o s — a4 A
i M——— o E-JI’L‘I = el

S SrOIe s

MOV A ZIPFL\YROR.

e ReFPENT ZBRENIE

AL ]

b1l

ANTONIN BALSANEK: ONE OF THE ANTONIN BALSANEK: JEDEN
ALTERNATIVE PROPOSALS FOR Z ALTERNATIVNICH NAVRHU

THE CZECH LAND COMMITTEE UMISTENI CESKEHO ZEMSKEHO
AND LAND ASSEMBLY WITHIN THE SNEMU A ZEMSKEHO VYBORU NA
LESSER TOWN — IN THE AREA OF MALOU STRANU — DO LOKALITY
THE FORMER ARMORY COMPLEX BYVALE ZBROJNICE A NA KAMPU

AND KAMPA ISLAND

Source Zdroj: Architektonicky obzor.
8,p.5
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The Parliament for Prague — Proposals,
Competitions and Debates

onits Location and Architecture
Parlament pro Prahu — navrhy,

souteéze a debaty nad umisténim

a architektonickou formou komplexu

Klara Brihova

Snad kazdé obdobi historie s sebou nese touhu po svém otisténi
do obrazu meésta, po zhmotnéni do podoby kamennych domi-
nant. Praha 19. a 20. stoleti nebyla vyjimkou. Jednou z nejdile-
Zitéjsich, nejsledovaneéjsich a také nejdiskutovanéjSich ambic
byla v tomto ohledu snaha o vytvofeni nového reprezentativniho
sidla pro klicové spravni organy Ceskych zemi — nejprve Zemsky
vybor a Sném kralovstvi ¢eského a pozdéji Narodni shromazdéni
republiky Ceskoslovenské. O realizaci budovy &i celého komple-
xu, ktery by se stal novou dominantou centralni Prahy, se uvazo-
valo od roku 1892. Siroké pozornosti se ale vizi dostalo pfedeviim
na sklonku prvniho desetileti 20. stoleti, kdy byla publikovana
cela fada projekt z pera Antonina Bal§anka. Bal$anek ve svych
navrzich zuZitkoval nékolikaleté zkusSenosti feditele kancelate
pro dpravu Malé Strany a pro spravni komplex vytipoval hned
nékolik malostranskych lokalit véetné Kampy, Klarova nebo
dnesnich Vojanovych sadu. Byl zaroven presvédcen, Ze nova
vystavba by neméla Setfit na monumentalité a pompéznosti.
Totéz presvédceni si uchoval az do doby po roce 1918, kdy své
vize publikoval znovu, tentokrat vSak pfepracované pro potfeby
samostatné Ceskoslovenské republiky — a jejiho parlamentu.
Nova doba s sebou ale pfinesla pfehodnoceni problému vcet-

né obratu k vétsi ,pamatkarské” citlivosti — a tedy i opusténi
lokality pitoreskni Malé Strany. Misto pro novodobou domi-
nantu bylo nové predpokladano na Letenské plani — volném
prostoru nad méstem v panoramatické souvislosti s Prazskym
hradem. UZ v roce 1920 probéhla prvni tzv. Letenska soutéz,
ktera pfinesla celou fadu navrhti na zastavbu plané vcetné
umisténi i architektonické podoby parlamentu. Dalsi, podrobné;j-
§1 soutéz na cely tzv. ,vladni komplex“ nasledovala v roce 1928.
Jeji vitéz, architekt Josef Sté€panek, pro parlament vyprojektoval
jednoduchou podélnou budovu pfi hrané plané nad Cechovym
mostem, dalsi zastavba se pak méla pfimykat k jejimu severni-
mu a vychodnimu okraji, ¢imZ méla byt v ramci celého kom-
plexu ponechana relativné velka plocha zelené. I pfes pomérné
presvédcivé urbanistické i architektonické feseni ale k realizaci
projektu nedoslo. Svou roli sehrala politicka reprezentace, ktera
povazovala polohu na Letné jako pfili§ marginalni pro své

sidlo. Pfedsednictvo poslanecké snémovny a senatu se nakonec
rozhodlo Letnou z tivah eliminovat a vypsat soutéZ zcela novou,
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ktera by pro parlament nalezla misto ,jinde ve vnitfnich ¢tvr-
tich meésta Prahy“. Néktefi ze ziiCastnénych architektd vraceli
parlament na Malou Stranu, i v roce 1929 se ale ukazalo, Ze jeji
historicky charakter a spise drobné méritko nejsou pro objemné
a velkolepé projekty optimalni. TotéZ vSak platilo i v souvislosti
s projekty vyuZivajicimi lokality na pravobfeznich nabfeZich —
porota nakonec soutéz uzavtela lakonickym konstatovanim, Ze
,ha pravém bfehu ani pod Hradc¢any nelze parlament umistit*.
Tricata léta pak pfinesla ekonomickou krizi a dtlum zajmu

o novou parlamentni budovu, natoz celou vladni ¢tvrt. Novou
vinu zajmu zaznamenal aZ povale¢ny rok 1947, kdy se uskutec-
nila dalsi, v pofadi jiz ¢tvrta soutéZ. Soutézicim byla sice dana
moznost zvolit novou lokalitu pro parlament dle vlastniho uva-
Zeni, plnych 69 ze 74 zucastnénych vsak budovu vratilo na Let-
nou. Po urbanistické strance tedy opét doslo ke konsenzu. Ani
Ctyficata léta ale nakonec vystavbu na plan nepfinesla, plany
zhatil Vitézny unor. Posledni soutéZ byla vypsana v roce 1966,
tentokrat uz ale nikoli na novostavbu, nybrz na rozsifeni prostor
tehdejsiho parlamentniho provizoria — byvalé Prazské burzy
penézni a zbozZni na rozhrani Nového Mésta a Vinohrad. A byla
to prave tato konkurence, kterd nakonec pfinesla hmatatelny
vysledek: monumentalni, odvazny a konstrukcné bravurni ,,ddm
nad domem" tymu Karel Prager - Jifi Albrecht — Jifi Kadefa-
bek — Juraj Kozak. Po desetiletich debat, soutézi a projekta tak
Praha dostala kyZenou reprezentativni dominantu, ktera se stala
jednim z nejvyznamnéjsich architektonickych del své doby. Ani
touto realizaci ale ,parlamentni peripetie* neskoncily — nové
diskuze pfinesla i doba po roce 1989. V porevolu¢nim Case se
nakonec Poslanecka snémovna i Senat usidlily v adaptovanych
v historickych palacich v srdci Malé Strany, ¢imZ se po sto letech
pfibéh (prozatim) uzavtel.

Studie navazuje na pfispévek pro konferenci ,(Ne)planova-
né mésto” v sekci ,,(Ne)planované metropole” zaméfené na plano-
vani a zamyslenou proménu hlavnich mést a regionalnich center
v Evropé od konce 19. do konce 20. stoleti. Text se vénuje Praze
a tematicky vychazi z ivahy, Ze jednim z nejsledovanéjsich a nej-
diskutovanéjsich architektonicko-urbanistickych otazek vytyce-
ného obdobi byla prave vize nového parlamentniho komplexu.
Myslenka parlamentu coby nové praZzské dominanty provazela
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prakticky celé 20. stoleti a v jeho pribéhu nabyvala raznych fo-
rem, které vétSinou skondily ve fazi projekt(. Naprostou vétSinu
popisovanych navrht tedy predstavuji vize nerealizované. Studie
v tomto ohledu vychazi z autor¢ina pfedchoziho vyzkumu (pte-
devsim z doktorské prace ,Praha nepostavena“ obhajené v roce
2015 na FA CVUT v Praze a publikované v monografii BRUHOVA,
Klara, 2017. Praha nepostavend. Dltavské brehy jako urbanistické téma
moderni metropole. Praha: Ceska technika — nakladatelstvi CVUT

a z badatelské Cinnosti souvisejici s projektem , Architektura
demokracie” na prazské Vysoké Skole uméleckoprimyslové —
rok 2018). Navazuje také na nedavné knizni vystupy zameéfené
na kontextualizaci nerealizovanych projekti pro Prahu z pera
dalsich odbornikd (pfedevsim SEDLAKOVA, Radomira, 2018. Ne-
redlny socialismus. Praha 1948-1989. Praha: Narodni galerie Praha
a DRNEK, Krystof, 2019. Nerealizovand Praha. Praha: Scriptorium).
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Perhaps every era longs for its embodiment in the form of architecture, in durable stone landmarks,
i.e. the desire to leave an imprint in the image of a city. In Prague, a plethora of magnificent build-
ings from the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the Baroque has been added to the city structure.
Later, the 19th and 20th centuries had the same ambition and endeavored to complement the
historical monuments with new ones. At that time, instead of church and aristocratic patronage,
which had dominated the city earlier, the representations of new social strata began to come to

the fore. Prague acquired the National Theater, the National Museum, the Municipal House and
many other structures that aimed to bring the city closer to the glamour of the dazzling European
metropolises such as Paris or Vienna. However, not all the proposals for new landmarks were ever
brought into reality. A large number of projects from the late 19th and early 20th centuries remain
unbuilt. Among them, the most significant were probably the proposals for the houses of the Czech
Land Committee and Land Assembly, which can be considered as a vanguard of later ideas of the
Czechoslovak Parliament.

One of the first architects addressing the architectonic form and spatial location of these
important administrative bodies of the Czech lands was Antonin Bal$anek,' who in 1909 summa-
rized and published his ideas on this topic in several articles in the magazine Architectural Horizon
(Architektonicky obzor) and in his text The Depopulation of the Lesser Town and the Necessity of Public
Buildings (Vylidriovdni Malé¢ Strany a nutnost staveb verejnijch). As the title suggests, Bal§dnek drew
attention to the “gradual dying™ of city life in the Lesser Town streets, which he linked to the
increasing presence of state offices, located most frequently in the aristocratic palaces of the Lesser
Town increasingly occupying even the neighboring houses, from which the original inhabitants
were evicted. As BalSanek calculated, by 1909 there were approximately 250 families ejected from
their apartments because of the state offices.? “This systematic depopulation”, wrote BalSanek,

“is a real disaster for the whole district, whose population is expelled, and whose production and
trade potential is therefore impoverished and destroyed”. The architect saw the solution in the
construction of new administrative buildings, allowing the return of life to the expropriated houses
and bringing a new metropolitan lustre to the Lesser Town at the same time. Moreover, he did not
conceal his belief that the existing Lesser Town “is an unfinished unit” and directly requires the
construction of new public buildings fulfilling the role of modern landmarks. Obviously, the most
impressive new dominants were meant to be the houses for the Czech Land Committee and the
Land Assembly, the realization of which had been discussed since 1892.* Originally, they were in-
tended to be placed in the area of the former armory complex in VSehrdova Street. However, due to
“unfavourable political conditions”, the construction never even began. Nonetheless, the beginning
of the 20th century brought about a new situation leading BalSanek to believe that the construction
of the said representative buildings could take place soon. As a result, he did not waste any time
and developed several variants both for the location and the architectural form of the two previous-
ly noted structures.s

For the needs of the Czech Land Committee, Bal§anek conceived a square hall “about 28 to
3o m wide”, “dignified salle des pas perdus, meeting rooms, offices, audience hall for the governor,
marshal and his deputy, reading rooms, library, wardrobes, toilets, stairs”. For the Land Committee
and the Land Assembly together, Bal$anek estimated the need of “at least 46,000 m? of utility area
and 15,500 m? of built-up area, which means a building 150 m long and 100 m deep”.* One of the
sites considered by the architect for this construction was the previously mentioned Armory com-
plex. However, due to the enormous size of the project, it was not possible to fit the entire planned
outcome onto the plot. Therefore, BalSanek proposed dividing the whole administrative body into
two separate buildings, in which the Land Assembly could then be placed within the Armory
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ANTONIN BALSANEK: ALTERNATIVE
PROPOSAL FOR THE PARLIAMENT
WITHIN THE LESSER TOWN — IN
THE AREA OF TODAY VOJAN
GARDENS

ANTONIN BALSANEK: JEDEN

Z ALTERNATIVNICH NAVRHU
UMISTENI CESKEHO PARLAMENTU
NA MALOU STRANU — DO LOKALITY
DNESNICH VOJANOVYCH SADU

Source Zdroj: Architektonicky obzor.
19,p.14

complex and the Czech Land Committee on nearby Kampa Island. To keep the Assembly in contact
with the Committee’s offices, a connection would have been made between the two buildings —
using small bridges on the level of the first floor.”

Nonetheless, the architect kept considering yet other alternatives that would allow both offices
to be placed in one building. He believed that a suitable space for a single building large enough to
accommodate both Committee and Assembly could be found in the garden of the Institute of the
Blessed Virgin Mary (today the Vojan Gardens). BalSanek described the garden as an area without
“artistic significance” and planned to fill it with a “construction of the greatest dimensions”, “boldly
said, the most important in the whole kingdom”.! The monumental facade of the Assembly was to
be turned towards the Vltava River, and its majestic impression was to have been further intensi-
fied by a large open space in the form of a square extending to the river bank. With this proposal
(which would have, in passing, destroyed a considerable part of the Lesser Town’s historical struc-
ture), BalSanek intended to create a new, noticeable landmark within the long-distance views over
the Vltava River and the Prague Castle panorama.’

The last place introduced by Balsanek for the Committee and Assembly was the area of Klarov,
i.e. the Lesser Town bridgehead of the planned bridge from the Rudolfinum (today Méanes Bridge).
For this site, he designed a large square surrounded by prominent buildings — including the Czech
Land Committee and Land Assembly — in this case again divided into separate volumes. The urban-
ism of the square and the architectural design of the buildings were presented in several variants,
yet in all cases the Committee was invariably treated as the central and the most representative
element.”

As far as the architectural design was concerned, it is clear from the published sketches" that
the resulting building would have formed an extremely magnificent structure combining histori-
cist styles and the influence of Art Nouveau. By 1909, the architecture of this kind was regarded as
somewhat outdated by the younger architects, but for Bal$anek, who had graduated in 1888, the
choice of style was fully understandable, especially considering its proposed function for state insti-
tutions supposed to be dignified and representative — preferably employing established forms.
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ANTONIN BALSANEK: ALTERNATIVE
PROPOSAL FOR THE PARLIAMENT
WITHIN THE LESSER TOWN — IN
THE AREA OF TODAY'S VOJAN
GARDENS

ANTONIN BALSANEK: JEDEN

Z ALTERNATIVNICH NAVRHU
UMISTENI PARLAMENTU NA MALOU
STRANU — DO LOKALITY DNESNICH
VOJANOVYCH SADU

Source Zdroj: Architektonicky obzor.
19,p.22
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ANTONIN BALSANEK: JEDEN

Z ALTERNATIVNICH NAVRHU
UMISTENIPARLAMENTU NA MALOU
STRANU — DO LOKALITY DNESNICH
VOJANOVYCH SADU

ANTONIN BALSANEK: ALTERNATIVE
PROPOSAL FOR THE PARLIAMENT
WITHIN THE LESSER TOWN — IN
THE AREA OF TODAY VOJAN
GARDENS

Source Zdroj: Architektonicky obzor.
19.t.11

Even less appropriate, however, seemed the same designs in 1919 and 1920, when they were
published for the second time.* Since the headquarters of the Czech Land Committee and Land
Assembly remained unbuilt under the rule of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, new hopes for the
construction of contemporary landmarks were spurred by the foundation of independent Czecho-
slovakia. Shortly after the declaration of Czechoslovak independence, Antonin Bal$anek sprang to
action and began to publish extensively on the possible future form of Prague as the capital of an
independent state. His articles were, naturally, accompanied by his own architectural and urban
designs. A considerable amount of his work at the time was devoted to the assembly building, now
no longer intended for the Czech Land Committee, but instead the bicameral National Assembly
of Czechoslovakia (parliament), as the supreme legislative body of the newly established indepen-
dent republic. Despite this specific functional change, the architectural form of the building, as well
as its location, was based directly on Bal§anek’s old proposals — magnificent historicist complexes
that would have irreversibly transformed the picturesque historical fabric of the Lesser Town.

Bal$anek described one of the published variants (for Klarov and the Vojan Gardens) as fol-
lows: “The cour d’honneur in front of the Assembly should resemble the scenic projections on the
Place d’Armes in front of the Palace of Versailles. The Assembly building itself is situated in the
background within the Garden of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary [...]. On the sides, the
square is surrounded by a monument to the Czechoslovak Legions in the form of an open loggia
with a staircase and a statue of victory on a pillar. [...] it refers to the monument of Victor Emanuel
[in Rome] to celebrate the liberation and unification of Italy.s As we can see, even after 1918, the ar-
chitect did not retreat from his conviction that “the Assembly must occupy a position of the utmost
dominance in the Lesser Town".* On the other hand, in the context of the new political system,
he was even more vigorous in proclaiming that the new development must stand out “next to the
dome and the tower of St. Nicholas, St. Vitus and the Royal Castle” to become “the decisive element
of the panorama, [...] and the new sign of republican Prague”. “With this step”, continued Balsanek
in a rather nationalistic tone, “the current great era would replace the old Jesuit Baroque character
of Prague with a new one — Czech and Slavic”.»

The parliament retained the identical prominent location and a similar architectural expres-
sion even in the last vision created by BalSanek — a proposal for Petfin, the wooded hillside tow-
ering above the Lesser Town. The architect considered the green slopes of the Petfin Hill the most
splendid location in Prague — mainly due to their elevated position and panoramic connection with
the Castle. Regarding the resulting panoramic effect, Balsanek placed the structure on the boundary
of the Seminary and Schénborn Gardens, where he composed a building with a triangular ground
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ANTONIN BALSANEK: ALTERNATIVE
PROPOSAL FOR PARLIAMENT
LOCATED ON THE PETRIN HILL

ANTONIN BALSANEK: JEDEN
Z ALTERNATIVNICH NAVRHU
UMISTENI PARLAMENTU —
DO LOKALITY NA PETRINE

Source Zdroj: Architektonicky obzor.
19,p.29

plan and dimensions of approximately 100 x 100 m. The corners of the triangle would have provid-
ed space for a capacious lobby and two assembly halls, respectively for the Chamber of Deputies
and the Senate. In the middle of the interior disposition, there was a large circular hall for holding
large public gatherings. The architecture was meant to be monumental, roofed by a giant dome and
accessible by an imposing formal staircase from the foot of the hill.**

At this point, it should be emphasized that BalSanek’s visions had been increasingly criticized
even since the beginning of the century. By the end of the first decade of the 20th century, for
instance, architect Jan Koula pointed out the fragile character of the Lesser Town and expressed his
disapproval of the leviathan projects proposed by Balsanek. Koula doubted whether new monu-
mental landmarks could be even successfully developed in harmony with the existing picturesque
structure of the Lesser Town, as “a conflict between modern artistic intentions and historical-ar-
chaeological interest could easily occur”.” After 1918, the negative reactions escalated and grew
stronger. Bohumil Hiibschmann - an architect but also a member of the Old Prague Club and an
eloquent advocate of the local genius loci — did not hold back. He described Antonin Bal$anek as
“blinded by the desire for the apotheosis of liberation” and “unable to discern” the limits of artistic
freedom and where freedom instead becomes arrogant, ruthless and even brutal.®®

Hitbschmann also directed his sharp criticism toward other architects, who presented their
own megalomaniacal proposals shortly after 1918. One of them was Vaclav Rostlapil, who similarly
followed up his pre-war project for the Land Assembly, which (after the establishment of Czechoslo-
vakia) he promptly transformed into a parliament building. His vision was to extend the extant vol-
ume of the Straka Academy, which he himself had designed over two decades earlier. In principle,
he proposed an extension of his own 1896 building into the form of an entirely new and representa-
tive embankment under the Prague Castle. Corresponding to its 19th-century origin was the overall
architectural expression of the newly proposed buildings — everything was meant to be conceived
in a historicizing style.” Therefore, it should not be surprising that Rostlapil’s vision gained little
support nor advocacy. In the 1920s, a general consensus emerged of the necessity of leaving the
Lesser Town area and searching for a place for the new parliament elsewhere.

The new possible place was found rather quickly: very soon, architects and urbanists started
to mention the Letnd Plain as their preferred location for the parliament complex. There were
several reasons. The pragmatic one lay in Letna’s status as a large open space near the Prague
centre necessarily attracting new development. In turn, more sophisticated arguments emphasized
particularly its strong representative and symbolic potential — the physical proximity of Prague
Castle endowing the plain with a direct panoramic connection to the Castle district, and also its
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PAVEL JANAK, ALOIS KUBICEK AND
E.SVOBODA: PROPOSAL FOR THE
LETNA COMPETITION IN 1920 —
PARLIAMENT BUILDING

PAVEL JANAK, ALOIS KUBICEK
AE.SVOBODA: SOUTEZNINAVRH
ZTZV.LETENSKE SOUTEZE V ROCE
1920 — BUDOVA PARLAMENTU

Source Zdroj: Styl. 7, p. XLIII
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BOHUMIL HUBSCHMANN:

BIRD'S EYE PERSPECTIVE OF LETNA
WITH THE PARLIAMENT BUILDING
ABOVE STEFANIK BRIDGE — BASED
ON THE COMPETITION PROPOSAL
FOR THE LETNA COMPETITION IN
1920

BOHUMIL HUBSCHMANN:
PTACI PERSPEKTIVA LETNE

S PARLAMENTEM UMISTENYM
NAD STEFANIKOV MOST —
VYPRACOVANO NA ZAKLADE
SOUTEZNIHO NAVRHU Z TZV.
LETENSKE SOUTEZE V ROCE 1920

Source Zdroj: Styl. 20, p. 6

elevated position above the city lending the location a certain autonomy, as well as territorial and
visual dominance.

The discussions on a new location for parliament culminated in 1920 in the so-called Letna
competition,?® which was announced by the State Regulatory Committee? (SRC).”? Even though
the competition aimed to find a solution for the whole north-western sector of the capital, Letna
represented the crucial part of the territory and was also given the greatest care. The participating
architects and urban planners were asked to solve the problem of the terrain grade and method
of ascent to the plain and deliver a relatively detailed proposal of its development. According to
recommendations made by the SRC, mostly important state and cultural institutions were to be
located on the Letna Plain, though there was no direct requirement that it also serve for the parlia-
ment building.” However, in the end, all the competitors opted for precisely this option.>* Hence,
the competition gave rise to an unprecedented consensus, which for a long time petrified Letna as
the one generally accepted site for the parliament. In addition to the legislative chambers, most of
the architects placed other government buildings and offices on the plain as well, transforming the
entire Letna plateau into a representative “government district”.s

A total of 18 projects? were entered in the competition,” all of which approached Letna in
different ways. The Parliament and other important institutions were presented in various archi-
tectural forms from fully historicizing concepts (e.g. the winning duo Frantisek Vahala — Vratislav
Lhota) to restrained classic modernism (Antonin Engel, Bohumil Hiibschmann or Max Urban)
and even “cubist” visions (e.g. Pavel Janak — Alois Kubicek — E. Svoboda). Almost invariably, the
parliament building dominated the area and faced a large forum or square. Often, it was placed as
a “point de vue” of the planned “Letna Roadway” — an urban boulevard conceived as an extension
of today’s PafiZska Street and Cech Bridge that would have continued northwards through the Let-
na hillside to the current Milada Horakova Street. Exactly at the intersection with this street, many
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PRAGUE'S REGULATORY PLAN,
1929 —1930

NAVRH REGULACNIHO PLANU
PRAHY, 1929 — 1930

Source Zdroj: app.iprpraha.cz

of the designs proposed to build a new parliament plaza, which would thus become a certain coun-
terweight to the historic Old Town Square. Another large group of proposals placed the parliament
closer to the edge of the Letna hillside, allowing the building to overlook the city below and form

a distinctive dominant feature over the Vltava River. Some designs positioned the building above
the Cech Bridge, others over the Stefanik Bridge or into the space between the two. According to the
jury’s verdict, the first prize in the competition was given to the project by architects FrantiSek Va-
hala and Vratislav Lhota, who situated the parliament building on the edge of the Letna Plain above
Stefanik Bridge, forming a visual closure of Revoluéni Street.? Bohumil Hiibschmann, who won

a shared second prize with his project, chose the same place for parliament.? Moreover, in the Let-
na competition Hiibschmann also put his eloquence to good use, writing a thorough justification
for his choice of location. He passionately believed that the parliament building had to stand out
visually in the Prague panorama, but at the same time it should not compete with Prague Castle.
Following this reasoning, Hiibschmann considered the position on the edge of Letna above Stefinik
Bridge as the optimal spot. It was far enough from Prague Castle to ensure that the new dominant
would not obscure it, yet at the same time was close enough to be the Castle’s equal pendant.® For
the same reason, the architect refused to situate any large building above the Cech Bridge, where
the volume would have interfere with the nearby Castle.

The idea of placing the parliament on the eastern outskirts of Letna was eventually accepted
even by the State Regulatory Committee, and was incorporated in an official project, namely the
1924 draft of the regulatory plan. The location benefited also from the fact that the idea of extend-
ing PariZska Street through the “Letna Roadway” was gradually abandoned and thus the urban
importance of Cech Bridge to an extent declined. On the other hand, the Stefanik Bridge and Rev-
olucni Street were gaining in importance, as they were to become part of the intended traffic circle
around the Prague centre. It was only logical that the committee suggested placing the parliament
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JOSEF STEPANEK: PROPOSAL FOR
THE LETNA COMPETITION IN 1928

JOSEF STEPANEK: NAVRH ZE
SOUTEZE NA ZASTAVOVACI PLAN
LETNE V ROCE 1928

Source Zdroj: Spisovna IPR v Praze,
n.FMU001457
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JAROMIR KREJCAR: PROPOSAL
FOR THE LETNA COMPETITION IN
1928

JAROMIR KREJCAR: NAVRH ZE
SOUTEZE NA ZASTAVOVACI PLAN
LETNE V ROCE 1928

Source Zdroj: Spisovna IPR v Praze,
n.FMU001456

on the axis defined by Revoluéni Street and Stefinik Bridge. However, in the end, the regulatory
plan resulting from the Letna competition and the depicted parliamentary position were not bind-
ing. The ultimate authority regarding the regulatory decisions in Prague was the Ministry of Public
Works, which stated somewhat evasively that in the event of a new and more detailed competition
(planned to obtain full designs for the state buildings on Letna), the regulatory plans made by the
SRC were not legally binding.** As a result, this ministerial decision degraded the regulation of Let-
na to a mere recommendation, so that although the regulatory plan existed, it did not impose any
mandatory obligations on the Letna development and parliament.

The more detailed and narrowly focused competition* aiming to resolve the architectural
form and exact location of buildings in the “Letna government district” was finally announced
in February 1928.3 The SRC, as the organizer of the competition, recommended following the urban
layout outlined by the existing regulatory plan, but the aforementioned ministerial clause still gave
room for adjustments. Moreover, urban alterations were also encouraged by the elected officials
themselves, respectively by the presidium of the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, which
considered the location of its new seat above the Stefanik Bridge to be too marginal, and demanded
a more centrally placed spot.** Similarly, the presidium interfered in the determination of the area
of the future parliament, requesting an enormous floor size of 37000 m?2.

In the end, a total of 16 designs were submitted. The first prize went to the project by Josef
Stépanek, who situated a large two-chamber parliament at the end of Cech Bridge. He thus met the
wishes of the politicians who wanted their headquarters to occupy a central location. At the same
time, however, he tried to respect the panorama, and therefore composed the parliament as a low
linear volume surrounded by greenery, the character of which “might not harm the dominant ap-
pearance of Prague Castle”? The ministries and state administration buildings were assigned to the
northern and eastern edges of the plain, with a relatively large area of green space in between. The
plans and visualisations show a significant shift in both architectural and urban planning perspec-
tives since the previous competition: the historicizing concepts were replaced by avant-garde and
functionalism and the urban block structure of the early 1920s began to shift towards compositions
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of detached volumes in open green space. This shift was equally apparent in the project that fin-
ished second in the ranking. Its author, Jaromir Krejcar, designed a composition of a rational linear
development completed by the freestanding volume of the parliament — in this case located above
the Stefanik Bridge, i.e. in a visual relation to the Revolu¢ni Street and the upcoming traffic circuit
around central Prague. The parliament location above the Stefanik Bridge was also retained by Bo-
humil Hiibschmann, who however fell short of any prizes this time.?

From the results of the competition, or the awarding of the first prize to the project of the
parliament building above the Cech Bridge, it might seem that the presidium of the Chamber
of Deputies and the Senate would have been satisfied with the verdict. But the reality was different.
In the end, even the position above the Cech Bridge was not sufficient and the situation resulted in
a curious turn. In 1929, less than a year after the second Letna competition, the presidium initiated
an entirely new competition “to find the most suitable place for the Parliament building within
the inner centre of Prague — [...] outside the Letna Plain”% Bearing in mind the previously rejected
projects by Antonin BalSanek, the experts considered the location within the Prague core unreal-
istic and spoke out against the competition, but didn’t succeed. The competition was announced.
Moreover, a number of requirements that had been part of the Letna competition was adopted
by the new instructions, including the area of the parliament, which — again — was assigned
a minimum floor area of 37,000 m?. Possibly, the Letna Plain could have accommodated an object of
such dimensions, but it was practically impossible to squeeze a similar Colossus into the structure
of historic Prague.®®
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Despite this somewhat absurd assignment, a relatively large number of architects decided to

take part. Most of the competitors placed the parliament at Klarov.*® The choice was quite logical

— the Lesser Town bridgehead of Manes Bridge remained an open and unresolved urban space. Yet
even in 1929, it became clear again that the megalomaniacal building program of the parliament
was not the right choice for the small-scale and picturesque Lesser Town structure. Some of the
contestants tried to solve the problem shrewdly and decided to leave one chamber on the oppo-
site bank in the Rudolfinum#, which allowed them to propose a smaller structure for the second
chamber alone. Yet even this arrangement did not lead to optimal solutions, as the volume was

still too large.

A relatively frequent solution was also the high-rise development. An example of this
approach was the project by Jan Gillar, who planned to rebuild the area on the right bank of the
Vltava River — namely the Masaryk Embankment facing the National Theatre. Gillar’s design would
have meant the demolition of several historical blocks between Anenska, Liliova and Bartoloméjska
streets, where the architect imagined a new functionalist parliamentary complex. The problem
with the required floor space was solved by means of a high-rise building, with part of the com-
pound assuming the form of a “skyscraper” with 18 floors.+

Kamil Roskot was another one of the competing architects who decided to build upwards.
However, he chose a less prominent site, specifically the location by the Hlavka Bridge on the right
bank of the river. He intended to use part of the area of Denis Railway Station (TéSnov Station),
which he planned to demolish. A dominant feature of the new parliamentary complex was its
unusual design in the form of two tower blocks.* On one side, the project was criticized for being
too remote from the Prague core. On the other, it should be emphasized that its location outside
the historical centre made the proposal by far the most realistic one. Probably for this exact reason
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n.SRK000228

Kamil Roskot also won the highest prize granted in the competition. Despite his success, neither
Roskot’s proposal nor any other was recommended for implementation. The competition was,

in fact, a failure that only proved that “the parliament cannot be placed on the right bank or under
the Prague Castle”.#* As some reviewers bitterly pointed out, this “finding” was obvious before the
competition.

Although it would be logical to assume that after such a debacle, the focus would return
to Letna Plain, the situation turned out differently. The construction activity of the 1930s was
strongly affected by the economic crisis, and the interest in the new parliamentary complex grad-
ually diminished, eventually contributing to the abandonment of the vision of a representative
development on the Letna Plain. Evidence for this change can be found in the Letna regulation
plan, which was confirmed in 1934, where there is no longer any indication of the future parlia-
ment building. Since the parliament was not built anywhere else during the existence of the First
Republic, the National Assembly continued to hold its sessions in the Rudolfinum, which was
originally intended as a mere provisional arrangement. A change was brought about in 1939 with
the establishment of the Nazi-dominated Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia, which meant the
dissolution of both parliamentary chambers and the conversion of the Rudolfinum back to a con-
cert hall and gallery.

After the restoration of Czechoslovakia after World War II, a new seat was once again sought
for the parliament. It was eventually found on the border of the New Town and Vinohrady - in the
former Prague Stock Exchange building, where the Czechoslovak National Assembly was held
starting in 1946, even though originally the location was again seen as a provisional arrangement.*
After 1945, the hopes for the construction of a new representative building flourished once more.
As Oldfich Stary pointed out: ‘Tt is our duty to want the [National Assembly] building to be the
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most important work of the time, to have its architectural expression and visual importance. There-
fore, we cannot borrow the building, even the most beautiful one. It would be undignified. [We
should build new structure] corresponding to contemporary needs, life and culture.*

In 1947, another competition was announced for the National Assembly building,* and the
competitors were given the opportunity to choose its location. However, only five of the 73 com-
peting architects proposed a location other than Letna, meaning that Letna Plain was confirmed
once again as a place suitable for a representative parliamentary complex. Within the framework
of Letna, the contestants situated their structures differently, some of them on the edge of the plain
in exposed positions within the Prague panorama, others further north. Almost everyone, however,
kept large areas of greenery on the plain and did not propose any dense development. Architectur-
ally, the projects varied widely and ranged from cautious historicizing tendencies to progressive
modernity including high-rise buildings.

Pavel Janak, one of the jury members, characterized the projects very charmingly: ‘First ap-
pears the 19th century relic group: closed blocks with yards inside and good or bad air management
[...]. Right behind them stands a group of symmetrical bundles of parallel wings, inspired by indus-
trial buildings. Then there is a group that could be described as an animal type. It is characterized
by a central body, from which symmetrical wings grow like limbs. Often they are quadrupeds. [...]
Then there is the aircraft type: with the fuselage in the middle and two symmetrical equilibrium
wings [...]. These three main ground plan types are all essentially symmetrical, influenced by
ancient order, almost as if it were a law. Exactly at the core of the symmetrical ground plan there
is always an assembly hall, as the heart of the organism and disposition. Finally, there is a loose,
asymmetrical bundle of wings. [...] While in the symmetrical a priori floor plan there is first a pat-
tern and the content has to fit in; here, wings are formed according to the content. [In this sense],
the free-wing grouping seems to be the right way.*® The jury came to the same conclusion - i.e. that
it was necessary to abandon the idea of monumentality based on a priori symmetry and follow the
path of rational composition and “cultivated modesty”.#* This belief was reflected also by the selec-
tion of the highest awarded project by Franti$ek Cermak and Gustav Paul.
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However, the jury’s verdict also said that the competition should not result in the immediate
construction of Cermak’s and Paul’s project, but on the clarification of the guidelines for a new and
more detailed competition. In addition to the suggested architectural form, the jury also identified
an optimal location for the parliament — in the eastern part of Letna Plain further from its edge,*
ensuring that a large green area was to be preserved on the edge of the plain so the view from the
city would not be altered or disturbed. This new requirement represents a major change from the
First Republic’s visions, yearning to build a striking dominant feature of the Prague skyline.s The
more detailed competition (promised to be the definitively final one) however did not happen at all.
This time, plans were thwarted by “Victorious February”, i.e. the Communists’ 1948 coup d’état.

The question of the new National Assembly building was not revived until the 1960s. At first,
Letna was considered again, but in the end it was decided that the new building should instead
expand the capacity of the current seat of the Assembly — i.e. the former Prague Stock Exchange.s
Following this intention, an architectural competition for several invited teams was launched in
1966. It was clearly stated in the assignment that the building of the former exchanges* should be
preserved and the new structure should only complement the existing volume.>* The requirement
of preserving the stock exchange, while meeting the demands for spatial area of the new structure,
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made it difficult for most contestants to squeeze everything needed on the plot, and rendered the
resulting projects somewhat overly dense. The exception were the designs by Véra and Vladimir
Machonin and the team of Karel Prager, Jifi Albrecht and Jifi Kadefabek together with engineer
Juraj Kozak, who came up with the idea to build not only next to the Exchange, but also above

it — forming a “house above the house”>* The proposal by Karel Prager and his colleagues eventually
won the first prize. According to the jury’s evaluation, their project “achieves a massive effect and,
in its austerity, contains features of monumentality”

One particularly striking and monumental part of the project is undoubtedly the aforemen-
tioned “house above the house”, the two-storey superstructure consisting of four Vierendeel beams
supported by subtle columns. With this vertical focus, it even became possible to build a generous
plaza outside the building.5” The original intention of the architects was to connect this area by
a pedestrian zone with Wenceslas Square. In the end, however, this could not have been done due
to the changed route of the North-South highway running through the city immediately in front
of the building. In terms of its planning and the wider urban context, the complex unfortunately
remained a mere torso. However, this cannot be blamed on the architects. From an architectural
point of view, it must be stated that with the construction of the National Assembly a new era
undoubtedly materialized with great confidence and assuming a significant place in the image of
Prague. Eventually, after many decades of competitions and designs, the new landmark was real-
ized. Although it took a different form and location than expected for a better part of the 20th cen-
tury, it was indeed one of the most important and noteworthy architectural works of its time.

In any case, the history of the search for the seat of parliament did not end with the construc-
tion of the National (later Federal) Assembly. After all, the original intention of completing the
stock exchange building was to provide the parliament with new premises only temporarily — be-
fore the new building would be built. The vision of a brand-new representative seat was still alive.
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After the deputies moved to the new location, the former stock exchange together with the “house
above the house” was to be used as a cultural and congress centre with exhibition spaces, a li-
brary and restaurants.’® Making use of the immediate vicinity of the State Opera and the National
Museum, a whole cultural complex would be created at the upper end of the Wenceslas Square. It
must be added, however, that the provisional measure has again become a somewhat permanent
solution, and the building serving as the seat of the National (Federal) Assembly survived until after
the Velvet Revolution. The idea of a cultural venue was realized in a slightly modified form only

in 2009, when the edifice was acquired by the National Museum as its “new building”, including
exhibition spaces and a café.”

The revolution in November 1989, and especially the period of the separation of federal Cze-
choslovakia into independent Czech and Slovak Republics, brought a new impulse to the discus-
sions on the adequate seat of the legislature. With the dissolution of the federation, the days of the
Federal Assembly were numbered and, together with the preparation of the new state system, there
was, of course, talk of choosing the permanent seat of the Czech Parliament in terms of “dignified
architecture representing one of the highest political authorities of the Czech Republic”.®> Architect
Miroslav Masak, a former adviser to the President Vaclav Havel, recalled that already in the early
1990s voices reviving the ideas of new dominant buildings in Prague began to be heard again.

Even ideas comparable to the explosion of visions in the early 1920s made their appearance, such
as construction of a new university campus, cultural institutions and, of course, state administra-
tion buildings.®* Letna was increasingly mentioned once more and Masak himself took part in the
debates and plans of rebuilding the plain into a “central park with several suitable edifices”. Among
the planned buildings was to be a concert hall and museum of architecture at the western end of
the plain and a new parliament building at the eastern end. Nevertheless, the construction of the
new legislative seat was eventually swept off the table, which Masik associated with the arrival of
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a new mayor of Prague and later a new national government.®* Moreover, given the rapid post-rev-
olutionary changes and the will to resolve the situation quickly, there was, in any event, probably
not enough time left to prepare thorough projects for Letna anyway.

Another possibility for the seat of the new Parliament of the Czech Republic (first for the
Chamber of Deputies and later also for the Senate) was the Federal Assembly building from
the 1970s. This solution was, however, hindered by the general reluctance of the new political
representation to perform their job and “build democracy” on the premises constructed for the
elective officials of the overthrown Socialist regime. In the end, the historical Thun Palace in
Lesser Town was chosen — as the (old)new seat of the Chamber of Deputies, where the Assembly
of Bohemian Estates was based in the 1800 and where the Czech National Council had sat since
1968.9 However, taking into account the spatial requirements, it was necessary to expand the com-
plex to other neighbouring buildings. As result, the compound grew into several houses and palac-
es in Lesser Town, and with a bit of hyperbole it can be said that after a century of ever-shifting
changes, the situation returned to the state so loudly criticized by Antonin Bal$anek in his text
The Depopulation of the Lesser Town and the necessity of public buildings (Vylidriovdni Malé Strany a nutnost
staveb verejnijch).%% Later, the Senate itself was also situated within the Lesser Town when, after the
rejection of the offer to use the former Federal Assembly building, the Senators found their seat
in the Wallenstein Palace.

Once again, a certain form of nationalism and self-determination played a role in the choice
of the architecture of the venue. As the then deputy Karel Ledvinka wrote, “in 1918, representatives
of the people gathered in the historic Chamber of Deputies [in the Thun Palace] to dethrone the
Habsburg dynasty from the Bohemian throne and to proclaim Czechoslovakia shortly after the de-
feat of Austria-Hungary in the First World War. [...] So where else should parliament reside?”* Like
the euphoria after 1918, the 1990s brought their own architectural politics, which preferred associ-
ations with the earlier history of the Bohemian lands (however conflicting) and especially the First
Republic (surprisingly including the still-present rejection of the Habsburgs). On the other hand,
any connection with the previous regime was to be avoided. This situation led to the refusal of the
technically advanced and spatially generous premises of the former Federal Assembly (even though,
paradoxically, not designed during the period of rigid Normalization with which they are most
often associated but during the so-called “Golden Sixties” and the Prague Spring); and the creation
of a somewhat fragmentized and cramped complex within the Lesser Town'’s historical buildings.
Today’s houses of parliament share one crucial feature with the former Federal Assembly — namely
a certain inaccessibility and isolation from the citizens. The building of the Federal Assembly was
cut off from the pedestrian zone by the highway, while the buildings in the Lesser Town are hidden
in a maze of narrow streets — without any generous anteroom for possible civic assemblies. As Petr
Pithart comments: “As if there was no place for confident, sovereign rule, nor for the opposition, for
the people in front of the parliament.”s

However, the presence of the people in front of government buildings would not be simplified
even by the latest grandiose vision of new seat for state administration — in this case, the recently
medialized project of the entire government district in Letiany on the far northern edge of Prague.
This proposal, in many aspects problematic, shows that the idea of a new complex for state insti-
tutions still comes to life from time to time. At the same time, however, its utterly absurd nature
allows one to hope justifiably that it will not be materialized. We can therefore predict that even
this current project will be included alongside the unrealized visions described in this paper.
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