
ful architecture and unspoiled11 atmosphere. It is listed 
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Some of the most important sights in Prague include 
(see map on page 2):

 Prague Castle
Listed in the Guinness Book of World Records as the 
largest ancient castle in the world, Prague Castle was the 
home of kings and queens since the 800s. Now, most of 
the castle and its gardens is open to visitors, while some 
offices are still used for official purposes.

 Charles Bridge
King Charles IV (mentioned above as Holy Roman 
Emperor) was busy during his reign, and we can still 
see the results of his work today. He founded Charles 
University – the first university in Central Europe – and 
created the city’s New Town district. His name lives on 
in several projects, including Charles Bridge. This old 
stone bridge decorated with 30 statues connects the 
castle to the Old Town Square, and, in the past, was the 
only bridge across the River Vltava. 

 Astronomical Clock
Visitors to Prague make sure that they are near the 
Old Town Hall at the end of each hour. Why? Because 
that’s when the splendid13 Astronomical Clock springs 
into life14, with bells and moving sculptures. Installed 
in 1410, it’s the oldest such clock in the world that still 
works. Its giant display shows the time (including the 
month), the position of the sun and moon, and other 
astronomical information.

 The Jewish Quarter
Jewish people have lived in Prague since the 10th cen-
tury. Most visitors to Prague are aware that Jewish 
people were persecuted during World War II, but not 
everyone realizes that Jews were discriminated against 
even before that. The Jewish Quarter – one of the 
best-preserved such neighborhoods in Europe – was 
created when Jewish people were forced to leave their 
homes in the 13th century and were forbidden to live 
anywhere else. Now, people visit to learn about the 
history of the Jewish community and tour the area’s 
synagogues.
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• Describe where Prague is and the landscape it is set in.

• Describe three sights in Prague.

• Have you been to Prague? If so, what is your favorite 
place there?

• Name three famous people who have lived in Prague.

MATURITA QUESTIONS

Nicknames for Prague

The Mother of Cities (from the Latin saying, Praga 
mater urbium)
The City of a Hundred Spires
The Golden City

Famous people who have lived in Prague

Alfonse Mucha, artist (1860-1939)
Franz Kafka, writer (1883-1924)
Vaclav Havel, president and playwright (1936-2011)
Bedrich Smetana, composer (1824-1894)
Antonin Dvorak, composer (1841-1904)
Milos Forman, Academy Award winning director (1932)
Milan Kundera, writer (1921)
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, composer (1756-1791)

L A N G U A G E  N O T E
*   Paleolithic Age – the era 10,000 – 2.6 million  

years ago

V O C A B U L A R Y   
1 to receive [rɪˈsiːv] – přivítat, uvítat

2 shaped [ʃeɪpt] – formovaný, tvarovaný

3 spot [spɒt] – místo

4 bend [bend] – ohyb

5 seat [siːt] – sídlo

6 reign [reɪn] – panování, vláda

7 contemporary [kənˈtemprəri] – současný

8 to split [splɪt] – rozdělit se

9  gross domestic product (GDP) [ɡrəʊs dəˈmestɪk 

ˈprɒdʌkt] – hrubý domácí produkt (HDP)

10 emphasis (on something) [ˈemfəsɪs] – důraz (na něco)

11 unspoiled [ˌʌnˈspɔɪld] – nezkažený

13 splendid [ˈsplendɪd] – skvělý, nádherný, ohromný

14 to spring into life [sprɪŋ ˈɪntə laɪf] – spustit se
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