
KRAKÓW

Kraków is easily Poland’s best destination: a beautiful, old-fashioned city
buzzing with history, enjoyable sights, tourists, and college students. Even
though the country’s capital moved from here to Warsaw 400 years ago,
Kraków remains Poland’s cultural and intellectual center. Of all the Eastern
European cities laying claim to the boast, “the next Prague,” Kraków is for
real.



What’s so special about it? First off, Kraków is simply charming; more
than any town in Europe, it seems made for aimless strolling. And its
historic walls and former moat corral an unusually full range of activities
and interests: bustling university life; thought-provoking museums;
breathtaking churches that evoke a powerful faith (and include many sights
relating to Poland’s favorite son, St. John Paul II); sprawling parks that
invite you to just relax; vivid Jewish heritage sights; a burgeoning foodie
and nightlife scene; and compelling side-trips to the most notorious
Holocaust site anywhere (Auschwitz-Birkenau), a communist-planned
workers town, and a mine filled with salty statues. With so many
opportunities to learn, to have fun, or to do both at once, it’s no surprise that
Kraków has become the darling of Polish tourism.

PLANNING YOUR TIME
Don’t skimp on your time in Kraków. It takes a minimum of two days to
experience the city, and a third or fourth day lets you dig in and consider a
world of fascinating side-trips.

Almost everyone coming to Kraków also visits the Auschwitz-Birkenau
Concentration Camp Memorial—and should. As it’s about an hour and a
half away, this demands the better part of a day to fully appreciate (either as
a round-trip from Kraków, or en route to or from another destination).
Visiting Auschwitz requires a reservation, which can be hard to get. For all
the details, see the next chapter.

Kraków: A Snapshot History

Kraków grew wealthy from trade in the late 10th and early 11th
centuries. Traders who passed through were required to stop here for a
few days and sell their wares at a reduced cost. Local merchants
turned around and sold those goods with big price hikes...and Kraków
thrived. In 1038, it became Poland’s capital.

Tatars invaded in 1241, leaving the city in ruins. Krakovians took
this opportunity to rebuild their streets in a near-perfect grid, a striking
contrast to the narrow, mazelike lanes of most medieval towns. The



destruction also paved the way for the spectacular Main Market
Square—still Kraków’s best attraction.

King Kazimierz the Great sparked Kraków’s Golden Age in the
14th century (see here). In 1364, he established the university that still
defines the city (and counts Copernicus and St. John Paul II among its
alumni).

But Kraków’s power waned as Poland’s political center shifted to
Warsaw. In 1596, the capital officially moved north. At the end of the
18th century, three neighboring powers—Russia, Prussia, and Austria
—partitioned Poland, annexing all of its territory and dividing it
among themselves. Warsaw ended up as a satellite of oppressive
Moscow, and Kraków became a poor provincial backwater of Vienna.
After Napoleon briefly reshuffled the map of Europe in the early 19th
century, Kraków was granted the status of a relatively independent
city-state for about 30 years. The feisty Free City of Kraków, a tiny
sliver wedged between three of Europe’s mightiest empires, enjoyed
an economic boom that saw the creation of the Planty park, the arrival
of gas lighting and trams, and the construction of upscale suburbs
outside the Old Town. Only after the unsuccessful Kraków Uprising of
1846 was the city forcefully brought back into the Austrian fold. But
despite Kraków’s reduced prominence, Austria’s comparatively liberal
climate allowed the city to become a haven for intellectuals and
progressives (including a young revolutionary thinker from Russia
named Vladimir Lenin).

The Nazis overran Poland in September of 1939, installing a ruling
body called the �*�H�Q�H�U�D�O�J�R�X�Y�H�U�Q�H�P�H�Q�W�� headed by former attorney
Hans Frank. Germany wanted to quickly develop “Krakau” (as they
called it) into the German capital of the nation. They renamed the
Main Market Square “Adolf-Hitler-Platz,” tore down statues of Polish
figures (including the Adam Mickiewicz statue that dominates the
Main Market Square today), and invested heavily in construction and
industrialization (opening the door for Oskar Schindler to come and
take over a factory from its Jewish owners). The German overlords
imposed a “New Order” that included seizing businesses, rationing,



and a strict curfew for Poles and Jews alike. A special set of “Jewish
laws” targeted, then decimated, Poland’s huge Jewish population.

Kraków’s cityscape—if not its people—emerged from World War
II virtually unscathed. But when the communists took over, they
decided to give intellectual (and potentially dissident) Kraków an
injection of good Soviet values—in the form of heavy industry. They
built Nowa Huta, an enormous steelworks and planned town for
workers, on Kraków’s outskirts, thereby dooming the city to decades
of smog. Thankfully, Kraków is now much cleaner than it was 20
years ago.

St. John Paul II was born (as Karol Wojtyła) in nearby Wadowice
and served as archbishop of Kraków before being called to Rome.
Today, the hometown boy-turned-saint draws lots of pilgrims and is,
for many, a big part of the city’s attraction. Saintly ties aside, Kraków
might be the most Catholic town in Europe’s most Catholic country;
be sure to visit a few of its many churches.

The story of Kraków continues to play out. In recent years, its
Kazimierz district has come back to life—both with Jewish-themed
cultural sights, and with some of Eastern Europe’s best bars, food
trucks, and restaurants. This mingling of the historic with the
contemporary typifies a city that always has been, and continues to be,
Poland’s heartbeat.

If you have only two full days (the “express plan”), start off with my
self-guided walk through the Old Town and a quick stroll up to Wawel
Castle, then head over to the Schindler’s Factory Museum and wind down
your day in Kazimierz. Your second day is for a side-trip to Auschwitz.
This plan gives you an enticing once-over-lightly, but leaves almost no time
for entering the sights.

More time buys you the chance to relax, enjoy, and linger: Tackle the
Old Town and Wawel Castle on the first day, Kazimierz and museums of
your choice on the second day, and Auschwitz (and other side-trips) with
additional days. If you have a special interest, you could side-trip to the St.
John Paul II pilgrimage sights on the outskirts of town, or to the communist



architecture of the Nowa Huta suburb. Wieliczka Salt Mine is another
crowd-pleasing, half-day option.

Regardless of how long you stay, your evening choices are many and
varied: Savor the Main Market Square over dinner or a drink, take in a jazz
show, do a pub crawl through the city’s many youthful bars and clubs (best
in Kazimierz), or enjoy traditional Jewish music and cuisine (also in
Kazimierz).
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Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs Weekend Student Adventures (WSA
Europe), offering 3-day and 10-day budget travel packages across Europe
including accommodations, skip-the-line sightseeing, and unique local
experiences. Locally guided and DIY unguided options are available for
student and budget travelers in 12 of Europe’s most popular cities,
including Kraków (guided trips from €199, see www.wsaeurope.com for
details).

Kraków’s Royal Way Walk
Most of Kraków’s major sights are conveniently connected by this self-
guided walk. This route is known as the “Royal Way” because the king used
to follow this same path when he returned to Kraków after a journey. After
the capital moved to Warsaw, most kings still used Wawel Cathedral for
important events. In fact, from 1320 to 1795, nearly every Polish king
traversed Kraków’s Royal Way at least twice: on the day he was crowned
and on the day he was buried. You could sprint through this walk in about
an hour and a half (less than a mile altogether), but it’s much more fun if
you take it like the kings did...slowly.
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▲Barbican (Barbakan) and City Walls
Tatars—those mysterious and terrifying invaders from Central Asia—
destroyed Kraków in 1241. To better defend their city, Krakovians built this
wall. The original rampart had 47 watchtowers and eight gates. (You can
see a bronze model of the wall just to the right of the tower.)

http://www.wsaeurope.com/


















by German Veit Stoss (Wit Stwosz in Polish). Carved in 12 years and
completed in 1489, it’s packed with emotion rare in Gothic art. Get as close
as you can and study the remarkable details. Stoss used oak for the
structural parts and linden trunks for the figures. When the altar doors are
closed, you see scenes from the lives of Mary and Jesus. The open altar
depicts the Dormition (death—or, if splitting theological hairs, heavenly
sleep) of the Virgin. The artist catches the apostles around Mary, reacting in
the seconds after she collapses. Mary is depicted in three stages: life leaving
her earthly body, being escorted to heaven by Jesus, and (at the very top)
being crowned in heaven. The six scenes on the sides are the Annunciation,
birth of Jesus, visit by the Three Magi, Jesus’ Resurrection, his Ascension,
and Mary becoming the mother of the apostles at Pentecost.

There’s more to St. Mary’s than the altar. While you’re admiring this
church’s art, notice the flowery Neo-Gothic painting covering the choir
walls. Stare up into the starry, starry blue ceiling. As you wander around,





Most of all, Kazimierz is remembered as a progressive, tolerant
king. In the 14th century, other nations were deporting—or even
interning—their Jewish subjects, who were commonly scapegoated for
anything that went wrong. But the enlightened Kazimierz created
policies that granted Jews more opportunities (often related to banking
and trade) and allowed them a chance for higher social standing—
establishing the country as a safe haven for Jews in Europe.

Kazimierz the Great was the last of Poland’s long-lived Piast
dynasty. Although he left no male heir—at least, no legitimate one—
Kazimierz’s advances set the stage for Poland’s Golden Age (14th-
16th centuries). After his death, Poland united with Lithuania (against
the common threat of the Teutonic Knights), the Jagiellonian dynasty
was born, and Poland became one of Europe’s mightiest medieval
powers.
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▲▲▲Main Market Square (Rynek Główny), a.k.a. “The
Square”
Kraków’s marvelous Square, one of Europe’s most gasp-worthy public
spaces, bustles with street musicians, colorful flower stalls, cotton-candy
vendors, loitering teenagers, the local breakdancing troupe, businesspeople
commuting by foot, gawking tourists, soap-balloon-blowers, and the lusty
coos of pigeons. The Square is where Kraków lives. It’s often filled with
various special events, markets, and festivals. The biggest are the seasonal
markets before Easter and Christmas, but you’re likely to stumble on
something special going on just about any time of year (especially June
through Aug).

The Square was established in the 13th century, when the city had to be
rebuilt after being flattened by the Tatars. At the time, it was the biggest







Stanisław Wyspiański (vees-PAYN-skee, 1869-1907) was the
leader of Młoda Polska. He produced beautiful artwork, from simple
drawings to the stirring stained-glass images in Kraków’s St. Francis
Basilica. Wyspiański was an expert at capturing human faces with
realistic detail, emotion, and personality. The versatile Wyspiański was
also an accomplished stage designer and writer. His patriotic play �7�K�H
�: �H�G�G�L�Q�J—about the nuptials of a big-city artist and a peasant girl—is
regarded as one of Poland’s finest dramas. You’ll find excellent
examples of Wyspiański’s art in Kraków’s St. Francis Basilica and
Szołayski House, and in Warsaw’s National Museum.

Józef Mehoffer (may-HOH-fehr), Wyspiański’s good friend and
rival, was another great Młoda Polska artist. Mehoffer’s style is more
expressionistic and abstract than Wyspiański’s, often creating an
otherworldly effect. See Mehoffer’s work in Kraków’s St. Francis
Basilica and at the artist’s former residence (see the Józef Mehoffer
House, here); and in Warsaw, at the National Museum.



Other names to look for include Jacek Malczewski (mahl-CHEHV-
skee), who specialized in self-portraits, and Olga Boznańska (bohz-
NAHN-skah), the movement’s only prominent female artist. Both are
featured in Warsaw’s National Museum; Malczewski’s works also
appear in Kraków’s Gallery of 19th-Century Polish Art.

As the Square buzzes around you, imagine this place before 1989. There
were no outdoor cafés, no touristy souvenir stands, and no salesmen
hawking cotton candy or neon-lit whirligigs. The communist government
shut down all but a handful of the businesses. They didn’t want people to
congregate here—they should be at home, resting, because “a rested worker
is a productive worker.” The buildings were covered with soot from the
nearby Lenin Steelworks in Nowa Huta. The communists denied the
pollution, and when the student “Green Brigades” staged a demonstration in
this Square to raise awareness in the 1970s, they were immediately arrested.
How things have changed.
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▲▲Cloth Hall (Sukiennice)
In the Middle Ages, this was the place where cloth sellers had their market
stalls. Kazimierz the Great turned the Cloth Hall into a permanent structure
in the 14th century. In 1555, it burned down and was replaced by the
current building. The crowned letter �6 (at the top of the gable above the
entryway) stands for King Sigismund the Old, who commissioned this
version of the hall. As Sigismund fancied all things Italian (including
women—he married an Italian princess), this structure is in the Italianate
Renaissance style. Sigismund kicked off a nationwide trend, and you’ll still
see Renaissance-style buildings like this one all over the country, making
the style as typically Polish as it is typically Italian. We’ll see more works
by Sigismund’s imported Italian architects at Wawel Castle.



The Cloth Hall is still a functioning market—selling mostly souvenirs,
including wood carvings, chess sets, jewelry (especially amber), painted
boxes, and trinkets (summer Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-15:00,
sometimes later; winter Mon-Fri 9:00-16:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-15:00). Cloth
Hall prices are slightly inflated, but still cheap by American standards.
You’re paying a little extra for the convenience and the atmosphere, but
you’ll see locals buying gifts here, too.
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Jagiellonian University and the Collegium Maius
Kraków had the second university in Central Europe (founded in 1364, after
Prague’s). Over the centuries, Jagiellonian U. has boasted such illustrious
grads as Copernicus and St. John Paul II. And today, the city’s character is
still defined largely by its huge student population (numbering around
150,000). Many of the university buildings fill the area to the west of the
Old Town, so you’ll see more students (and fewer tourist traps) in this part
of town than elsewhere.

This building—called the Collegium Maius—is the historic heart of
Kraków’s university culture. It dates from the 15th century. In the Middle
Ages, professors were completely devoted to their scholarly pursuits. They
were unmarried and lived, ate, and slept here in an almost monastic
environment. They taught downstairs and lived upstairs. In many ways, this
building feels more like a monastery than a university. While this courtyard





chatting casually with the people assembled below—about religion, but also
about sports, current events, and whatever was on their minds.

In 2005, when the Pope’s health deteriorated, this street filled with his
supporters, even though he was in Rome. For days, somber locals focused
their vigil on this same window, their eyes fixed on a black crucifix that had
been placed here. At 21:37 on the night of April 2, 2005, the Pope passed
away in Rome. Ten thousand Krakovians were on this street, under this
window, listening to a Mass broadcast on loudspeakers from the church.
When the priest announced the Pope’s death, every single person
simultaneously fell to their knees in silence. For the next several days,
thousands of the faithful continued to stand on this street, staring intently at
the window where they last saw the man they considered to be the greatest
Pole.





inmate at Auschwitz in 1941 (notice the ����������—his concentration camp
number—etched into the background; read his story on here). Kolbe is
particularly beloved here, as he actually served at this church.

Now turn around and look up above the door you entered. There, in all
its glory, is the stained-glass window titled God the Father Let It Be,
created by the great Art Nouveau artist Stanisław Wyspiański—and
regarded by some as his finest masterpiece. (For more on Wyspiański, see
here.) The colors beneath the Creator change from yellows and oranges
(fire) to soothing blues (water), depending on the light. Wyspiański was
supposedly inspired by Michelangelo’s vision of God in the Sistine Chapel,
though he used a street beggar to model God’s specific features. Wyspiański
also painted the delightful floral stained-glass windows that line the nave,
high up—fitting for a church dedicated to a saint so famous for his spiritual
connection to nature.









sidewalks. While this might seem like a charming Renaissance feature, the
arcades were actually added by the Nazis after they invaded in 1939; they
wanted to convert Kraków into a city befitting its status as the capital of
their Polish puppet state.

Karol Wojtyła (1920-2005): The Greatest Pole

The man who became St. John Paul II began his life as Karol Wojtyła,
born to a humble family in the town of Wadowice near Kraków on
May 18, 1920. Karol’s mother died when he was a young boy. When
he was a teenager, he moved with his father to Kraków to study
philosophy and drama at Jagiellonian University. Young Karol was
gregarious and athletic—an avid skier, hiker, swimmer, and soccer
goalie. During the Nazi occupation in World War II, he was forced to
work in a quarry. In defiance of the Nazis, he secretly studied theology
and appeared in illegal underground theatrical productions. When the
war ended, he resumed his studies, now at the theology faculty.

After graduating in 1947, Wojtyła swiftly rose through the ranks of
the Catholic Church hierarchy. By 1964, he was archbishop of
Kraków, and just three years later, he became the youngest cardinal
ever. Throughout the 1960s, he fought an ongoing battle with the
regime when they refused to allow the construction of a church in the
Kraków suburb of Nowa Huta. After years of saying Mass for huge
crowds in open fields, Wojtyła finally convinced the communists to
allow the construction of the Lord’s Ark Church in 1977. A year later,
Karol Wojtyła was called to the papacy—the first non-Italian pope in
more than four centuries. In 1979, he paid a visit to his native Poland.
In a series of cautiously provocative speeches, he demonstrated to his
countrymen the potential for mass opposition to communism.

Imagine you’re Polish in the 1970s. Your country was devastated
by World War II and has struggled under an oppressive regime ever
since. Food shortages are epidemic. Lines stretch around the block
even to buy a measly scrap of bread. Life is bleak, oppressive, and
hopeless. Then someone who speaks your language—someone you’ve
admired your entire life, and one of the only people you’ve seen



successfully stand up to the regime—becomes one of the world’s most
influential people. A Pole like you is the leader of a billion Catholics.
He makes you believe that the impossible can happen. He says to you
again and again: “Nie lękajcie się��—“Have no fear.” And you begin
to believe it.

From his bully pulpit, the Pope had a knack for cleverly
challenging the communists—just firmly enough to get his point
across, but stopping short of jeopardizing the stature of the Church in
Poland. Gentle but pointed wordplay was his specialty. The
inspirational role he played in the lives of Lech Wałęsa and the other
leaders of Solidarity emboldened them to rise up; it’s no coincidence
that the first successful trade-union strikes in the Soviet Bloc took
place shortly after John Paul II became pope. Many people (including
Mikhail Gorbachev) credit John Paul II for the collapse of Eastern
European communism.

Even as John Paul II’s easy charisma attracted new worshippers to
the Church (especially young people), his conservatism on issues such
as birth control, homosexuality, and female priests pushed away many
Catholics. Under his watch, the Church struggled with pedophilia
scandals. Many still fault him for turning a blind eye and not putting a
stop to these abuses much earlier.

By the end of his papacy, John Paul II’s failing health and
conservatism had caused him to lose stature in worldwide public
opinion.

And yet, approval of the Pope never waned in Poland. His
countrymen—even the relatively few atheists and agnostics—saw
John Paul II both as the greatest hero of their people...and as a member
of the family, like a kindly grandfather. When Pope John Paul II died
on April 2, 2005, the mourning in his homeland was particularly deep
and sustained. Musical performances of all kinds were canceled, and
the irreverent MTV-style music channel simply went off the air out of
respect.

A speedy nine years after his death, Karol Wojtyła became St. John
Paul II in April of 2014. Out of 265 popes, only two have been given
the title “great.” There’s already talk in Rome of increasing that
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Wawel Castle Museums
There are five museums and exhibits in Wawel Castle (not including the
cathedral and Cathedral Museum, the Dragon’s Den, or Sandomierska
Tower—all described above). A sixth exhibit, featuring Leonardo da Vinci’s
masterful painting �/�D�G�\���Z�L�W�K���D�Q���(�U�P�L�Q�H�� may be on display here at the
castle, or it could be at the Czartoryski Museum, if it’s reopened (see here).

Remember: While the following sights are fascinating to Poles, casual
visitors often find that the best visit is simply to enjoy the exteriors and the
cathedral (following my self-guided tour, described earlier). Each sight has
its own admission and slightly different hours (tel. 12-422-5155, ext. 219,
www.wawel.krakow.pl). English descriptions are posted, and you can rent
an audioguide for 20 zł that covers some of the sights. If you’re visiting all
of the sights, start with the Royal State Rooms and/or Royal Private
Apartments (which share an entrance), then—on your way back down—see
the Leonardo exhibit (if it’s still here), the Oriental Art exhibit, and the
Crown Treasury and Armory. Then head back out into the outer courtyard
for the Lost Wawel exhibit.

http://www.wawel.krakow.pl/








Cecilia’s questioned virtue), but is also a naughty reference to the duke’s
nickname, Ermellino—notice that his mistress is sensually, um, “stroking
the ermine.”

Painted before the �0�R�Q�D���/�L�V�D�� the portrait was immediately recognized
as revolutionary. Cecilia turns to look at someone, her gaze directed to the
side. Leonardo catches this unguarded, informal moment, an unheard-of
gesture in the days of the posed, front-facing formal portrait. Her simple
body language and faraway gaze speak volumes about her inner thoughts
and personality. Leonardo tweaks the generic Renaissance “pyramid”
composition, turning it to a three-quarters angle, and softens it with curved
lines that trace from Cecilia’s eyes and down her cheek and sloping
shoulders before doubling back across her folded arms. The background—
once gray and blue—was painted black in the 19th century.

In a recent high-tech analysis using special lights and cameras,
conservators were able to virtually peel back layers of paint to see earlier
“drafts” of the painting (Leonardo was known to tinker with his works over
time). They’ve revealed that the ermine was likely not included in the
original version. Perhaps Leonardo added it later as a nod to the duke.

�/�D�G�\���Z�L�W�K���D�Q���(�U�P�L�Q�H is one of only three surviving oil paintings by
Leonardo. It’s better preserved than her famous cousin in Paris ���0�R�Q�D
�/�L�V�D���� and—many think—simply more beautiful. Can we be sure it’s really
by the enigmatic Leonardo? Yep—the master’s fingerprints were found
literally pressed into the paint (he was known to work areas of paint directly
with his fingertips).

▲Lost Wawel (Wawel Zaginiony)
This exhibit traces the history of the hill and its various churches and
castles. Begin by viewing the model of the entire castle complex in the 18th
century (pre-Austrian razing). From here, the one-way route leads through
scarcely explained excavations of a 10th-century church. The collection
includes models of the cathedral at various historical stages (originally
Romanesque—much simpler, before all the colorful, bulbous domes,
chapels, and towers were added—then Gothic, and so on). Circling back to
the entrance, find the display of fascinating decorative tiles from 16th-
century stoves that once heated the place.
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reconstructions give you a good look at Kraków during the Middle Ages—
when the Old Town looked barely different from today. You’ll see a replica
of a blacksmith’s shop and learn how “vampire prevention burials” were
used to ensure that the suspected undead wouldn’t return from the grave. In
the middle of the complex, look up through the glass of the Square’s
fountain to see the towers of St. Mary’s above. Under the skylight is a
model of medieval Kraków. While it looks much the same as today, notice a
few key changes: the moat ringing the Old Town, where the Planty is today;
and the several smaller market halls out on the Square.

Deeper in the exhibit, explore the long corridors of ruined buildings that
once ran alongside the length of the Cloth Hall. There are many intriguing
cases showing artifacts that shops would have sold (jewelry, tools, amber
figurines, and so on). Also in this area, you’ll find a corridor with images of
the Square all torn up for the recent renovation, plus a series of five modern
brick rooms, each showing a brief, excellent film outlining a different
period of Kraków’s history. These “Kraków Chronicles” provide a big-
picture context to what otherwise seems like a loose collection of cool
museum gizmos, and also help you better appreciate what you’ll see outside
the museum’s doors.

▲Jagiellonian University Museum: Collegium Maius
Kraków’s historic university building can be toured with a student guide.
While the courtyard itself (described earlier in “Kraków’s Royal Way
Walk”) is the best part, the musty interior is mildly interesting. You’ll
choose between two different guided tours: 30 minutes (very popular) or
one hour. It’s smart to call ahead to find out when the shorter tour is
scheduled in English, and to reserve for either tour (tel. 12-663-1307 for
advance reservations, or tel. 12-663-1521 for same day,
www.maius.uj.edu.pl). The building is two short blocks west of the Main
Market Square, at ulica Jagiellońska 15.

http://www.maius.uj.edu.pl/
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