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This  photo essay of new Polish cultural places and their architecture signifies a visitor’s perspective of 
selected eye-catching places and buildings. They show what Polish cities have done to develop their 
cities through cultural buildings. This text accompanies the photos and contains a number of quotes 
on new cultural architecture that may serve as pointers for discussion. 

The photos are taken from a visitor perspective. This may lack the insight of an architect's or urban 
planner’s analysis based on a methodology for assessing places and buildings, but the views of visitors 
matter a lot. After all, visitors contribute to the success of a building once it has been opened. 
Architects and planners may make professional evaluations, but regarding the success of a place, 
others play a more important role. The management of a cultural institution is of course critical to 
activate and bring life to places. Citizens have a significant voice and outside visitors contribute too. 
Citizens and visitors share experiences and post pictures on social media, tourism agents may consider 
a place and building worthy of including in a city’s list of things to see and things to do. 

In the 1990’s I visited Szczecin a few times in the framework of a collaboration project with the city’s 
university. Szczecin is a regional capital in the North-western corner of Poland close to the German 
border. More than two decades later I was curious to see what had changed in the city, and what not. 
In 2018 I went back. I was impressed by the developments in the city centre, especially the new 
Filharmonia and in front the new Solidarity Square and  Museum - Dialogue Center Przełomy. A 
beautiful place had been created. The guided tour in the Filharmonia with 100 or so citizens from all 
walks of life that I joined, expressed ‘welcome everybody, come in, join us, this beautiful new 
Filharmonia is for all of us’. I visited Szczecin a few more times after 2018, carried out a comparative 
study on urban identity with a Polish and an Albanian colleague (Nientied, Aliaj and Stachowiak-
Bongwa, 2022), and became curious to learn about the major developments in cultural architecture in 
other Polish cities, especially in relationship with city identity. 

I planned to make a photo essay on new cultural architecture in Polish cities, and prepared a 
motorcycle tour to visit main Polish cities. I ended up making five trips, in the Summers of 2020, 2021, 
2022, 2024 and 2025. My focus was on museums, theatres, and the like in their context, cultural 
buildings in the public domain – the outside part with open access. No shopping malls, no office towers, 
no churches, no buildings that are only visible after passing a paywall. I took ‘new’ arbitrarily as 
buildings that were opened 2010 onwards and were newly constructed or a result of major  
redevelopment of existing structures. ‘New’ is not a precise concept and not limited to physical 
structures – regeneration contains physically old elements, with added newness and new concepts (for 
example a former factory turned into a cultural space). The selection of buildings was somewhat 
subjective – personal suggestions and a review of articles and (online) magazines about cultural 
architecture informed my decisions on places to visit.  

An interesting question that is hard to answer, is about the possible impact of new major public 

buildings on the identity of a city. In my hometown Rotterdam, a new bridge was constructed between 

the Northern and Southern parts of the city in the 1990s, designed as a landmark bridge. People quickly 

started developing positive sentiments and the bridge became a significant new symbol of Rotterdam. 

It became an important symbol of urban identity because the citizens feel attached, the bridge has 
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meaning (Nientied, 2018). Physical interventions like new buildings, city centres, parks, etc. can change 

the city’s 'mind', the identity of the city. Some cities create new identities from almost scratch (e.g. 

Dubai), others introduce rather radical interventions to help create new economic and cultural 

dynamics (e.g. Bilbao), or force identity changes through urban intervention (e.g. Skopje, cf. Aliaj and 

Nientied, 2020). But the vast majority of interventions are less radical. Often, urban identity is used for 

urbanism / place making (Chesmezanghi, 2020). Sometimes it is a superficial exercise, like a developer 

or real estate agency formulating a marketing slogan referring to place identity and authenticity. But 

more proficient urban professionals reflect on the type of place making and study how new 

developments fit into the city, spatially and culturally, and which functions and which character of the 

new place could help to develop the city. 

In Szczecin the Filharmonia / Solidarity Square has contributed to a more positive self-image 

(Kubicki,  Gierat-Bieroń and Orzechowska-Wacławska, 2020). A changing urban identity is difficult to 

measure and validate. Listening to stories that are told, reading policy documents and reading online 

discussions is one thing but grasping the meaning and the (slow) development of urban identity is quite 

something different. Urban identity development takes times and is a somewhat elusive process. Time 

is going to tell us more about the meaning of the places photographed for this photo-essay. In a town 

like Szczecin or Lublin, a new major cultural building has more impact than in cities like Warsaw or 

Krakow. Warsaw is the big capital with a lot of high-rise and special places. New cultural buildings have 

to live up to high expectations, one additional special building does not make much difference. But for 

example in Katowice, the new cultural buildings are spearheading the development of a cultural 

quarter, which in its turn is one of the leaders in the city’s modernization efforts. New places and 

buildings with many activities are likely to have more impact on identity that single function buildings. 

In Bialystok, the Siberia Memorial Museum is beautiful, but a monument rather than a place for people 

to come together. In Lublin on the other hand, the Centre for Meeting of Cultures with its large square 

in front, is a freely accessible, big multifunctional catalyst of all sorts of activities in music and arts. 

Unlike the days of modernism, nowadays cultural places appear is many forms and shapes. In 
modernism new buildings reinforce identity. In postmodernism new cultural buildings may add to local 
identity, if a building is accepted and appreciated by the local community and visitors. ‘Polishness’ in 
contemporary architecture is not very clear. Some of the buildings in the presentation were done by 
Polish architect offices, others by foreign offices. My guess is that Polish people could not say who 
made what.  ‘Polishness’ is a debate among architects and decisionmakers in Poland. 

In literature and in architect’s project presentations I read how well a building fits into the 
environment. As a visitor, I did not always see it. For example, Spanish architect office Fernando Menis 
who designed Torun’s CKK Jordanki, explains that the building’s use of material is a reinterpretation of 
the traditional use of brick, establishing a parallel between the tectonics of the city and that the 
location of the plot and that the interplay of colours, red and white, emphasizes the dichotomy 
between the modern and historic (http://menis.es/multifunctional-concert-hall-jordanki/). As a 
visitor, this is merely vague langue. Architect presentations typically present new buildings in a physical 
context and a bit in history, and end with phrases like ‘it will be a building that the citizens will be proud 
of in the future’. But urban pride, closely related to urban identity, remains an unexplored issue. 
Architects probably have little insight into what makes citizens proud of their city. Creating a new 
building is a process of specialists and decision makers who cannot exactly know which choice and 
decision is a good decision. 

This presentation focuses on newness but ‘new’ is not a well-defined criterion. In Polish cities, 
deliberate decisions have been taken in the past to precisely rebuilt city centres after the destructions 
during WWII (like Warsaw, Gdansk, Wroclaw). Is a replica newness? For this presentation, I took major 



regenerations of e.g. Lodz and Katowice as newness, but the basis is heritage for refunctioning and 
rebuilding industrial structures. Also brand new places can be based on heritage, bridging the past and 
the present-day and future, but not in a physical sense. The National Forum of Music in Wroclaw is a 
new building, but the function in the city and the place on which the Forum is built are traditional. In 
Szczecin the new Filharmonia was built on the ground of the destroyed old Filharmonia and the new 
Solidarity square in on the place where the Solidarity movement used to demonstrate. The Solidarity 
Centre in Gdansk in built on the premises of the shipyard where the movement started, and the steel 
construction refers to the history of the shipyard. 

In this presentation I want to show my appreciation for the Polish major projects of cultural buildings. 

One can imagine that some brave decisions were required. Polish cities understood that new major 

developments in cities were needed, especially in cities facing difficulties in their socio-economic 

development. Warsaw was a logical entry into Poland after the end of the socialist period and the city 

received a lot of direct foreign investment. But cities like Katowice and Lodz have an industrial legacy 

to deal with and were not centres of new economic development. These cities dared to start major 

transformations and often made good use of EU funding for this purpose. The cities of Lodz and 

Katowice show that revitalisation of heritage can work well. Other cities like Bialystok or Poznan did 

not have a ‘usable past’ for large cultural places and architecture, or opted for creating new buildings. 

Working with heritage helps to build a bridge between the past and the future. 

 None of the buildings in this photo essay are high-rise. Cultural buildings – all over the world - are 

different from office or residential towers, somehow cultural buildings and high-rise do not go together 

well. Occasionally they do, take the Elbphilharmonie in Hamburg (110 m.), but that requires special 

interventions like a visitor’s platform with public access. As Jan Gehl (2010) shows us, city life is not on 

the 25th floor of a tower, but in public space facilitating meeting and activities. 

In this photo essay, the perspective is buildings in their spatial context, rather than architectural details. 

The role of planners is important. Some buildings are well-positioned,  stimulating activity and 

interaction in public space,  eye-catching due to their visibility. Approaching Poznan’s Brama Poznania 

for example means walking over a bridge, encountering the building in ample open space situated 

along a water stream, and seeing the connecting covered pedestrian bridge. In Krakow, Crikoteka is 

along the Wisła River and from the nearby bridge or the other side of the river the visitor has nice 

views. Crikoteka is a small meeting place, a stop for people walking or biking along the river. The ample 

green space around POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews contributes a lot to the striking 

appearance of the building. On the other hand, buildings like MOCAK or the Garden of Arts in Krakow 

have limited surrounding open space; they are less visible and don’t facilitate other functions than 

those of the museum or theatre. 

The places and buildings presented may play a bigger role in ‘special interest’ tourism, cultural tourism 

and/or archi-tourism. The future is for special interest tourism, and Poland has buildings and stories 

and facilities that render the buildings presented in this essay as resources for visitors. Such an tourism 

offer starts in Poland itself, because it is my impression that too few Poles pay a visit to Lublin or Szczecin 

to see and experience the new developments. Tourism promotion focuses on historical buildings and 

the rynek -  the central square -  and we agree with Natalia Bursiewicz (2021) who noted that 

contemporary architecture could play a bigger role in city branding.  And so in city tourism too. 

A visitor’s perspective means that photos are taken at eye-level. People cannot fly, so no photos made 

with drones. Not the architect’s view and not the perspective of a photographer who waits for the 

perfect light conditions and applies software to make an object more beautiful. Photos were processed 

but adjustments were limited to contrast, light and colour saturation. Two photos were 



‘stitched’  (Torun’s Jordanski and the Katowice museum in the evening), on another photo a traffic sign 

was deleted, etc., in all minor adjustments. ‘What you see is what you get’ (in the Summer).   

Quotes on new Polish architecture 

The quotes below are Polish voices about recent architecture and urban development, and may serve 
as leads for discussions. References further below.  
 
1) ICONOSPHERE  

Rogatka and Lewandowska (2018) state that after the transition in 1990, architects wanted to express 

social-economic changes in their designs. New investments are therefore symbols of new times – 

capitalism, modernity, European character, and even globalizations find its expression in architecture. 

“We have been observing an intense process of creating new buildings which have an iconic character, 

for some time we have witnessed emerging contemporary iconosphere, additionally generated by 

Polish access to EU structures in 2004 and European funds inflow.”  

 

2) POLISHNESS 

In Central and Eastern Europe, new liberal democracy systems and a process of Europeanisation play 

a role. This may be at the cost of national cultures. “There is uncertainty about the direction that Polish 

architecture should take in this new free enterprise culture. Since the country now leans heavily 

towards the West, it was inevitable that the West’s architectural pluralism would be adopted. Although 

Poland has some distinguished architects, nearly all of their works follow Western abstract modes, 

which are unrelated to Polish culture and values.” (Januszkiewicz, 2014, 24) 

 

3) LANDMARKS 

“The significance of architects in creating and preserving identity in the spatial form is often 

emphasised and architects are respected and anointed to appropriately and responsibly materialize 

public wishes and convictions, as part of the place traditional context; at the same time – the places 

should show the technological and cultural progress , being clear symbols, tourist attractions or 

remaining elements of identity and the cause of the community pride – the places should be clearly 

identified as landmarks by future generations.” (Madurowicz, 2007, 77) 

 

4) IDENTITY VALUES 

For the case of new open spaces in Szczecin, Kozlwska and Krasucki (2021, 1) state that after the 

socialist period “In a process orchestrated by economic factors, as well as the scale of architectural and 

urban degradation, the squares under discussion have transitioned from spaces of dependency to 

spaces of emancipation. As a result, an architectural-urban structure characterized by new cultural and 

identity values has been created.” 

 

5) USING LEGACY 

Is new better, or regeneration to be preferred? Patricya Grzyś (2017, 5) states “Examples of Polish 

cities (Lodz, Katowice) prove, however, that focusing on local products and using their own identity, 

sometimes not so positive in the right, new way, allows the city to develop without foresaking its 

identity and achieving greater success than by removing the traces of history and the creation of a 

prosthesis of an urban image.” 

 

6) INAPPROPRIATE (POST-)MODERNISM 



“Since 1989, Polish architecture has lurched from an inappropriate socialist modernism imposed 

during the communist era to an equally inappropriate post-modernist style, making parts of Warsaw 

indistinguishable from other world cities. The prevalence of glass and steel skyscrapers is no 

coincidence, owing to deliberate choices to harmonize with the West rather than spontaneous 

adherence to elementary architectural ideas. The forces of globalization – common trade, 

communication, and education–continue to eradicate traditional boundaries separating architectural 

styles and techniques, prompting those who believe Polish architecture should reflect local culture to 

question whether the country should adopt Western modes of architectural expression so 

uncritically.” Januszkiewicz (2014, 5-6). 

 

7) LESS IS MORE 

Anne Cymer writes on Culture.PL in her blog entitled Less is More: Polish Architecture in 2018: “This 

year, Polish architecture took a step back from the large and spectacular buildings, which kept popping 

up over the past few years. It looks like we finally began to understand that true architecture doesn’t 

only have to mean flashy and impressive. We are finally learning to enjoy architecture and, most 

importantly, to believe that it can improve our lives.” 

 

8) MODERNISM PARADOX 

In their excellent study of the competition process of Polish main cities for the nomination of the 

European Capital of Culture, Kubicki,  Gierat-Bieroń and Orzechowska-Wacławska (2020, 142) write 

about Katowice: “There is no escaping the impression that, from a city-making point of view, the 

Katowice Culture Zone is something of a paradox. On the one hand, it is a space with large potential to 

become an image of Katowice’s cultural transformations, offering an interesting illustration of the 

direction in which the city is changing. On the other hand, it prevents the cultural buildings situated 

there from becoming “hotbeds” of city life. To a great extent, this is the result of thinking in terms of 

modernism: zoning and making the car the main means of transport.” 

 

9) CITY MAKING ROLE 

“The fact that the NFM [National Forum of Music] was needed in Wroclaw as a new representative 

cultural institution, especially in the year when the city held the title of European Capital of Culture, is 

usually beyond dispute. A separate matter, and a more contentious one, is whether the new NFM 

building plays a city-making role, and thus whether, and how, it influences city life. The reception of 

the NFM in society indicated by our study is at least ambivalent. Although the institution attracts public 

attention, in our respondents’ view it does not enliven the space, and is closed to the city, failing to 

resonate to its surroundings.” (Kubicki,  Gierat-Bieroń and Orzechowska-Wacławska, 2020, 157) 

 

10) GOOD SPACES 

On Katowice’s development, Sobala-Gwosdz and Gwodz (2017, 39) conclude: “1. Creating a new, 

internationally recognisable cultural identity and symbolism by a post-industrial metropolis is possible 

thanks to a high-quality architectural culture. The associated process produces path dependencies and 

self-reinforcing coupling, good architecture attracts other good projects (there would be no Culture 

Zone, and especially no Green Valley, in the area, nor would they exist in their present form, were it 

not for Spodek). 2. However, a new image and the attractive symbolism of a metropolis are not 

sufficient to create a city-like character of urban spaces. The modernist paradigm has its inevitable 

limitations. 3. In particular, the overarching objective should be to create good places and user-friendly 



public spaces. What is characteristic is that the green areas are the feature of the Culture Zone most 

appreciated by “ordinary” users. 

 

11) IDENTITY AS BASIS 

Rytelewska (2016, 245-246) concludes her research on Gdansk, Katowice and Lodz with “These three 

examples show, how important it to keep city’s identity even during the fast and sometimes destroyed 

transformation. They also show, that identity should not be just located in the museum as a sign of the 

past but also it is the basic for building city’s future, structure and urban development. Moreover city 

identity is also a strong instrument in building cultural memory, sometimes used for manipulation of 

city’s heritage. It shows how important is to investigate city identity and preserving city’s roots in the 

world of unification and globalization.” 

 

12. EINAR JARMUND (Norwegian architect) says: 

“Architecture doesn’t happen when you put it down on the drawing board, architecture happens when 

someone looks at it.” and  "Things must hold some surprises, be a bit strange. A bit ugly, perhaps." 
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