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At the start of the millennium, many settlements that were originally 
villages at the suburban edge of Prague saw their populations multiply 
several times, yet without corresponding growth in the capacity of civic 
infrastructure and accompanied by a notable erosion of social cohesion 
or local identity. This study draws parallels between two radically 
diverging paths followed, thanks to decisive mayors and “their” 
architects, by two originally small historic villages: Líbeznice and 
Dolní Břežany. It examines the entire range of actors standing behind 
the development of these two settlements, their differing visions for 
the future, the social capital (Bourdieu) and processes leading to their 
fulfilment, and the current physical forms of both settlements. 

Suburbanization has been one of the most striking chang-
es in the settlement structure of the Czech Republic over 
the past three decades, as well as a process with exten-
sive reflection among professionals as well as the media. 
However, this reflection has largely been confined to 
urban geography and affiliated disciplines.1 Research-
ers in architectural theory and history have usually ac-
quiesced to the narrative on suburbia as an economic, 
ecological, transport, social… and only secondarily an 
urbanistic and architectural problem, as summarised two 
decades ago in the first major Czech study on the topic, 
Pavel Hnilička’s Sídelní kaše [Urban Sprawl].2 In short, 
it is not a theme addressed by the history or theory of 
architecture. Yet is this rejection not essentially the same 
approach once taken toward socialist-era housing estates? 
In parallel with the increasing body of scholarship in the 
past decade addressing the once-denigrated prefabricat-
ed apartment block3, a fresh analysis of Czech suburbia 
might well reveal that not all satellite towns are identical 
and that some of them may deserve serious attention as 
architectural formations. 

In the present study, I intend to use the example of two 
villages lying just beyond the Prague city limits to reveal 
how urbanistic conceptions and architectural designs for 
public space and important buildings can contribute to 
the preservation or the redefinition of local identity, as 
well as reinforcing the position of the locality among 
other settlements in Prague’s suburban edges. Specifi-
cally, I examine two settlements whose names appear in 
architectural journals or yearbooks or receive various 
professional awards significantly more often than their 
neighbours: Líbeznice and Dolní Břežany. Both villages 
are repeatedly cited as positive examples or models for 

the development of suburban settlements. As such, they 
are exceptional cases, yet equally they clearly represent 
two diverging developmental trajectories followed by 
other settlements in the metaphorical gravitational field 
of Prague.

Neither settlement is a satellite town erected rapidly 
on a greenfield site devoid of any context, but instead 
a historic village which, in the decades after the Velvet 
Revolution of 1989, became surrounded by new residen-
tial construction that radically changed the size and the 
composition of its population. Comparison of the recent 
development of these two sites is also relevant considering 
the similar commuting distance from central Prague, the 
similar initial population figures, the strong role of an 
active mayor, and the engagement of respected architects. 
Equally similar are the visions which both long-serving 
mayors voiced upon assuming their offices: to cite the 
words of one, Věslav Michalik, shifting “from transfor-
mation into an overnight shelter toward the growth of 
Břežany into a viable town”.4

Yet even a brief visit to the two villages will leave in the 
visitor a markedly different impression. Today’s Líbez-
nice has grown organically out of the village’s historic 
structure, around a clearly discernible centre. Despite 
the intensive building of single-family houses in the past 
decades, Líbeznice remains essentially a compact, inter-
nally structured urban entity, preserving its rural character 
yet offering high-quality public facilities. Dolní Břežany, 
which openly calls itself the “village-capitol of contempo-
rary architecture”,5 has even at first sight far greater ambi-
tions. It provides a model instance of anthropocenic hybrid 
form, bringing together quite disparate entities: town and 
landscape, village, city, suburb, periphery.6 Besides the 



Legend: 1) Municipal office, 2) House of Services, 3) Fire 
station, 4) Sports hall, 5) Health centre, 6) Leisure area and 
skate park, 7) Pavilion of the first grade of primary school,  

8) Primary school extension, 9) New primary school building

Líbeznice on the map  
Source: geoportal of the Czech Geodetic  

and Cadastral Office, geoportal.cuzk.gov.cz
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Legend: 1) Laser Research Centre HiLASE, 2) Laser Research 
Centre Eli Beamlines, 3) Sports hall, 4) Na Sádkách square,  
5) New cemetery, 6) Kindergarten, 7) Celtic and Mill Park,  

8) Parking house

Dolní Břežany on the map 
Source: geoportal of the Czech Geodetic  

and Cadastral Office, geoportal.cuzk.gov.cz
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original chateau (now a hotel), the central dominant of the 
village is the complex of modern research institutes, and 
the new square sided with five-storey apartment blocks. 

To answer how the results of these parallel efforts 
towards worthwhile development emerged so differently, 
our approach must necessarily be a complex one, particu-
larly in the difficult interval between the (recent) past and 
the present. Hence it uses, alongside methodologies from 
contemporary architectural history, critical analysis both 
of verbal discourse and the built architectural or urban 
forms of both villages. However, even if expert urbanistic 
planning may foreshadow the later development of the 
sites, no less vital, it turns out, are the abilities of local 
politicians, primarily mayors. These key individuals not 
only formulate unifying visions of the future and convince 
voters to back them but can equally assist in acquiring or 
retaining land for public buildings, providing finances, 
hiring specific architects, or enticing private investors. 
This perspective of the individual actions of these prom-
inent and charismatic figures is treated through the idea 
of multiple categories of capital (here primarily social, 
cultural, or political) as introduced by sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu.7 And by way of conclusion, I intend to exam-
ine the values expressed by the resulting physical / built 
forms of both villages, their links to the past, and their 
openness toward the future. 

The Villages
Líbeznice lies north of Prague, about 18 km from the city 
centre. First mentioned in records from the 13th century, it 
gained the Church of St. Martin in the village centre in the 
14th century. By the 19th century, Líbeznice was a compact 
village with a church and a group of small fishponds; dur-
ing the later decades of the century a sugar-refinery began 
operations, and a school was constructed.8 During the 20th 
century, the gradual addition of single-family houses with 
gardens began, primarily in the village’s southern section.9

At the end of state socialism, Líbeznice had around 
1,400 residents. After 1989, the demographic curve 

originally registered a sharp drop, followed 
by a rise in the later part of the 1990s. A more 
pronounced increase in population – and hence 
construction – occurred after 2006, while in re-
cent years the demographic situation has stabi-
lized. As of 2024, Líbeznice had 3,211 residents, 
with an average age of 36.6 years.10  

Essentially, there are now nearly three times 
as many people residing in the village as there 
were thirty years ago, and there can be no doubt 
that this growth is the outcome of the process 
of suburbanisation: the new inhabitants largely 
rank among the middle class, able to purchase 
their own single-family residences, while the 

low average age reveals that the new arrivals consist 
largely of young families. This population increase was 
matched, though with a certain delay, with construction 
of public facilities, mostly after the election of mayor 
Martin Kupka in 2010. By way of introduction, even a brief 
listing of the new-built or reconstructed public buildings 
over the past 10 years is impressive: reconstruction of the 
municipal office and service centre (M1 architekti, 2014), 
new pavilion for the primary school (Projektil architekti, 
2015), reconstruction of the main square, Mírové náměstí 
(ateliér Vyšehrad, 2015), the new sports hall (M1 architekti, 
2016), the skatepark in the Health Complex (Areál zdraví, 
Mystic Constructions, 2016), the additions to the primary 
school and the children’s art school (M1 architekti, 2017), 
the new primary school building (Grulich architekti, 2019), 
the new facilities yard with fire station and renovation of 
the historic locality U kola (Ehl&Koumar architekti, 2020 
and 2021). For a village of just over three thousand resi-
dents, these are projects quite demanding both financially 
and organizationally, moreover all completed in rapid 
succession. And even more notably, perhaps uniquely 
among Czech towns and villages, all these works were 
designed by studios (perhaps with the one exception of 
the not very well known studio Grulich architekti) that 
rank among the leading practitioners on the national level. 

Dolní Břežany lies to the south of Prague, but at a simi-
lar distance from the centre as Líbeznice, roughly 18 kilo-
metres. Archaeological finds confirm human settlement 
in the locality as far back as the late Stone Age, though 
the first written references to the village date from the 14th 
century. In the 16th century, the village had its own grist-
mill and brewery, with the chateau completed toward the 
century’s end. At the start of the 18th century, the Břežany 
estate was purchased by the Archbishopric of Prague, 
which retained the property up until 1945. Maps from 
the 19th century and historic postcards show a relatively 
small village settlement surrounded by fishponds and 
dominated by the chateau, though also with the landmarks 
of the brewery and the school, and the immediate vicinity 
consisting of fields and orchards.11 An aerial photograph 
from the 1950s already reveals a visible expansion of the 
village northwards, i.e., toward Prague;12 a new school 
was constructed in Břežany in 1984.

Three towers in Líbeznice: the House of Services,  
the Church and the Municipal Office  

Photo: Petra Hajská / municipality Líbeznice
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Unlike Líbeznice, where the village centre 
was historically defined by the church, the 
settlement structure of Dolní Břežany was less 
legible, since the space of the historic village 
green was partially obscured by the major road-
way passing through it. After 1989, moreover, 
the core locality around the remainder of the 
green, the local government office, and the cha-
teau was degraded by the decrepit complex of 
the former collective farm, which gradually 
decayed into a brownfield.

At the end of state socialism, there were just 
under a thousand residents of Dolní Břežany, 
and even during the 1990s the village saw little 
growth. Development appeared only in the new millen-
nium: by 2008 the village had a population of 2,476, by 
2024 reaching 4,694.13 Hence, over the past three decades, 
the number of inhabitants almost quintupled – though it 
should be said that these numbers are for the entire ad-
ministrative area, which includes not only Dolní Břežany, 
which will be the primary focus of interest, but also the 
purely residential settlements of Lhota, Jarov, and Zálepy.

The listing of public buildings realized in recent years 
in Dolní Břežany is, if anything, even more impressive 
than in Líbeznice and is similarly connected to new lead-
ership in local government, specifically the former mayor 
Věslav Michalik (after 2004): the Celtic and Millers’ Park 
(Keltský a Mlynářský park, Ateliér zahradní a krajinářské 
architektury, 2010), the laser technology research cen-
tres HiLASE (Len+k architekti, 2014) and ELI Beamlines 
(Bogle Architects, 2015), the reconstruction of the chil-
dren’s art school (Pavel Hnilička Architects + Planners, 
2015), the new cemetery (Ateliér zahradní a krajinářské 
architektury, 2016), the sports hall (Sporadical, 2017), 
the kindergarten (S.H.S architekti, 2020), the parking 
garage (Fránek Architects, 2021) or the viewing tower 
on the hill Závist (Huť architektury Martin Rajniš, 2022). 
The financial volume of investment, primarily in the two 
laser centres, is approximately 9 billion CZK (85 % of the 
investment provided by the EU), significantly exceeding 
the conditions of this small settlement. Here as well, it is 
possible to find exceptional architecture, though hardly 
in all cases. The most controversial aspects are the scale 
of the new buildings and their relations to the context of 
the original village, as well as to each other. 

The Actors
Invariably, architecture and urbanism bring into play 
a significant range of actors, motivations, requirements, 
and limitations. Simplifying matters down to the most 
essential, we arrive at the triad of investor – architect 
– state. In particular, the last-mentioned actor becomes 
involved in the planning and realization process in many 
forms and roles, from elected representatives to civil 
servants, from the European to the national to the local 
levels. Often, local governments also hold the position 
of investor, whether in acquiring urban masterplans or in 

realizing larger or smaller public buildings. For this rea-
son, in the following text I intend to devote my attention 
to the representatives of the relevant local governments, 
and to an extent likely more thorough than is usually the 
practice in architectural history.

The post-1989 transformation brought in its wake 
significant changes in the positions and powers of these 
actors regarding the treatment of spaces and land, not 
only in suburban settlements – weakening the influence 
of regulation, expert planning, and control on the state 
and regional levels, while shifting most competences to 
the local level, primarily that of municipal and village 
governance.14 Hence the key actor in the development of 
any specific urban entity became the local elected rep-
resentatives, who had the decisive word on formulating 
the requirements for the masterplan and its subsequent 
approval. Yet if a municipality hires and pays the preparer 
of the masterplan, the degree of expert independence 
becomes significantly restricted. In practical terms, it 
has repeatedly been the case that the chief agent in the 
development of a settlement, primarily among smaller 
ones, is the elected mayor.15 Essentially, it is his or her 
capabilities, values, motivations, goals, or no less social 
and cultural capital that become the vital determinants 
of the direction in which the settlement’s development 
will proceed. 

Only rarely in the Czech context, though, is this role 
of local leadership as strongly displayed as in the two se-
lected villages. Their apparently similar, or even parallel 
roads toward success are directly tied to the exceptional 
competences, ideas, and even more social or cultural 
capital of two concrete individuals: Líbeznice’s mayor 
Martin Kupka (Civic Democratic Party – ODS, in office 
2010-2021) and Dolní Břežany’s mayor Věslav Micha-
lik (Mayors and Independents Party – STAN, in office 
2004-2022). Yet the current form of both village-suburbs, 
their settlement structure, the structure of values they 
symbolize, and the overall “image” all equally reveal the 
great divergences in the approaches of both mayors and 

Na sádkách Square, Dolní Břežany,  
architects Ladislav Tichý a Václav Dvořák 2010 

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová



Fire station, Líbeznice,  
Koumar Ehl architekti, 2020 

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová 

Sports hall Na chrupavce, Líbeznice,  
M1 Architekti, 2016  

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová



Fire station, Líbeznice,  
detail of protective mesh of newly planted tree  

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová



Věslav Michalík Square with the Fountain of Time,  
Dolní Břežany, architect Hana Zachová,  

collaboration on the fountain by Věslav Michalik, 2013  
Photo: Karolina Jirkalová

Celtic and Mill Park, Dolní Břežany,  
Ateliér zahradní a krajinářské architektury, 2010  

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová



Parking house, Dolní Břežany,  
Fránek architekti, 2021 

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová

Eli Beamlines Laser Research Centre,  
Bogle architects, 2015  

Photo: Wikipedia commons, Creative Commons  
Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International
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the influences of other involved actors, whether urban 
planners and architects or investors. Who, then, are these 
two key players, who were their associates, what types of 
Bourdieuean “capital” did they draw upon, and what ideas 
did they bring to fulfilment in the villages they governed?

The Mayors
Martin Kupka (*1975) studied journalism at the Charles 
University Faculty of Social Sciences and initially made 
his career in governmental public relations: first as press 
spokesperson for the Prague municipal government, then 
for the Central Bohemian regional government (2003-
2008) and the national Ministry of Transport. 

Kupka joined the centre-right party ODS in 2008, and 
since 2014 has been a deputy chair. From this point on-
ward, his political career truly took off: 2016-2022 in 
the Central Bohemian regional assembly, since 2017 in 
the Czech Parliament. In 2020, he was appointed depu-
ty to the regional governor of Central Bohemia, Petra 
Pecková, in charge of road transport, then after the 2021 
parliamentary elections became the national Minister of 
Transport. Upon assuming this post in the cabinet, Kupka 
resigned as mayor of Líbeznice.16 

With his education and experience in PR, Kupka could 
orient himself quickly in a new topic or situation, as well 
as his skill in communicating and persuading. Equally, he 
held strong social capital: as the former Central Bohemia 
regional governor Petr Bendl related in a recent article 
in the weekly Respekt, Kupka was able to travel through-
out the entire region while serving as his spokesperson 
and expanding his own contacts. “He became better and 
better known, which gave him space for growth.”17 Pri-
marily during his work in regional government, Kupka 
also became acquainted with matters involving grants 
and subsidies; in turn, he gained managerial experience 
as the head of media teams and press departments. And 
his public image as a hard-working and polite young 
man has remained unusually stable, untarnished by any 
significant scandal. Indeed, the perfection of this image 
attests to another exceptional competence of Kupka’s – the 
ability to move safely through today’s complicated media 
sphere. This entire grouping of cultural and social capital 
is what Kupka turned to great effect during his long term 
as mayor of Líbeznice.

To be elected mayor of a small village at the age of 
35 might, at first, seem a major career setback, since in 
doing so he relinquished the more prestigious post of 
cabinet spokesperson. Yet it turned out to be his first step 
into genuine politics, where “[y]ou can change things and 
also see how they are reflected in people’s lives.”18 The 
flourishing of Líbeznice, which thanks to its exceptional 
architecture gradually achieved media recognition,19 is 
itself a symbolic parallel to the strengthening of Kup-
ka’s position in political life. 

Věslav Michalik (1963-2022) was over ten years older 
than Kupka, hence his studies and early career took place 
still under the state-socialist order. He graduated from the 

Faculty of Atomic and Physical Engineering at the Czech 
Technical University (ČVUT) and well into the 1990s con-
tinued to work as a researcher at the Academy of Scienc-
es, including a research period of several months in the 
USSR in 1989 at the Joint Institute for Nuclear Research in 
Dubna near Moscow. In 1994, he left the academic sphere 
for finance, where again he rapidly established a highly 
successful career as a financial analyst.20 Later, he worked 
for consulting firms and engaged in independent business 
activity, mostly involving solar energy.21 

Elected mayor of Dolní Břežany in 2004, he gradually 
realized that “the political world was more interesting 
than the financial one”.22 Unsuccessful in his run for the 
regional assembly in 2008, he managed to win on his 
second run in 2012 (non-partisan candidate for the cen-
trist party STAN, then a party member after 2013), and 
defended his position again in 2016 and 2020.23 From 
2020 to 2022, he was deputy to regional governor Petra 
Pecková in charge of finance, strategy, and innovation 
– hence active in regional government at the same time 
as Martin Kupka, who held his own post in 2020-2021.

In 2021, Michalik was proposed by STAN as a can-
didate for the post of Minister of Industry and Trade in 
the new cabinet of Prime Minister Petr Fiala. However, 
journalists from the server Lidovky.cz drew attention to 
controversial aspects of Michalik’s business career,24 
along with the possible conflict of interest between the 
function as minister and his ownership of large solar 
power stations receiving state subsidies. Michalik denied 
any wrongdoing, but withdrew his candidacy.25 As such, 
he did not follow the career trajectory of the other mayor, 
Martin Kupka, who became transport minister in the same 
government. Unfortunately, Michalik unexpectedly died 
suddenly in the summer of 2022.

Like Martin Kupka, Věslav Michalik had significant 
cultural and social capital to use for the development of 
Dolní Břežany: excellent orientation in financial mat-
ters, wide contacts with business and political spheres, 
capability as a manager. As will be further shown, of key 
importance for the physical development of Břežany were 
not only his private business ventures but equally his 
contacts during his early scientific career in the Acade-
my of Sciences. The ambitious transformation of Dolní 
Břežany, with its many architectural highlights, became 
part of Michalik’s political image, just as Líbeznice was 
for Kupka. That he “transformed a village at the western 
edge of Prague into a modern technological and innova-
tion centre as well as a pleasant place to live”26 helped 
Michalik’s media image for many years despite the ques-
tions surrounding his business, even though these doubts 
already were voiced as early as 2010.27

Líbeznice for Itself
A significant step taken by the new local assembly, which 
assumed governance of Líbeznice under Martin Kup-
ka’s leadership after the 2010 election, was the commis-
sioning of a good masterplan. It was no accident that the 



Detail of paving at the U kola site, Líbeznice,  
Koumar Ehl architekti, 2021  

Photo: Karolina Jirkalová

Pavilion of the first grade of primary school in Líbeznice, 
Projektil architekti, 2015 
Photo: Karolina Jirkalová
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Reconstruction of the U kola site, Líbeznice,  
Koumar Ehl architekti 2021 
Photo: Karolina Jirkalová
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commission went to the architects of the Prague atelier 
M1 – Kupka had already worked with them as head of the 
press committee of the Central Bohemian region (realiza-
tion of the regional Information Centre, completed 2012). 
He invited them to the public tender for the plan and, 
following the recommendation by the expert committee, 
M1 was issued the commission. The resulting document 
was approved by the assembly in 2015.28 

The architects from M1 had previously never worked 
on an urban plan (nor have they since), though they did 
have experience with several land-use studies, primari-
ly with the realization of public buildings (the Faculty 
of Natural Sciences of Palacký University in Olomouc, 
2009; the reconstruction of the former Jesuit monastery 
in Kutná Hora as the Central Bohemian Gallery, 2014). 
Hence, they were able to provide a more multifaceted 
view in their plan – not only of a typical “zoning plan” 
but a genuine strategy for the village’s growth, connec-
tions, and priorities, with emphasis on public space and 
civic amenities and setting clear borders to the built-up 
area. However, the plan was not the last instance of the 
village’s cooperation with the studio: architects from M1 
also realized the reconstruction of the local government 
office and service centre (2014), the new sports hall (2016), 
the enlargement to the primary school and children’s art 
school (2017) as well as the landscaping of public spaces 
and vegetation in various parts of the village. Architect 
Jan Hájek (*1971), one of the three partners in the firm, 
became the unofficial “village architect”.29 Equally, thanks 
to his presence, the architectural competitions held in this 
small settlement received submissions from architects of 
prominence. Alongside M1, those who most significantly 
shaped Líbeznice’s current form were the team of Lukáš 
Ehl and Tomáš Koumar, formerly close collaborators 
with Alena Šrámková, responsible for the fire station as 
well as the landscaping of the public spaces and streets 
in the village’s oldest part, the historic locality “U Kola”. 

The third member of the triad of the essential actors 
in designing and construction – the investor – brings us 
back, in the case of Líbeznice, to Martin Kupka and his 
partners in the local assembly. Here, the municipality, 
unlike in Dolní Břežany, was the investor for all major 
construction projects. The overwhelming majority of 
investment for the reconstruction, enlargement, or new 
construction of public buildings and the landscaping of 
public spaces, which under Kupka’s time in office reached 
many hundreds of millions of crowns (the new school 
alone costing 240 million CZK), would not have been 
possible without subsidies. “Without the help of region-
al, national, or EU funding, there simply would be no 
investment. So we keep polishing the doorhandles of all 
sorts of institutions, which is often an activity at the very 
bounds of human dignity”, was the comment from Kupka 
at the very outset of his term as mayor.30 His personal 
acquaintances, mostly on the level of regional politics 
and administration, wide range of contacts, and ability 
to present information understandably and convincingly 

held a vital role in Líbeznice’s success in the process of 
winning subsidies. 

What was the vision of the future Líbeznice that the 
mayor and his architect, along with other creators, man-
aged to fulfil in the next decades? The initial plans were 
anything but ambitious, concentrating on countering the 
“debt in terms of sufficient public facilities”, merely to 
match the rapid growth in population. The priorities of 
the “Integrated Plan for Local Development” from 2011 in 
fact sound quite modest: improvement to local roadways, 
cycling and pedestrian infrastructure, cultivation of public 
spaces. Only after them do more complicated goals ap-
pear, such as modern public administration, improvement 
of public buildings, support for the local community, and 
“strengthening the role of the municipality as the natural 
centre of the wider area” – along with “a sharp halt of 
future construction”.31 

These ideas also made their way into the 2015 mas-
terplan from M1. Through height regulation, the authors 
supported the democratic hierarchy of the village, empha-
sizing the central public buildings, while also surrounding 
Líbeznice with an outer ring of park (Okružní park) and 
a belt of trees, setting the clearly delineated and uncross-
able boundary for construction. Also indicated in the 
masterplan are localities for construction of additional 
public facilities. 

Significant as well is the unambiguous stance of the 
document toward the further suburban expansion of the 
village, even in the long term: “If in the future demands 
will be made for expanding the areas of buildable land, 
make sure that the all the extent built-up or buildable 
tracts have first been fully used. For future waves of 
construction, they should be positioned only in the pe-
riod around 2020 and 2030 and should also be gradually 
staggered so that the local infrastructure has time for 
sufficient extension of capacity, and not to collapse under 
a huge expansion of population. For buildable land, it 
should not cross the village boundary as outlined by the 
ring of parkland, preserving the density of the settlement 
and the openness of the landscape.”

The ideal Líbeznice, for its mayor and architect, 
thus drew upon the original village structure and scale, 
where the central landmarks remained the church and 
the municipal structures and the settlement kept its clear 
boundaries, yet also devoting maximum attention to the 
quality of the public space and all public buildings. Its 
residents should be provided with all that is necessary for 
worthwhile life and all types of activity – from schools 
and a medical centre through sports grounds or facili-
ties for cultural and social events up to parks and natural 
localities. The apt motto for the cooperation between 
architect Jan Hájek and the municipality of Líbeznice 
was “An Appealing Líbeznice”.32 

Of course, most of the residents would continue to 
commute to Prague for work, but would still regard Líbez-
nice as their true home. Children would attend school and 
adults spend their leisure hours there, creating a network 
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of social ties and improving their village both in the ma-
terial and the political-social senses. The gradual trans-
formation would here occur primarily from within, rising 
from below, out of the needs and ambitions of its citizens, 
the mayors they elected, the municipal architect, and 
public funding (though here acquired through national 
or EU subsidies). 

Břežany for the World
Planning the development of Dolní Břežany was the 
work, alongside the ambitious mayor Věslav Michalik, 
of the young architect Anna Šlapetová (*1973, initially 
Kovářová), a recent arrival in Břežany who joined Micha-
lik in the local assembly after 2002. She became head of 
the new-founded architectural and planning commission, 
then after 2014 officially held the post of municipal archi-
tect. The portfolio of Anna Šlapetová primarily contains 
private houses, except for the remodelling of the school 
buildings in Břežany. As she herself admitted in an inter-
view from 2016, at the start the village essentially had to 
“learn to have an opinion”: “When we started addressing 
the question of what to do with the village in 2003, we 
basically had no idea where we should create its centre.”33 

Central for the future of the settlement were consulta-
tions with urban planner Miroslav Baše and the designs 
where his students tested various possibilities for de-
veloping the central section of the village. Even at this 
point, according to Šlapetová, the idea was already in 
place of two centres for Dolní Břežany – a square with 
retail and services and a scientific-technological centre.34 
“We didn’t want to make Dolní Břežany into a village in 
the traditional spirit around a new central green. Břeža-
ny always indicated its path to be a town – a small town 
near Prague”, is how Šlapetová characterizes the views 
at the time. In the strategic plan, approved in 2003,35 it 
was already assumed that construction would involve an 
entirely new “living town centre”, where “it will be nec-
essary to harmonize public interest with the interest of 
private investors” and the future construction of a further 
unspecified “facility for science and research”. 

What caused this still-small settlement of 1,700 resi-
dents to “indicate its path to be a town” is not explained 
in more detail by Šlapetová, though it is possible to con-
jecture that this key idea was furthered by architect and 
planner Miroslav Baše. In fact, in 2004 he published an 
article entitled “The Process of Suburbanization”, devoting 
extensive space to the concept of “edge cities” first pop-
ularized a decade previously by the American researcher 
Joel Garreau. This term was applied to the accelerated 
“new towns” that began to appear in the 1970s and 1980s, 
emerging out of original commuter suburbs at the edge of 
large metropolises and acquiring their own commercial 
and manufacturing facilities, or conversely office com-
plexes, and becoming destinations for work commuting of 
their own.36 Precisely such an “edge city” was the intention 
for Břežany, though hardly spontaneously, as with Gar-
reau’s prototypes in the USA, but through urban planning. 

In turn, this vision also corresponded to Baše’s ideal of 
the polycentric city in his urban-planning thought.

After Věslav Michalik took office as mayor in 2004, the 
extant masterplan was significantly altered, followed by 
preparations for creating a new one. The new masterplan, 
approved in by referendum in 2009, was prepared by the 
studio AURS, specifically by the longstanding expert in 
town and regional planning Milan Körner (*1944), yet after 
the plan’s approval the municipality did not continue to 
work with him in any way.37 In contrast to the masterplan 
for Líbeznice, the one in Dolní Břežany did not articulate 
any clear concept, beyond wording about Břežany as the 
centre of its microregion, about “developing green are-
as” and a further unspecified “transformation of certain 
sections of built-up area”. What is, though, noteworthy 
is the implementation of development staging, I other 
words slowing down further residential construction, 
as well as the condition of creating regulatory plans or 
land-use studies for development localities. Also brought 
into the masterplan was one of the key decisions by the 
municipal government – the creation of a new square and 
a large park on the site of the former fishpond, later filled 
in with construction refuse. 

Unlike Líbeznice, where the modern trajectory of the 
village remained in continuity with its historical struc-
ture, the decision in Břežany was for a completely new 
arrangement. In the 2016 interview, Šlapetová even stated 
that Břežany “had no centre whatsoever”: “There was 
nothing of the kind here. Everything was built from square 
one ...”38 As previously noted, there was something of 
a historic core to be found in Dolní Břežany: there was 
and still is a discernible green with the Baroque sculptural 
composition of Christ on the cross with Mary Magdalene 
kneeling at his feet, along with the building of the town 
office, while close by stands the chateau with its own 
chapel and park. Michalik and Šlapetová, though, saw 
no possibilities in the original structuring of the village, 
or for some reason wished to see none. Their vision was 
an actual town square.

At this moment, several actors entered the develop-
ment of Dolní Břežany whom we did not encounter in 
Líbeznice – large-scale investors whose realizations now 
decisively create the identity of the place. The result, in 
turn, is a more complicated and overlapping network 
than in the other village, yet one that also displays all 
the more sharply the role of mayor Věslav Michalik and 
his cultural and social capital, whether in business or in 
the academic world. 

The idea of an actual square began to approach real-
ity in 2006, when the municipality launched an invited 
competition for the design of a multifunctional town cen-
tre, including a square with apartment blocks, on land 
re-acquired through post-1989 property restitution by 
the Archbishopric of Prague. The winning project from 
architects Ladislav Tichý and Václav Dvořák then began 
to be constructed by the company Centrum Dolní Břeža-
ny, founded in 2005 by businessman Jiří Pavlica (75 %), 
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the archbishopric (20 %), and the municipality of Dolní 
Břežany (5 %). The involvement of the billionaire Pavlica 
was anything but accidental – he was long known to the 
mayor from the business world: Michalik was a member 
of the supervisory boards in Pavlica’s companies ZAPA 
beton and Highest Investment. For the local government, 
the investment promised a future share in the income from 
the rental of commercial space. However, construction 
proceeded slowly and with notable cost overruns, fol-
lowed by the economic downturn of 2008, which led the 
company Centrum Dolní Břežany into bankruptcy. Its 
primary creditor, the bank Česká spořitelna, eventually 
sold the foreclosed property. The municipality, though, 
had already left the company before it went bankrupt, 
selling its share for the original price back to Pavlica; in 
turn, the Prague archbishopric was left with an uncollect-
ible debt of 25 million CZK, which it had to write off in 
2020, while Pavlica himself claimed to have lost nearly 
200 million CZK.39 Despite this economic failure, Dolní 
Břežany managed to expand in 2010 to include the new 
square, Náměstí Na sádkách, the adjoining apartment 
complex, as well as the expansive Celtic and Millers’ 
Park directly behind the square. 

Likewise, the other major development-adventure from 
Věslav Michalik – the construction of the research centres 
– took place on the land of the Archbishopric, specifically 
the site of the agricultural brownfield next to the chateau. 
To realize his ambitious aims, though, the mayor needed 
a strong partner, which he initially hoped to find among 
software firms.40 Eventually, though, he drew upon his 
personal social capital and offered the land to the Physics 
Institute of the Czech Academy of Sciences, where he 
had worked as a researcher in the early 1990s. In 2008, 
the Physics Institute decided to situate its planned laser 
centre in Dolní Břežany, a plan that received governmen-
tal support. However, the 2009 masterplan still assumed 
that the land would be set aside for housing construction. 
Only after several rounds of negotiation between expert 
commissions, in 2011 the European Union decided to 
award a subsidy for the construction of the centre ELI 
Beamlines,41 soon joined by the smaller affiliated project 
HiLASE, for developing new types of lasers. 

ELI Beamlines belongs to the network of the European 
Centres of Excellence, built from the resources of the 
European Fund for Regional Development (85 %), spe-
cifically the Operational Programme Research and Devel-
opment for Innovation, and the Czech national budget (15 
%). The condition for awarding the support was locating 
the centre outside of Prague, which because of its high 
GDP was ineligible under the convergence rules.42 How-
ever, several Czech Centres of Excellence, not only ELI 
in Dolní Břežan but, for instance, the BIOCEV centre for 
medical research in Vestec, seem to have been planned 
to find a way around this difficulty – not located within 
Prague but just beyond the city limits, within the subur-
ban settlement ring. Michalik promised much from the 
realization of the two centres (both completed in 2015): 

prestige, new jobs, opportunities for local businesses, 
growing demand for housing or commercial space. “My 
assumption is that, over time, we’ll see the emergence of 
an atmosphere typical for a scientific town: intellectual 
energy mixed with student insouciance, all in a cosmo-
politan spirit of international cooperation” – such was 
his dream in 2013.43 

As in the case of the town square, the municipality 
first tested the possibilities for the use of the brownfield 
through student projects at the Faculty of Architecture 
CTU in Prague. Eventually, a regulatory plan was created 
by the architect-planners Ivan Plicka and Pavel Hnilička. 
The site chosen for the research centres lies directly beside 
the historic village core, with the local office, the chateau, 
and several preserved farmsteads. It was the mayor’s be-
lief, though, that despite its massive scale, the emerging 
scientific complex would contribute to “reinforcing the 
urban structure of the settlement” and that “the resulting 
effect would shape it into a town”.44 The project for the 
ELI Beamlines complex was entrusted by the EU scientific 
commission in charge, Extreme Light Infrastructure, to 
the British architectural studio BFLS, though later the 
commission was shifted to the newly founded atelier Bogle 
Architects, created by a former partner in BFLS, architect 
Ian Bogle, who had settled in the Czech Republic. At the 
time, Bogle already had experience from large commer-
cial projects in London, for example the realisation of 
the residential skyscraper Strata SE1 (then as a partner 
in Hamilton Architects).45 As such, his portfolio unques-
tionably suited the scale of the construction project, but 
somewhat less the spatial location in the historic centre 
of a small village in Central Bohemia.

Michalik’s imagination of a prestigious “science town” 
also appealed to the Archbishopric of Prague, which pro-
vided the land for the laser centre. Expecting the influx 
of an affluent clientele, the archbishopric also launched 
a costly renovation of the chateau into a five-star hotel 
(Šafer Hájek architekti, interior design Bára Škorpilová, 
2018). However, the operation of the hotel proved over 
the long term a losing proposition, with the archbishopric 
even considering its sale in 2022. Currently, it has been 
leased since 2021 to an investment fund.46 Nonetheless, 
soon after the completion of the ELI Beamlines complex 
and its neighbour HiLASE, other investments began to 
follow, such as the company headquarters for Rigaku, 
a firm developing X-ray machinery (2018) or the Brain for 
Industry innovation centre (2023). Similarly, the parking 
garage (Fránek architekti, 2021) would itself probably nev-
er have arisen simply in a town of under 5,000 residents. 
Currently, the Institute of Physics, which runs the HiLASE, 
is planning another apartment block for construction.

Moreover, during his lifetime Věslav Michalik contin-
ued to imagine a future beyond the immediate bounds of 
Dolní Břežany, a kind of Silicon Valley to Prague’s San 
Francisco: “It turns out that the trip of land, about six 
square kilometres in all, between the villages of Dolní 
Břežany, Hodkovice, and Vestec has good conditions for 
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innovative firms to arrive on a large scale.” 47 In fact, at the 
edge of Vestec, about 5 km east of ELI Beamlines, there 
arose from the same EU operational programme another 
European Centre of Excellence – the biotech research 
facility BIOCEV. And indeed, this suburban locality has 
truly ideal conditions for such development – Prague close 
by, sufficient open land, motorway connections. Basically, 
alongside the developments of residential and commercial 
function (logistics terminals, industrial zones, shopping 
centres), we can see in both Břežany and Vestec indications 
of an emerging scientific-technological suburbanization.   

Between the Countryside, the City, and the Periphery 
By way of conclusion, I would now like to draw a compar-
ison between the urban structure of the two settlements, 
the specific form of the newly created buildings and public 
spaces, their symbolic and functional levels, their rela-
tions to the history of their sites and the surrounding land-
scape. At present, both villages have different mayors, 
hence the eras of Martin Kupka in Líbeznice and Věslav 
Michalik in Dolní Břežany have ended – though the paths 
they embarked upon will certainly set the directions for 
the future. 

As previously remarked, the key difference between 
the two settlements is their relation to the idea of the 
countryside – not in any functional or socioeconomic 
sense, but to the countryside as a social construction, an 
imaginary yet largely socially shared image of rurality.48 
In other words, the “second rural”, to cite the term intro-
duced in 2007 by the American sociologist Michael Bell.49 
In its planning and architecture, Líbeznice turned to the 
idyll of rurality, the “second rural” yet one that equally 
brought into itself, bearing in mind the suburban loca-
tion, an urban mode of life. Dolní Břežany under Věslav 
Michalik, contrastingly, firmly rejected rurality, all the 
way from the original vision of a modern small town up to 
the later ambitions of a global scientific centre spanning 
the territory of several villages together.

Líbeznice has a fixed centre anchored within the tradi-
tional village structure (the concept termed “Three Tow-
ers”) and an equally firm construction hierarchy through 
its height regulation – only public buildings may rise 
above a certain height level. Newly built public facilities 
visually adhere to rural forms (the “barn” of the fire sta-
tion, the “woodstack” of the sports hall), or deliberately 
retreat into the background beside earlier public build-
ings (the new school partly sunk into the hillside). The 
careful landscaping of the public spaces in the historic 
sections of the village also evoke the idyllic image of 
rurality, whether through the material used (rough-hewn 
flagstones, wood) and their handworking, typology (chap-
el, well), scale, or plantings (fruit trees). Alongside the 
streets with their reduced traffic volume, the key points 
in the village (the centre, the school complex, the leisure 
area, the sports field and hall) are also linked by pedes-
trian routes leading out into the landscape. Footpaths 
and tree-belts in the vicinity have been renewed, while 

further expansion of construction is halted by the outer 
park-zone and the tree-lined pathways surrounding the 
entire village. 

Everything here is intended primarily for the resi-
dents of the village itself and those nearby: the identity 
of Líbeznice emerges from the continuities with the vil-
lage’s historic form, from the quality of the architecture 
and the solidity of the buildings, the care for the public 
space and the exceptional facilities for education, social 
and community life, or sports and recreation. Líbeznice 
is approaching its fulfilment: new private houses and 
residents will now appear only sporadically, the bound-
aries for construction are firmly set, yet not to prevent 
additional internal development and care for the commu-
nity in the word’s broadest sense. A certain symbolism is 
present even in the siting of the bus stops, not directly at 
the important points in the village but always to the side; 
nearby but only secondary.

Dolní Břežany, contrastingly, displays a strikingly illeg-
ible structure of settlement, spreading in several directions 
at once, with an urban and architectural form that remains 
deeply heterogeneous and disconnected. The main square, 
Na Sádkách, created anew on the site of the former village 
fishpond, formally resembles a traditional square with-
in a block-pattern of construction, i.e., the space left by 
removing one block of buildings inside a compact urban 
grid. However, there are no other blocks around the square 
in Břežany, let alone even a town; what stands here is the 
town square as stage-set. And many other similar frag-
ments of various structures, deprived of a legible context, 
are encountered throughout Dolní Břežany. For one telling 
example, take the shiny metal ellipsoid of the sports hall, 
which seems literally to have fallen from outer space onto 
the field behind the school. Equally riven with mutual 
misunderstanding is the small square behind the local 
government office: surrounded by original village houses 
and the restored Renaissance chateau with its chapel, yet 
also the volumes of the research institutes and innovations 
centres with their highly corporate aesthetic. In turn, the 
nearby ELI Beamlines complex entirely exceeds the con-
text in its massive scale. Of course, in many locations we 
encounter well-cultivated environments, generous public 
spaces (squares, parks, playgrounds, sports fields), while 
likewise the architecture of the individual buildings is 
usually at a very high level. Yet often, these appear as 
lonely islands that pay no attention to each other, whether 
in scale or in form and meaning. 

Contributing further to this fragmentation is the hy-
pertrophied transport infrastructure: the roads, in some 
cases without sidewalks, create unpleasant barriers within 
the village, while the roundabouts in the central area are 
both spatially demanding and unwelcoming for pedes-
trians. The parking garage with its façade of aluminium 
guardrails and the large bus stops, in turn, give the centre 
of Dolní Břežany the character of a periphery.

In short, the urban design and the architecture of 
today’s Dolní Břežany represent a hierarchy entirely 
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different from that of Líbeznice. Pride of place and size 
is not given to public buildings but instead development 
projects (Na Sádkách or the complex of Pivovarský dvůr 
directly opposite), global scientific and technological in-
frastructure, or transport: essentially the aspects expected 
to entice major investors from outside. 

Equally disconnected, if in a different way, is the re-
lationship between the town’s current form and its past. 
The picturesque section of as Malá Strana is degraded 
by its cast-concrete paving (unlike the similar locality 
of U Kola in Líbeznice) and its village green has been 
swallowed by the roadway. The chateau ground, with 
the chapel and expansive garden, are closed to the public 
and watched by security guards. Instead, today’s Břeža-
ny has developed such a proclaimed link to its ancient 
Celtic settlement, symbolised by the oppidum known 
as Závist, lying within the cadastre of the village. Celtic 
symbols form the basis for the design of the extensive 
Celtic and Millers’ Park, lying right behind the square 
Na Sádkách. Also constructed on the outline of a Celtic 
cross is the new cemetery, designed by the same land-
scape architect, which paradoxically lies below the hill 
of Hradišťátko, where the archaeological finds are not 
Celtic but the remains of a fortress from the medieval 
Přemyslid era. And here, among the concentric circles of 
skilfully constructed stone walls and grassy walkways, 
the main visual element is the ever-growing number of 
standard-issue gravestones of polished granite or marble, 
adorned with plastic flowers. 

One surprising finding in comparing the two settle-
ments is the data on commuting for work and schooling 
from 2021. Even though the research institutes and tech-
nology firms in Dolní Břežany provide employment, the 
overall balance is negative – 422 more people daily leaving 
Dolní Břežany daily than arriving. Líbeznice, however, 
has a positive balance: primarily thanks to the large pri-
mary school, 119 more people arrive than leave. To be 
sure, the Líbeznice school system is primarily the des-
tination for children in the nearby villages: considering 

only the balance of incoming and outgoing commuting 
between both settlements and Prague, the balance would 
be equally pronounced for the two – Dolní Břežany minus 
693 people, Líbeznice minus 599 people.50

Both mayors, with the aid of urban planners and archi-
tects, unquestionably succeeded in creating previously 
absent public infrastructure for their municipalities, along 
with cultivating the public spaces and recreational are-
as. And both made good use of their high (if differently 
structured) personal cultural and social capital. Hence it 
is unquestionable that the two mayors significantly im-
proved the positions of Dolní Břežany and Líbeznice in the 
physical context of Prague’s suburbia and in their standing 
in the fields of architecture and planning. Evidence is pro-
vided, among other sources, in the highly positive media 
image of both villages (including professional forums) as 
stellar examples of successful local development. And 
moreover, neither mayor lost voter support during his 
long period in office and used their unignorable success 
in local politics to rise to the regional and later national 
levels. In fact, after the tragically early death of Věslav 
Michalik, his name was given to the square between the 
local government office and the research institutes – as 
the founding father of “Edge City”51 Dolní Břežany. 

Indeed, unlike Líbeznice, where the compact vil-
lage-form with clear boundaries to new construction is ap-
proaching completion, Dolní Břežany remains unfinished: 
structurally open, hybrid in form and function, yet open to 
new growth. This same hybrid character fits it well within 
the anthropocene’s “global city” covering the entire earth, 
even aspiring to form one of its centres. Whether Micha-
lik’s dreams come true and Dolní Břežany truly merges 
with nearby Vestec into a belt of scientific and innovation 
centres or technology firms remains undecided. Equally 
undecided is the answer to the question of which of these 
diverging development strategies will prove sustainable 
for the long term: whether homelike Líbeznice focusing 
on the quality of life of its residents, or globally ambitious 
Dolní Břežany alert for every new opportunity.
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