Bratislava

Bratislava has always been one of the cultural centers of Central Europe, known as the city on the Danube.  It is a beautiful city situated in the southwest part of Slovakia and it is among the youngest of the European metropolises.  It has a population of about 500,000 people and is the capital city of the Slovak Republic.  It’s also its business, political and social center with many institutions and a unique position on both banks of the Danube.  Bratislava is the seat of the President, the National Council, the Government of the Slovak Republic, national ministries and other central bodies of state administration.

Bratislava is located in a mild climate zone of continental nature, which is characterized by distinct differences between temperatures in summer and in winter as well as by four progressive seasons.  In recent years, however, the transition from winter to summer has been almost without a spring in Bratislava, while it happens that winter weather maintains an average temperature of about zero degrees Celsius and abruptly changes into summer.  The same applies to the transition from summer to winter, which happens quickly, whereas autumn is usually not very distinct and short.  Also, snow cover is usually scantier than it used to be.  It has 2,129 hours of sunshine a year and annual total rainfall is 518 mm.

History

As early as 3,500 years before Christ, in the Neolithic times, several villages existed in the territory of contemporary Bratislava.  In the first century B.C., the area of Bratislava was an important center inhabited by the Celts.  There are also well-preserved graves and other monuments from the period when Bratislava was inhabited by the Romans, for example, the remnants of Gerulata, a military camp in Rusovce.  At the end of the 5th century, Bratislava started to be permanently inhabited by Slavic tribes.  

Bratislava and Devín Castles became very important centers of the Great Moravian Empire.  The later served as a military fort guarding the borderland of the Empire.  The first preserved written record of Bratislava is dated 907 (about the castle named after the Duke of Braslav).  In 1291 Bratislava was granted full privileges of a town and in 1405 it became a free royal town.  At that time Bratislava was a flourishing center with developing artisan’s trades, trade routes, culture and education.  In 1465 the Academia Istropolitana (the first Slovak university) was founded by King Matthias Corvinus.  Although there are records that it did not exist any more after 1490, its buildings have been preserved and have become a national cultural monument.  

From 1536 until 1784, Bratislava was the capital of the Hungarian Kingdom.  Between 1563 and 1830, a total of 11 kings and 8 royal wives were crowned in St. Martin’s Cathedral.  A great number of buildings and palaces have been preserved from the 18th century, when the political and cultural importance of Bratislava had grown and the town became the center of the Slovak national and cultural movement.  In 1918 Bratislava became a part of the newly-formed Czechoslovak Republic; from 1939 to 1945 it was the center of the clerical and fascist Slovak state and at the same time one of the centers of the national resistance against fascist Germany.  Later it was the capital of the Slovak Republic in the Czech and Slovak Federative Republic.  When the Slovak Republic came into being on January 1, 1993, Bratislava became its capital.  

Sights

There are around 300 unique historical palaces and buildings in the old premises of Bratislava which have been turned into museums and galleries and are now open for public.

The Castle of Bratislava, towering on a rock hill over the river Danube, is the dominant building of the city.  It 1811 the castle burned and turned into a giant ruin.  After a long period of neglect, extensive reconstruction commenced which still continues.  There are the greatest treasures of the country’s ancient history exhibited, such as the Paleolithic Venus made of mammoth tusk, which is the oldest piece of art found on Slovak territory, golden Paleolithic jewellery, Celtic coins, a silver Roman dish and jewellery.

St. Martin’s Cathedral is the most significant religious monument in Bratislava.  It was build in 1221, it was roughly finished at the beginning of the 16th century, and rebuilt many times.  A gold-plated magnified copy of St. Stephen’s royal crown is on the top of the 85 meter-high church steeple.

The centre of Bratislava was once encircled by a line of fortifications formed by a wall and 4 entrance gateways.  St. Michael’s Tower with its St. Michael’s Gate is the only one to be preserved.  The exposition installed in St. Michael’s Tower informs visitors about the fights which took place in Bratislava.  Arms and a military kit of the time are displayed here.

The Old Town Hall (from the 13th century) is the oldest town hall in the territory of Slovakia.  There is a magnificent Court Room decorated with wall paintings on the theme of justice dominated by the central fresco of the Last Judgment.  The town’s privileges are also displayed there.

The largest and the most representative palace is The Primatial Palace, which was erected in the 18th century.  The Palace serves primarily as a picture gallery, but there is also an exquisite collection of 6 tapestries inspired by ancient Greek mythology.  The tapestries were found hidden behind the wallpaper during the repairs at the beginning of the 20th century.  They were probably saved this way during the Napoleon wars.  The Mirror Hall is one of the most beautiful rooms of the Palace, in which The Pressburg Peace Treaty was signed on December 26, 1805. 

The Slovak National Gallery which displays permanent exhibitions of Slovak art from Gothic to the present can be found on the bank of the Danube.

One of the most beautiful palaces, Mirbach’s Palace, was donated to the town by its last owner, Count Mirbach.  It displays both permanent and temporary expositions of paintings and sculptures.  It was built during 1768 – 1770, and is a presentation of a perfectly mastered Rococo.

The permanent exposition of the Gallery of Bratislava City holds a valuable collection of French Rococo graphic reproductions.

Pálfys’ Palace is built in an elegant style.  Visitors can admire the beautiful stucco ceilings and rococo staircase of the palace.  The exhibitions include paintings of Central Europe and Slovak paintings from the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries. In 1762 the six-year-old Mozart gave one of his first public concerts here.

Evidence of the old tradition of clock making in Bratislava can be found in the museum of historical clocks situated in the House of the Good Shepherd.  Wonderful clocks and finely decorated pocket watches made in the 18th and 19th centuries are the results of the delicate craft-work of the famous Bratislava clock-masters.

Grassalkovich Palace,built in the 18th century in Baroque style, is today the Palace serving as the residence of the President.  Grassalkovich Garden is open to the public.

Bratislava is not only a historical city. It is also an important road, rail, air and river transport junction.

Bratislava houses the most important university of Slovakia, Comenius University, and a number of other universities, art schools, secondary and primary schools. 

With the Slovak National Theatre and a number of theaters of different kinds, concert and exhibition halls, cinemas, and various clubs, it is the centre of the country’s cultural life.

There are 5 bridges across the Danube River in Bratislava.  Old Bridge was built by the soldiers of Red Army soon after WW II.  New Bridge, was built in the 1970s, on the top of which is a rebuilt restaurant (called UFO) with a great view on the city and its surroundings.  Nearly two thirds of the buildings in Bratislava’s Old Town were torn down to make way for this monstrosity.  Port Bridge is a two-level bridge taking not only motorists, but rail cars and pedestrians across the river.  Lafranconi Bridge has been integrated into the motorway bypass of Bratislava.  Apollo Bridge was just built and opened recently (Sept 4, 2005).

Bratislava is divided into 5 parts, which are Staré Mesto, Ružinov,  Nové Mesto, Karlova Ves and Petržalka.

