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To Jason, who went with me, and to
Zelie, who came back with us.


You should travel to Prague when the days are long, so you will be rewarded by a fair view as the train crosses the placid River Vltava....You have had your first glimpse of Prague, and it was  beautiful, so you set about endeavoring to enter into the spirit of the place, to absorb its atmosphere and to study its character. For every ancient city that  has stood up against adversity and overcome it has a very definite character of its own. And it is a mysterious and wonderful thing this character, this cachet of a great city. . . .
—B. GRANVILLE BAKER, From a Terrace in Prague, 1923

FORGET THE LONG DAYS. WHEN THE DAYS ARE long, bands of Germans and Italians and Japanese and British mob the narrow streets of Old Town, and herds of American college students in velvet jester hats and PRAGUE DRINKING TEAM T-shirts stampede across the Charles Bridge singing Pearl Jam songs. But in March or April, the worst of winter is over and the tourist hordes have yet to descend; by early September the summer crowds have dispersed. On the edge of a season it is still possible to duck onto a narrow, cobbled side street to find it deserted and to feel time straddling centuries the way Prague straddles its river. So many of Europe’s cities have been bombed and burnt and torn down and rebuilt again that their physical history survives in stray fragments or not at all, but Prague is time’s magpie, hoarding beautiful, eclectic bits from each successive era. In Prague, Gothic towers neighbor eleventh-century courtyards, which lead to Baroque and Renaissance houses with twentieth-century bullets embedded in their walls. Art Nouveau hotels abut formerly socialist department stores that now sell French perfume and American sneakers. Through a combination of luck, circumstance, and obstinance, Prague has stockpiled ten centuries of history.
The city’s unrelenting profusion of stimuli forces the brain to screen things out, until one day a new sort of detail will ambush an unconscious filter and then appear everywhere, remaking once-familiar streets. Almost every city block displays a plaque commemorating Prague’s countless martyrs from across the centuries—resistance fighters and outspoken nationalists, religious heroes and fallen soldiers. Usually these plaques are placed over doorways, or just above eye level on a building’s edge. Small and made of dark, weathered metal, they are easily overlooked but upon noticing one the rest appear, Prague’s long, sad memory emerging with each additional step. It becomes impossible to go anywhere without noticing more names; Prague becomes a city overrun by death. Then, the eye will be diverted from the funereal by an ornamental frog decorating a doorway, or a marble frieze of a violinist fronting an apartment building that was a music school a century before. It becomes apparent that almost every building is charmingly adorned—even in the shabbier neighborhoods lion heads roar above doorways or cherubs recline below windows. The memorial plaques fade into the background.
The nemesis of ornament, Prague’s graffiti also exists at first as visual static, soft and persistent and easily glossed over. Spray paint crawls across delicate Art Nouveau façades; black tags mar eighteenth-century marble; names are keyed into granite landings and wooden windowsills. In the wake of the Velvet Revolution, graffiti has spread like mold along the city’s edifices, leaving practically no surface untouched. Here, where old beautiful buildings are the default rather than the treasured exception to time’s entropic rule—and where rich architecture belies an impoverished budget—it’s impossible to safeguard everything. Freed from Communism’s straitjacket, the entire city is now wrapped in scrawl.
But the beauty of Prague’s youth almost excuses their penchant for vandalism. Preternaturally appealing creatures with sculptural faces, creamy skin, and long, supple limbs, they lean against buildings, cigarettes dangling from their lips.They sip slow drinks in cafes; they spill onto the streets in acid-washed jeans. They cultivate looks of boredom that highlight their full lips and Slavic cheekbones. Their attractiveness is alarming in its universality and in its disappearance at the earliest intimation of middle age. Prague’s denizens breathe coal-laced air, drink polluted water, and live on boiled dumplings and pork cutlets, beer and cigarettes—a diet that generally allots a person only three good decades. Faces become haggard and loose-skinned; bellies grow and arms become flaccid; spines curve; strange lumps and moles appear.
In Prague there is no culture of continuing care facilities or retirement communities. The old are not shunted away, nor do they move to sunny locales with more golfing opportunities. Prague is home to stooped old ladies with necks crooked like canes, and old ladies with perfect posture.There are old ladies in sensible, square-toed shoes and old ladies with sagging pantyhose stuffed inside bright red Mary Janes, old ladies with large handbags and fuzzy wool caps they knit themselves, and old ladies in ratty fur coats. In Prague the blue-haired old lady is no less common than the violet-haired old lady or the scarlet-haired old lady—punk rock dye-jobs hallucinatory in their vibrancy, and which are still commonplace a decade after the arrival of Western cosmetics might have been expected to impose a certain refinement of hue. Sometimes old ladies are in the company of old men but mostly old ladies are alone, or with old lady friends, or with small, unfriendly dogs. Husbands die, and perhaps there is a small pension, but old ladies still carry baskets filled with groceries. They still make their painstaking way down sidewalks and hold their breath as they risk the first stair of a speeding escalator.
The velocity and intensity with which Prague’s inhabitants age merely mirrors time’s unlikely acrobatics from one city block to the next. A street frequently occupies two centuries at once. In the city center, a T.G.I. Friday’s inhabits an eighteenth-century mansion; signs posted on elegant antique streetlamps display the word CASINO in Czech, English, Japanese, and Hebrew; a fourteenth-century boulevard contains a McDonald’s, a Pizza Hut, and numerous discos, its sidewalk hucksters proclaiming the virtues of nearby strip clubs.
Prague’s magpie instincts are not strictly temporal. The mad rush toward Westernization has resulted in a spectacular street mélange of consumer culture, international tourism, and incipient capitalism. In Old Town, a restaurant tout sports an oversized sombrero and a Mexican poncho on which are emblazoned the words PIZZA and FALAFEL, while a restaurant named Chicago advertises Mexican cuisine. A gaggle of schoolgirls squawks, in accented English, “We’re from Belgium, mighty mighty Belgium . . . ” their voices echoing through the streets. A flock of Japanese tourists photographs the clock tower from the opposite side of Old Town Square, their flashes impotent against the deepening night. Kerchiefed, thick-fingered snack-stand proprietors vend—in addition to the traditional sausages and fried cheese—a frozen treat called Rentgen, a fluorescent yellow Popsicle on a black skeleton-shaped stick, with a radioactive symbol on its wrapper. On a pedestrian plaza, a street vendor waves a crumpled piece of paper at a cop in desperation, blocking his briefcase of fake Soviet artifacts with his body. From a loudspeaker fronting a downtown bingo hall, a voice drones each successive number in a robotic monotone that suggests imminent death from boredom. At a tram stop, a stray mutt trots back and forth before a woman eating a roll until she feeds him some crumbs. Prague’s human beggars opt for complete prostration, facedown on their elbows and knees, hands proffered in supplication, a square of newspaper tucked under their legs for cushioning, but the dogs have better luck.
In the years since Communism’s demise, gambling has become as common as graffiti. Along neighborhood streets, twenty-four-hour hernas advertise the day’s accumulated jackpot on digital street displays, while inside the door, catatonic men feed coins into slot machines. Off-track betting parlors inhabit every major subway station. It’s easy to become disheartened. Hopefully, discouragement will cast the gaze downward to Prague’s sidewalks. They are not concrete or slate, but marble mosaics that stretch from the city’s touristed center to its most ordinary neighborhoods; they are part of the city’s fabric, nearly daring to be overlooked.There are never more than two colors of stone to a sidewalk, but those colors change. Sometimes the stones are gray and white, sometimes roseate and white, marble cubes the size of children’s blocks forming patterns that shift, block to block, from diamonds to checkerboards to squares of varying size. Who decides the pattern? Is there a plan in a municipal building somewhere mandating which city block receives nesting squares and which lines of diamonds? Occasionally small piles of marble cubes rest beside a patchy sidewalk, waiting to be set in place by a sidewalk fixer in blue overalls. Oblivious to the street traffic, he will patiently tap each stone into place with a metal mallet and a bricklayer’s hammer, his methods no different from the pavers of 1763. In the intervening years, empire has been replaced by Communism, which has been supplanted by capitalism, each passing era leaving its mark but not obscuring what came before. The sidewalks persist in their mosaic geometrics.Whether ruled by emperor or dictator or venture capitalist, Prague is simply too old and its habits too engrained not to remain faithful to itself.
[image: image]

Invisible City
PRAGUE’S MUSEUM OF COMMUNISM LIES ON A pedestrian shopping concourse a few blocks northeast of Wenceslas Square, steps away from a building that once housed Gestapo and then Communist Party officers before its post–Velvet Revolution conversion to an upscale shopping mall. Advertising for the Museum of Communism has taken over most of the city’s subway escalators; each ascent and descent is accompanied by smiling images of the 1980 Moscow Olympic bear toting a machine gun or nested Russian dolls bearing sharp, menacing fangs, with the English words MUSEUM OF COMMUNISM printed beneath. It is no coincidence that the advertising campaign smells American: the Museum of Communism was opened by an entrepreneurial American expatriate who also owns a successful jazz bar. When the museum opened a year ago, the Czech press complained that the creation of such a museum ought to have been left to Czechs. The American jazz bar owner responded that the Czechs, after ten museum-less years, had blown their chance. The museum proclaims itself to be the only one of its kind in the world—a statement sure to inspire budding entrepreneurs expatriated across the former Eastern bloc to start museums of their own. Until that inevitable moment, however, Prague’s remains unique.
The Museum of Communism shares the first floor of an elegant nineteenth-century building, which it shares with a casino. A sign on the building’s stairwell directs all comers either left, toward the museum, or right, toward the card tables. The only Czechs who choose the former path are museum employees. These employees are exceedingly polite, speak excellent English, and are perfectly happy to sell, in addition to museum admissions, Lenin candles in a variety of attractive colors, Lenin paperweights, and reprints of Communist-era propaganda posters handily outfitted with English slogans for the convenience of their purchasers.
Considering Prague’s nascent penchant for tourist traps—in recent years the city has inaugurated a Wax Museum, a Sex Machine Museum, and a Museum of Torture Instruments—the Museum of Communism is surprisingly restrained. An actual historian was employed in the creation of the museum’s careful displays. These trace Czech Communism from its national inception in the 1920s to the disintegration of the Soviet empire, making no mention of the Czech Republic’s extant minority Communist Party, which since 1989 has become rather touchy about its public image. Though whiffs of Western bias are detected in the museum’s starry-eyed assertion that Radio Free Europe—and not, say, economic collapse—was a leading cause of the dissolution of the Communist regime, the exhibits strive toward cultivating an air of scholarship rather than polemic. Mock-ups of a Communist-era classroom, a store with sparsely stocked shelves, and even a secret police interrogation room are all tastefully done. What the museum neglects to mention, however, is that it actually serves as an antechamber to the real Museum of Communism, which is the city of Prague itself.
Communism is merely the most recent bygone era to accrue on Prague’s canvas. Empire, monarchy, reformation, counter-reformation, nationalist revival, and fascism all coat the city like successive strata of oil paint. Over time oil paintings thin and fade, sometimes revealing earlier notions of the artist. The outline of a head previously placed at a different angle will sprout like a shadow from a painted neck, or the figure of a child will emerge within the contours of a basket now filled with potatoes. In the exuberant urban revisions inaugurated by the Velvet Revolution, much of Prague’s Communist apparatus was dismantled, discarded, or painted over, but some pieces remain. Other bits peek through hastily applied overlays or can be sensed in the gaps their deposal left behind, voids the city has not yet managed to fill.
Communism’s most enduring legacy lies underground. Prague’s metro is composed of three lines that roughly bisect each other at Prague’s center to form a sprawling, six-pronged subterranean constellation. The Communist conception of human nature may have been improvident but the Soviets were masters of subway construction. More than ten years after the dissolution of the Soviet regime, Prague’s metro is much grubbier than it once was but as efficient as ever, providing its citizenry both a means of transit and a lasting refuge in case of nuclear apocalypse. The vertiginous depth of Prague’s subway tunnels is certainly due in part to the river they are required to pass beneath, but the ever-practical Soviets very likely intended the Cold War–era metro stations to double as fallout shelters. The stations are cavernous, their floors marble, their walls covered with brightly colored metallic tiles, each tile dimpled like a giant, space-age ashtray. The perfectly round bore of the massive subway tunnels calls to mind drilling machines lifted from the most speculative of da Vinci’s notebooks or the pages of a Jules Verne novel.
These profoundly subterranean stations are reached via epic, steeply angled escalators that plunge 150 feet underground. To minimize this distance, the escalators run at cartoonishly high speeds, making it easy to envision eyeballs or noses or hair being left behind as the escalator whisks away. To anyone accustomed to the steady plod of the American escalator, Prague’s version feels thrillingly unsafe: the heart accelerates at each embarkation and the phrase “to ride an escalator” reverts to its original, early-twentieth-century meaning when mechanized stairs were reason enough to visit the downtown department store. Despite the escalators’ demonic speed it still takes an awfully long time to reach or leave the surface, but to walk rather than stand is strictly for Sherpas. There is time for lengthy plot descriptions of complex novels on these escalators; there is time for intense philosophical debate. It is easy to imagine love affairs beginning and ending in the time it takes to ride from top to bottom. It is not uncommon to see someone sitting on an escalator step as they ride, elbow resting on knee, hand cradling chin, asleep.
Today, the sloping steel medians between Prague’s up and down escalators are lined with metal studs. As late as 1993, however, the metal dividers were smooth, providing gleaming, uninterrupted slopes of lunatic speed to anyone reckless or rebellious enough to hoist herself over the handrail. Riding the escalator at least halfway before sliding down provided a ride that did not necessarily guarantee death or dismemberment and was extremely fun, if unambiguously illegal. Sliding down escalator medians—like speaking candidly or playing rock music—was forbidden under Communism, a system ominous enough to prevent generations of teens from exercising their hormonal mandate to defy authority. Communism cast a long and dark enough shadow that even in 1993, four years after the regime’s demise, median sliding was still a rare behavior. Ten years later, authoritarianism’s final defeat should be measured not in the profusion of shopping malls and McDonald’s restaurants, but in the ubiquity of the metal studs that now line every metro escalator median, for these signify a deeper change: the lure of the most fantastic slides ever constructed finally became stronger than fear of state reprisal. The young and the reckless began to heed their call, and the metal stud was born.
The reform symbolized by the metal stud, however, is limited. The ghost of deposed regime still haunts the subway tunnels in the form of a subterranean secret police force established at the subway’s inception. The undercover metro man is the authoritarian alternative to the turnstile. He resembles everybody else and is impossible to detect until there’s a tap on your shoulder—and it’s the guy in the battered leather jacket, the one who looks like he’s on his way to meet his buddies for a beer. He’s got a fleshy pink face, thinning hair, and watery blue eyes. He’s got a badge, but it’s so small that at first glance you may think you have been approached by one of the city’s many vendors of fake Soviet artifacts. The badge seems to have been manufactured from gold-colored plastic and is much smaller than a legitimate badge ought to be—authority should not fit so easily within the palm of a hand. However, this man is no vendor, and his badge’s legitimacy can be intuited from the grave panache with which he wields its dinkiness. The badge means if you don’t have a metro ticket, you will pay.
No two metro men reveal themselves the same way: perhaps they teach the rudiments at the academy, but the little touches are their own. This one draws out the moment, extending his hand palm downward; then, with a twist of his wrist he reveals his ace, the trick card he has been palming all along. This one’s no dramatist: he prefers a straight-ahead approach, the badge already out and waiting. Sometimes the badge is retrieved from a jacket pocket, or pulled from a waistband like a gun. Sometimes it is revealed in the flash of an opened overcoat, a publicly sanctioned form of exposure. At the next subway stop, the metro man marches his quarry onto the platform to collect their fines and every head in the car turns to watch: these are the ones caught passing notes during class; the ones caught fighting during recess; the ones suspected of harboring anti-socialist sentiments. The context of capture may change, but the moment of revelation is always the same, essentially unaltered from its childhood predecessors of Tag and Duck Duck Goose. Growing older does not provide escape, only a game with graver consequences. In the metro, Tag you’re it becomes  Ticket please, and escape from this stewpot must be purchased.
Perhaps he’s the guy with the blue bulky jacket that needs laundering; perhaps he’s got jowls and small gray eyes. Maybe the undercover metro man is your neighbor; maybe he’s the man at the head of the platform. Maybe there  is no metro man, at least not this time, but one can never be certain and so it is better to buy a ticket. To any citizen of the former Eastern bloc, such reasoning is crushingly familiar, and so—over a decade after the city’s eager embrace of the West—the private inhibition against fare dodging remains. Perhaps one day a critical mass of ticket shirkers will be reached and turnstiles will bloom at the entrance to every station, but for now Prague’s metro is not only Communism’s most prominent physical legacy, but its most lasting psychological one, a living artifact of a past regime Prague prefers to think it has left behind.
Aboveground, Communist architecture dots Prague in crazy-quilt fashion, interposing austere stone or brick façades and numbingly functional expanses of concrete in the dizzying amalgam of architectural styles that define Prague’s cityscape. Communist-era apartment buildings nestle next to Art Nouveau hotels. Atop the entrance to a municipal building, a blocky sculpture of a worker stares eye to eye with a creamy-skinned Art Deco sylph across the way. The Communist philosophy of architecture viewed building ornament as an opportunity for oversized agitprop; and so the exteriors of Prague’s Communist-era constructions are host to kerchiefed peasant women displaying leviathan feet too mighty for shoes and wrench-wielding mechanics caught mid-pull in heroic battles with hex nuts bigger than human heads. Divorced from propaganda and regime there is something sweet about a rectangular relief depicting a man inflating a tire, or laying bricks, or cutting stone, or carrying a food-laden tray to a table. These architectural artifacts retain a seed of Communism’s idealism, which after all is a philosophy that contains within its ruptured, rotting heart a beautiful if chimerical concept. There is something lovely about being surprised at a street corner by a terra-cotta relief of a man cutting cloth: we don’t often think of tailors, but they are important. Prague abounds in these commemorations, tributes to the smaller functional aspects of everyday life, facets too often invisible and overlooked.
Like its work ethic, the public signage of Communism has also outlasted its politics, but this evidence—inscribed across shop windows and printed on awnings and street signs—requires knowledge of Czech or access to a Czech–English dictionary to uncover. Prague’s store fronts are the most ubiquitous vestiges of this former era. In the United States these surfaces would proclaim their individuality: there would be Joe’s Hardware or Sally’s Beauty Salon, Lopez Groceries or Good Rise Bakery. In Prague, where commerce was state-controlled for decades, stores still declare themselves in a blunt, standardized manner antithetical to Western standards of commercialism. In Prague, all small corner groceries go by the sole name potraviny, which means groceries. Bread is bought at the peka[image: image]ství (bakery), produce at the store whose sign reads ovoce zelenina (fruits vegetables), and meat at the store proclaiming maso (meat) above its door. Clothes are purchased at Levna Móda, a reasonably exotic-sounding name to an English-speaker, but meaning only “Cheap Fashion.” International businesses have made large inroads into the city’s center, bringing with them the kind of store name the West takes for granted, but in the outlying neighborhoods, the old store names remain. With a little more time and capital (changing a sign requires more than a changed ethos: it also requires cash) GROCERIES Martina will certainly become MARTINA’S GROCERIES, but for now a day spent running errands in the city still feels uncannily like entering a George Orwell story or a dystopic sixties-era BBC television series.
Many of Prague’s streets also continue to bear the stamp of an obsolete system. Renaming public thoroughfares was an ongoing Soviet preoccupation from the time the Red Army entered the city in 1945. Streets were rededicated to war generals and Communist cultural and political icons; bridges and squares were renamed for Soviet military triumphs and army battalions. A particularly nice stretch of road along the Vltava River was rechristened Gottwaldovo náb[image: image]eží for Klement Gottwald, Czechoslovakia’s first “Working Class President” and a loyal Stalin toady. In the wake of Communism’s collapse, the Czechs were eager to reclaim their streets, but they soon discovered they had grown unexpectedly fond of some of the old names. So while in the months following the 1989 Velvet Revolution, any street with Communist connotations was rebaptized, not all of these renamings took. As anti-Communist fervor subsided, distinctions were made and—as can be seen by a close look at a current Prague street map—many Soviet-era street names were permitted to return.
The prodigals were often writers. To this day, Prague contains a Puškinovo nam[image: image]stí for Aleksandr Pushkin and a Gogolova street for Nikolai Gogol, but nam[image: image]stí Maxima Gorkého has been consigned to the cartographical dust bin. It would be nice to think that the retained street names were the result of a lengthy and passionate debate over which writers best represented the artistic ethos of the city, but Czechs are pragmatists: it is likely the streets named for Gogol and Pushkin were allowed to return due to their suburban locations, where they could exist without posing a threat to notions of Czech cultural identity, while Gorky remained banished due to his formerly central location in Old Town. This practical bent is evinced in the other Soviet hangers-on, which tend to be located in the city’s more distant corners and include Sibi[image: image]ské nam[image: image]stí (Siberia Square), which, with its whiff of exile and gulag, is appropriately located at the far northwestern corner of town.
Some of the new names aren’t up to their assigned tasks. Nam[image: image]stí Kinských (Kinsky Square) is a case in point. Until 1991, the square was called nam[image: image]stí Sov[image: image]tských tankistů (Soviet Tank Personnel Square), because it displayed—in what might have functioned as the city’s longest-held parking space—the first Soviet tank to enter Nazi-occupied Prague. As resentful as Czechs are of their captivity under Communism, Russia’s liberation of Czechoslovakia from the terror of the Nazis still resonates in the country’s historical memory: to this day outside Prague’s central train station, there stands a startling statue depicting a Czech resistance fighter passionately embracing his Russian liberator. While the tank in Soviet Tank Personnel Square certainly represented the military might that kept Prague under Soviet control, it also symbolized the ephemeral period in Czech history when the Russians were liberators and not oppressors. And so, two years after the ousting of the Communists, the tank in Soviet Tank Personnel Square remained, a symbol of Russia the Czechs seemed reluctant to abjure.
Then, in 1991, artist David [image: image]erný painted the tank pink. His action was greeted by its immediate repainting by the authorities, but [image: image]erný’s statement so inspired the city that the tank was soon repainted pink—and not by [image: image]erný but by six members of the new Czech Parliament. Soon afterward the tank was removed to a military museum and the square renamed for the nearby Kinsky Gardens. Then in 2001, after a decade of vacancy, [image: image]erný proposed that the pink tank be returned to the empty square as a symbol of the progress the Czech Republic had made since 1989. It was a controversial idea. Some welcomed the prospect of the tank’s return, seeing it as a fitting symbol of Prague’s transformation, but when the Czech prime minister called [image: image]erný’s proposal arrogant and ill-conceived, popular support for the project waned. Perhaps in order to head off further initiatives by [image: image]erný, the Czech government decided they needed to fill the square themselves.
The fountain that now burbles at the center of Kinsky Square is unmarred by a single stripe of spray paint. It is so new that workmen still dig at its edges and the park benches surrounding it are pristine. Jets of water encircle a disk of rock, which is bisected by still more plumes of water. These water plumes are still being adjusted, and like an adolescent trying and rejecting several outfits the morning of the first day of school, the fountain waffles between ostentation and humility as it runs through its various test patterns. The jets spurt to alarming heights, a trick done in sequence like a watery can-can, but after one cycle of this they die down to a flaccid burble and remain there. Even at its most anemic, the fountain enthralls the Czechs. The benches encircling the fountain are full of oglers, their expressions those of children who have received a new puppy. A mother takes several pictures of her young son standing beside the fountain, but she is no tourist: she lives here. The Communists were not big on fountains; fountains were impractical, water-wasting symbols of bourgeois values. The fountain in Kinsky Square not only doubles the city’s fountain population, but it is the only one people don’t have to pay to see. And so, though intended as a rebuke to [image: image]erný, Prague’s ministers seem instead to have embraced him because, aside from a pink tank, there are few things further removed from the Soviet mindset than a fountain’s decadent burble.
What Communist-era Prague lacked in fountains it made up for in statues. Statues are inevitably the first things to go in the face of regime change, but dramatic photos depicting toppled tyrants only tell half the story. Because every discarded statue leaves behind a pedestal. Pedestals can be small, unobtrusive things or, depending on the statue, they can be more complicated. When a statue is torn down, its pedestal does not necessarily follow: pedestal removal is more costly and labor-intensive. The low-lying pedestal that once held Prague’s Lenin statue, for example, rises smoothly out of an isosceles triangle of polished marble. Uprooting this modest plaza would have proven expensive and unsightly, so when Lenin was given the boot the pedestal and its plaza remained, an inconspicuous wedge of stone tucked to the side of a blighted, oversized traffic circle on the northeastern edge of town.
The top of Lenin’s pedestal bears a rectangular scar marking where his statue once presided, but this is the only rough patch on the marble plaza’s otherwise smooth expanse. This makes it a novelty in a city brimming with cobblestones, the bane of the small wheel. And thus, the empty pedestal is a commodity of rare value to an urban creature Westerners take for granted but that Prague has only known since 1989: the skateboarder. The post-Communist blossoming of skateboard culture has resulted in Lenin’s pedestal being tagged in thick black marker and claimed for a ramp, a modest, smooth-planed oasis in a city of unsuitable skating surfaces.
More conspicuous, and potentially more dismaying to the pedestal’s former tenant, is the bright yellow tent that occupies the far corner of the vacant marble plaza. There is no telling how long this tent has resided here, nor how long it will remain. Though the skateboarders seem unfazed by its presence, they keep their distance. The tent is populated by young men and women wearing bright yellow jackets printed with the words VOLUNTEER MINISTER. Anyone who ventures within hailing distance of the tent’s opening will be greeted by a cheerful young woman with an unremittingly intense gaze, who will employ every technique short of physical force to encourage entry. Those who step within will be brought before a giant photo of L. Ron Hubbard, at which point—if they listen very carefully—they just might hear the distant creak of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin turning in his tomb. In retrospect it is not so surprising that Scientology should fill a void left behind by Socialism: one prophet simply blazed the way for another. Between the plaza’s two current squatters, the proletarian skaters certainly would be more to Lenin’s liking; the hypothetical meeting between V. I. and L. Ron suggested by this tent on this plaza evokes images of epic cataclysm, as when matter and antimatter are brought into contact. Upon reflection, however, Hubbard’s tenancy here seems inevitable: nature abhors an ideological vacuum.
Further proof of this axiom can be found in Letná Park, a pretty stretch of green that occupies a cliff overlooking Old Town from the Vltava’s northern bank. At the edge of this cliff stands a giant, motionless metronome. It rests on a massive plinth that is several stories high and is constructed from rough-faced marble blocks that resemble the ancient battlements of a historic fort. Outsized iron doors at its base suggest the crypt of a once fierce and powerful giant. The red metal arm of the metronome is fifty feet high and is frozen mid-tick, like the minute hand of a timepiece, between the 1 and 2 of a giant, invisible clock face. A plaque affixed to the metronome attributes its creation to “The Prague Society for a Universal Czechoslovakian Constitution,” and dates its construction to 1991. But the pedestal not only clearly predates the metronome, it dwarfs it. Whatever preceded the frozen metronome was really, really big, yet nothing here hints at what that might have been. The gap in the landscape is as inscrutable as a photo from which a figure has been airbrushed out.
In fact, the plinth was commissioned by the Czech Communist Party to support a thirty-meter, fourteen-thousand-ton statue portraying Stalin leading a worker, a woman, a soldier, and a botanist into the glorious Socialist future. The behemoth took hundreds of workers five years to build. Carved into its base was Stalin’s proclamation FROM THIS DAY ONWARD THE AGE-OLD STRUGGLE OF THE CZECHOSLOVAK PEOPLE FOR THEIR NATIONAL EXISTENCE AND INDEPENDENCE CAN BE CONSIDERED AS VICTORIOUSLY COMPLETED, which must have come as a huge relief to all those Czechs who—having outlasted the short-lived afterglow of Nazi ouster—thought they were once again subject to occupation.
Triumphant speeches were delivered at the statue’s dedication in 1955, but neither Stalin nor his sculptor witnessed the ceremony: Stalin had died two years previous and the artist had committed suicide prior to the statue’s completion. Within a year of the unveiling, Khrushchev had revealed Stalin’s crimes against the Soviet people, leading chagrined Prague officials to conceal the dishonored statue in scaffolding. Though one bureaucrat suggested that the statue might be saved if Stalin could be sliced off its front and replaced with “an allegory—perhaps a woman holding a bouquet,” in 1962 the entire statue was demolished. The monstrous pedestal, however, was too massive to be destroyed and so it remained as a mute witness to the passing of an age, an enormous parapet edged by broad, wide expanses of smooth, smooth marble waiting for Communism’s fall. Waiting for the skaters to come.
The Stalin plinth is skater nirvana. The Lenin plaza is a mere marble toenail clipping by comparison, a skater kiddy pool. Spray paint tags cover most of the plinth’s accessible surfaces, and on a sunny day the air is dense with the liquid sound of spinning skateboard wheels and the clatter of wood against stone. The plinth’s steps are good for perfecting aerial skills: its smooth expanses are ideal for turns and spins. There are a few hacky sack players, a few teenaged girls with dyed hair and fishnets looking on, but here the skateboarders reign supreme. The few adults at the pedestal’s expansive summit congregate near the metronome, away from the marble margins. The view from the metronome is excellent and it is clear why the plinth’s designers chose this location: from here Stalin could oversee the castle, the bridges, and all of Old Town, as if he were a spoiled child who had just been presented the most marvelous model train set in creation.
The frozen metronome begs the imagination to envision a time before its tall red arm fell still. On sunny days, the metronome could have been set to a leisurely andante to encourage the city to slow down and savor the blue skies; on gray days the tempo could have been upped to a peppy  presto to lift Prague from its doldrums. Concerts held at the base of the metronome would have required no conductor. Dancers whirling at its base would have always been assured of the downbeat. The connections between a giant metronome and a unified Czechoslovakia are murky at best, but by the time of the metronome’s installation in 1991, a clear rift existed between Czechs and Slovaks. It would have behooved the Prague Society for a Universal Czechoslovakian Constitution to remember the history of the plinth they employed for their grand, cryptic gesture, for within two years of the metronome’s erection, Czechoslovakia had divided itself into discrete Czech and Slovak republics and the metronome’s tall red arm had mysteriously ceased to swing.
Letná Park’s empty pedestal syndrome does not end there. The most recent personage to succumb to the plinth’s siren call was Michael Jackson. In 1996, a ten-meter-high steel statue of Michael Jackson was erected near the metronome on Stalin’s old pedestal—which shows once again the danger of leaving those things lying around empty—from which Jackson launched what has so far proven to be his last world tour. Today all signs of Jackson, like those of Stalin, have been thoroughly erased. Only Letná’s oldest visitors remember the pedestal’s original tenant. When they die, their memories of Stalin will die with them.
[image: image]
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