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Introduction

Croatia, nestled at the crossroads of Central and Southeast Europe, offers an
unparalleled urban tapestry woven from centuries of history, diverse cultural
influences, and stunning geography. Its cities—spanning from ancient walled towns
perched above the turquoise waters of the Adriatic to bustling capitals at the foot of
rolling plains—serve as living monuments to a past shaped by Romans, Venetians,
Austro-Hungarians, and Slavic rulers. Today, Croatia’s cities captivate travelers with
their blend of old-world charm, vibrant street life, and a palpable spirit of resilience
and hospitality.

The significance of cities in Croatia transcends their administrative or economic
functions; they are the stewards of the nation’s collective memory. Every cobbled
alley, Baroque square, sea-battered fortress, or grand cathedral narrates a story—of
emperors and merchants, poets, revolutionaries, and everyday citizens. Cities such as
Dubrovnik, Split, and Zagreb are household names on the world stage, famed for their
iconic skylines and UNESCO-listed landmarks. Yet, it is often in Croatia’s lesser-known
urban gems—Ilike Varazdin, Osijek, or Motovun—that one finds the quieter rhythms of
local life and a deeper connection with the country’s heart.

As Croatia continues to attract visitors from across the globe, its urban centers have
become vibrant meeting points of tradition and modernity. Museums brim with art and
artifacts spanning millennia, medieval walls frame contemporary cultural festivals, and
seaside promenades transform with the hum of summer tourism. Culinary delights mix
time-honored recipes with innovative gastronomy, while music—from klapa harmonies
to international pop—echoes in lively city squares.

This book, Cities of Croatia, invites readers and travelers to embark on a journey
through twenty-five remarkable urban destinations, each chapter exploring the unique
character, historical evolution, and visitor highlights of a different city or town. From
the grandeur of Zagreb to the poetic vistas of Rovinj, from the ancient sanctity of Nin
to the cosmopolitan buzz of Rijeka, we delve into the geographical settings, cultural
treasures, architectural marvels, and lived experiences found across Croatia’s urban
landscape.

The guide is intended not only as a resource for those planning a Croatian adventure,
but also as a celebration of urban life and heritage in this remarkable nation. With
practical advice, historical context, and engaging stories, each section aims to
illuminate what makes each city worthy of exploration and appreciation. Whether you
seek bustling markets, serene cathedrals, sun-drenched promenades, or vibrant
nightlife, Croatia’s cities promise endless avenues of discovery.
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In the following pages, may you find insight, inspiration, and a sense of the spirit that
animates the streets, squares, and waterfronts of Croatia—inviting you to experience
their beauty, history, and hospitality for yourself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Zagreb: The Heart of Croatia

Nestled in the embrace of northwestern Croatia, along the meandering Sava River and
at the foothills of the Medvednica mountain, lies Zagreb, the nation's vibrant capital
and largest city. It's a place where history whispers from every Baroque facade and
cobbled lane, yet where modern life pulses with a distinctly Central European rhythm.
Zagreb’s story stretches back to 1094 AD, a tale of two rival medieval settlements,
Kaptol and Gradec, eventually uniting to form the dynamic metropolis it is today. This
dual origin contributes to Zagreb's unique character, offering visitors a compelling
blend of ancient charm and contemporary sophistication.

The city's altitude of approximately 400 feet above sea level provides a gentle
undulation to its landscape, creating varied vistas from its historic Upper Town to the
more expansive Lower Town. Zagreb is truly the cultural, economic, and financial
nerve center of Croatia. It is here that one finds the headquarters of nearly all
government ministries, major Croatian companies, media outlets, and scientific
institutions. This concentration of influence underscores its role as a pivotal hub,
making it a natural starting point for any exploration of Croatia's urban landscape.

Zagreb experiences four distinct seasons, each painting the city in a different hue.
Summers are generally warm, occasionally hot, with average temperatures in July
hovering around 22°C (70°F). Late May often brings a significant rise in temperatures,
sometimes accompanied by afternoon thunderstorms. Winters, from December to
early March, are cold, with January being the chilliest month, averaging around 1°C
(34°F). Snowfall is common during these months, typically from November to March.
Spring, arriving in late March and lasting until early May, sees a gradual increase in
temperature and sunshine, while autumn, in October and November, brings cooler
temperatures and often rain and fog.

The architectural tapestry of Zagreb is a visual delight, showcasing the city's rich
historical influences. The downtown area is distinctly divided between the historic
Upper Town (Gornji Grad) and the modern Lower Town. The Upper Town, with its
narrow streets and cobbled alleys, retains a medieval charm, a testament to its origins
as the fortified settlement of Gradec. Here, you'll encounter remnants of the defensive
walls and towers built between 1242 and 1261, offering a glimpse into Zagreb’s past
as a free royal city.

As you descend into the Lower Town, a different architectural narrative unfolds,
dominated by stunning Austro-Hungarian grandeur from the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Wide avenues and stately squares, such as Ban Jelaci¢ Square and Zrinjevac
Park, are adorned with grandiose buildings, characterized by impressive facades and
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intricate ornamentation. The Croatian National Theatre, a striking neo-Baroque edifice,
stands as a prime example of this period's elegance. However, Zagreb's architectural
story doesn't stop there. The city also features significant examples of Modernist and
Brutalist architecture, particularly noticeable in areas like Novi Zagreb, south of the
Sava River, which emerged during post-World War Il urban development.

Zagreb is a city that breathes culture. As the cultural center of Croatia, it boasts an
impressive array of museums, galleries, and theaters. With nearly 300 museums
across the country, over 30 of which are in Zagreb alone, there's no shortage of
intellectual stimulation. Among the most prominent is the City Museum, chronicling
Zagreb's 900-year history from prehistory to the present, including its medieval origins
as Kaptol and Gradec. The Museum of Contemporary Art offers a window into modern
Croatian artistic expression. For a truly unique experience, the Museum of Broken
Relationships, a globally recognized institution, showcases a poignant collection of
mementos from failed relationships, each accompanied by a compelling story. It's a
testament to the city's innovative approach to cultural interpretation.

The city's skyline is dominated by the majestic Zagreb Cathedral, officially known as
the Cathedral of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. This monumental Neo-
Gothic structure, with its towering twin spires, is arguably the most recognizable
landmark in Zagreb. Originally built in the 11th century, it underwent significant
reconstruction after an earthquake in 1880, resulting in its present striking
appearance. Another iconic ecclesiastical site is St. Mark's Church in the Upper Town,
easily identified by its vibrant, tiled roof adorned with the medieval coats of arms of
Croatia, Dalmatia, and Slavonia.

Beyond its grand architectural statements, Zagreb offers a wealth of other captivating
landmarks. The Stone Gate, the only surviving gate from the city's medieval
fortifications, is now a revered shrine with a hidden chapel. The Lotrs¢ak Tower, a 13th-
century fortified structure, provides panoramic views of the city, and its Gri¢ cannon
famously fires daily to mark midday. For those seeking tranquility, Zrinjevac Park, part
of the "Green Horseshoe" of seven city squares, offers a leafy oasis perfect for
relaxation and people-watching. Dolac Market, known as the "belly of Zagreb," is a
vibrant open-air market where locals gather daily for fresh produce, providing a lively
insight into daily life.

Zagreb's economic prowess is undeniable, serving as the financial hub of Croatia. Its
economy is largely driven by high-value-added activities, including technical,
scientific, and administrative services, as well as the financial, insurance, and
information and communication technology sectors. The city's favorable geographic
position, coupled with its concentration of educational and research institutions,
fosters an attractive environment for both new businesses and the expansion of
established companies. Over 50% of direct foreign investment and nearly one-third of
Croatia's GDP are realized in Zagreb, underscoring its pivotal role in the national
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economy. Major Croatian and Central European companies, such as Agrokor and
Hrvatski Telekom, have their headquarters in Zagreb. The Zagreb Stock Exchange also
operates within the city. Important industries include chemical, pharmaceutical,
textile, food and drink processing, and the manufacturing of electrical machines and
devices.

As a major transport hub, Zagreb is strategically located at the intersection of Central
Europe, the Mediterranean, and Southeast Europe. This makes it the center of
Croatia's extensive road, rail, and air networks. The city's public transportation
system, managed by Zagreb Electric Tram (ZET), is efficient and well-developed,
consisting primarily of trams and buses. The tram network is extensive, with 15 day
lines and 4 night lines covering much of the inner city and even extending to some
suburbs. Buses complement the tram network, connecting areas not serviced by
trams, including residential districts and outer suburbs, and are crucial for reaching
destinations like the airport. For a quick and unique ride between the Lower and Upper
Towns, the Zagreb Funicular, one of the shortest public transport funiculars in the
world, offers a charming and efficient option.

Zagreb is also a city of knowledge, boasting a significant number of educational
institutions. The University of Zagreb, founded in 1669 as a Jesuit academy, is the
largest Croatian university and one of the oldest continuously operating universities in
Europe. It plays a crucial role in training generations of Croatian leaders, intellectuals,
and professionals. Numerous other universities and colleges, both public and private,
contribute to Zagreb's vibrant academic scene.

When the sun sets, Zagreb truly comes alive, offering a lively and varied nightlife. The
city flourishes with cafes, bars, and nightclubs catering to diverse tastes. Tkalli¢eva
Street is particularly renowned as a popular nightlife spot, lined with vibrant cafes and
bars that are favorite hangouts among locals. For those seeking live music, venues
like KSET host both international stars and local acts, while alternative music lovers
can explore places like Moc¢vara. On warm summer nights, many gravitate towards the
clubs along the shore of Lake Jarun, where dancing and fun continue until dawn. From
cozy jazz bars to energetic dance clubs, Zagreb’s nightlife ensures that the city
continues to buzz long after dark.
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