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A comparative trip between Budapest (Hungary), Prague (Czech Republic), and Amsterdam 
(Netherlands). 

The aim of this trip was to witness and understand how history influenced the urban fabric of 
these European cities. 

Budapest was visited on my own, so I discovered the city through the tram windows and 
casual meandering between destinations. The Parliament building looks a lot like the British 
Parliament – and for a good reason. It was copied almost exactly. The iconic building also rests on the 
riverside, here on the Danube rather than the Thames. Another stupendous example of Budapest’s 
rich cultural heritage are the baths, inherited from the time under Ottoman rule. I avoided the 
largest bath, Szechenyi, as it is more touristic, and headed instead to the Kiraly and Lukacs baths. 
These baths are much smaller and are used by locals to treat all sorts of ailments. The Lukacs bath is 
located inside what appeared to be a medical facility complex, complete with a garden sheltered 
from the noise on the street. The tiling here was beautiful, but the Kiraly bath’s architecture took my 
breath away. The main pool is kept dimly lit through holes in the dome that let the sun filter through, 
creating a beautiful atmosphere. Both of these baths are hidden amidst modern apartment buildings 
in a predominantly residential area. An interesting contrast to this is the self-advertising Gellert Park 
(self-advertising because of the statues protruding from the hill, visible from the whole east 
riverbank). The Liberty Statue’s plaque was replaced with another text by the government, in order 
to transform a statue of gratitude to the USSR into a statue of remembrance for those who lost their 
lives in the “battle for freedom”. 

In Prague, I had the privilege of staying with a Couchsurfing host. A student in Architecture as 
well, he showed me the student quarter of Prague, which contains the main university buildings of 
the city. There I was able to see very recent architecture, such as the Czech National Library of 
Technology (opened 2009) and the new, recently opened, department of Architecture. Like Budapest, 
the city has conserved its medieval centre and then has proceeded to expand outwards, with modern 
additions. Another interesting resemblance with Budapest is the shared Soviet history. Since then, 
monuments that had been erected by the Soviets have been reclaimed by the locals. Unlike Budapest, 
this was not a government initiative. In Prague, there is also a large park on a hill dominating the city. 
It is known as Stalin Park, as there used to be a large statue in his honour looking over the city at the 
culminating point of the park. It was removed in 1962, and after the collapse of the communist 
regime, a giant metronome was put in its place. Skateboarders took apart pieces of the park (stairs 
and benches made of concrete and granite) and created their own “patchwork skatepark” next to the 
metronome. Despite having an amazing view over the whole of the city, it is completely devoid of 
tourists, and was one of my favourite locations in the city. 

Amsterdam was completely different from these two cities. Bearing no marks of the Cold 
War, this city distinguished itself from the other two in its urban planning. Built on what used to be 
water, the city’s gradual expansion is very obvious in plan view from the several rings of canal 
representing the gradual phases of land reclaiming. The most striking difference lies in the border 
limiting the city. I rented a bicycle, allowing me to travel out of Amsterdam through Amsterdam-
Noord (not considered part of Amsterdam for a long time). This area shows some expansion from the 
same time as the rest of Amsterdam, and a lot of expansion from the 1920s and the post-war era. 
Then, more recent social residences appear, and once a final bridge is crossed, the city ends, in the 
most literal sense. Paved streets and buildings suddenly leave way for grasslands, cows, and pylons. 
The famous “waterlands” views appear and cycling on top of the dikes allowed me to view both the 



sea and the lakes formed inland when the dikes collapsed in the past, and to notice the difference in 
level (the lakes are below sea level). 

These three cities are similar in the sense that, unlike Berlin for example, they present 
remains of a medieval centre. However with recent expansions in more contemporary times, such as 
the post war era, these cities have faced different challenges, and different responses to them. On 
one hand, Amsterdam has not had to recover from Soviet rule, but has instead had to deal with a 
rapid expansion towards the north, in an area with very poor connectivity to the rest of the city. In 
Prague and Budapest Soviet rule left a physical mark on the city, which was dealt with from the 
bottom up in the first case, and from the top down in the other. While the second has become a 
tourist attraction and a local icon, as well as a historical landmark, the first has been integrated into a 
meeting point for local youths in a more personal and down to earth way. 


