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Abstract
the new culture of Poland is very much reflected in the design of many of its new buildings that have been completed since 
the political and economic changes in 1989. the architecture of Poland appears to have lurched from an inappropriate 
socialist modernism that was so horridly imposed during the communist era to an equally inappropriate post modernist 
hegemony in the new enterprise culture. in accord with Poland is rejection of the centrally imposed system of building and 
architecture, and with the greater emphasis on individual initiative in the new culture, it seems a pity that the country should 
automatically adopt western modes of architectural expression. this paper explores the role critical regionalism could play 
in the continued development of global-era Polish architecture, and the advancements achieved by those few contempo-
rary Polish architects who have sought to combine modern tastes and techniques with culturally meaningful designs. this 
paper suggests that with its new found freedom, Poland should be careful that it do not suffer a loss of identity and that in 
its architecture it should seek a way forward through a critical regionalism*. 

Keywords: architecture, culture, critical regionalism, Poland, globalization

* Critical Regionalism is an approach to architecture that strives to counter the placelessness and lack of  meaning in Modern Architecture 
by using contextual forces to give a sense of place and meaning. The  term Critical Regionalism was first used by Alex Tzonis and Liliane 
Lefaivre and later more famously  by Kenneth Frampton put forth his views in Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six points of Six Points 
 for an Architecture of Resistance (1983). Critical Regionalism is different from Regionalism which tries  to achieve a one-to-one correspon-
dence with vernacular architecture in a conscious way without  consciously partaking in the universal.

INTRODUCTION

in the 1990s, the concept of critical regionalism 
has become the key theme of an intense and lasting 
debate on local, modern architecture. in the process 
of the reflection on the own and the foreign in contem-
porary architecture, the term ‘critical regionalism’ was 
also used as a theoretical basis to describe modern 
architecture in developing countries. it was taken up in 
many countries of the western culture to re-examine 
their traditions in search of their own traditional val-
ues, principles and national identity. this process has 
had an impact on contemporary architecture and has 

eventually triggered an intense discussion on how local 
own-ness should be created without simply copying 
fragments from the past.

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 indis-
tinguishable 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 architec-
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tural 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.

in the last two decades, a number of Polish ar-
chitectural practices have gained prominence in their 
field, and their work has been featured regularly in 
professional journals. however, as noteworthy as their 
work has become, very little of them upholds the archi-
tectural features unique to Poland.

those who believe this architectural homog-
enization does not reflect Polish identity adequately 
and that it stalls advances in the state of Polish archi-
tectural art align themselves with the theory of criti-
cal regionalism. Pioneered in 1983 by architectural 
critic Kenneth frampton, critical regionalism incor-
porates modern architectural techniques and tech-
nologies to construct buildings that reflect the his-
tory and culture of whatever region it is to be sited. 
it guides the architect to borrow materials, textures, 
lighting techniques, shapes, and layouts from vernacu-
lar buildings so that new construction reflects local cul-
ture and history.

1. POLISH ARCHITECTURE AFTER 1989

the end of the communist era provided enor-
mous new opportunities for the development of Pol-
ish architecture1. following independence, Poland had 
a great demand for new buildings and interiors as vir-
tually all past building works had been financed by the 
state to serve certain social purposes such as housing, 
education, health services, and employment. contrast 
that with present conditions, where nearly all buildings 
are financed by private companies and investors. Be-
cause bank interest rates are high, the number of build-
ings under construction are few, which is one reason 
Poland managed to avoid the worst effects of the re-
cent global recession. warsaw is one exception where 
construction levels resemble those in other eastern eu-
ropean cities.

the current level of privately financed construc-
tion took time to achieve and is still changing.

the Adam Mickiewicz institute has identified 
three stages in the history of Polish architecture after 

1989.2 during the first period, designs from several 
years earlier were completed. At the same time, the first 
imported designs were built, these being the works of 
second- or third-ranked western architects described 
as the “paratroopers”3. hardly any public buildings 
were built, and the drive for quick profits and budgetary 
savings were more important than build quality.

deficiencies aside, buildings erected during the 
first period were the first in decades that could be com-
pared to western standards of finish. they demonstrat-
ed a radical shift from the status quo of the previous 
50 years.

during the second period, an increasing num-
ber of companies entering Poland began construction 
of elegant offices. their aspirations gave rise to com-
missions for the most talented designers, and compe-
titions for the best designs. numerous design studios 
appeared, often employing young, vibrant architects 
ready to work in the market economy.

since the late nineties, the third period has seen 
the appearance of large developers for whom success 
in the market was as important as the need for attrac-
tive environments and appropriate quality of architec-
ture. these firms would often commission designs from 
the most famous architects in the world. examples in-
clude the Metropolitan located on Piłsudski square in 
warsaw, where large developers commissioned the 
project from sir norman foster (fig. 1); the Praski Port 
in warsaw, led by spanish architect ricardo Bofill, and 
the construction of the acclaimed warsaw financial 
center skyscraper, designed by the renowned new 
york-based firm Kohn Pedersen fox Associates.

unfortunately, the same commercial pres-
sures that built the warsaw financial center have 
had a disastrous effect on the architectural quality of 
other buildings, particularly in warsaw. the capital has 
a chronic shortage of office space and remains the one 
of the most expensive cities for renting space, ranking 
just behind Paris, london, Berlin, and Moscow. due to 
the shortage as well as on the incidence of speculative 
office developments, developers choose to maximize 
the amount of leasable floor area in their new buildings. 
this has resulted in tower blocks that are out of scale 
and context with the existing buildings, poorly built and 
possess unattractive façades.

Many of these buildings were designed by 
western firms who lacked interest in Polish culture. of 
those, the most energetic were skanska of sweden 

K. JANUSZKIEWICZ

1 More on polish architecture in end of the communist era see: J. Królikowski, L’architettura polacca dopo il 1989/ Polish architecture after 
1989, “Domus”, no. 804, Maggio/May 1998, pp. 64 -69.
2 See J.S. Majewski in Polish Architecture in the Nineties, “Polish Culture” no. 3190/September 2010, published by: Adam Mickiewicz 
Institute, Warsaw. 
3 Ibid.
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Fig. 1. norman foster, Metropolitan Building, Piłsudski square, warsaw, 1997-2003, a) View from Piłsudski square, b) courtyard;  
photo: A. szczebrzeszyński

Fig. 2. daniel libeskind luxury highrise residential Building,  
Złota 44 st., warsaw,  2005 – under construction; visualization: 

studio libeskind – orco group

Fig. 3. Miljenko dumenĉić, radisson hotel and Pazim office Buil-
ding, szczecin, 1989-1992; photo: ilBAu

and ilBAu of Austria. they used in-house architects 
in development, financing, and construction. Vestiges 
of the old regime – widespread corruption and bribery 
– prevented decent buildings from being constructed. 

some intolerable construction and safety failures have 
also come to light in some of the new tower blocks, in-
cluding inadequate fire escapes, lifts, and proper floor 
space.

MODERN ARCHITECTURE IN POLAND AFTER THE COMMUNIST ERA...
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Fig. 4 a,b,c. Marek Budzyński, Zbigniew Badowski, 
warsaw university library (facade, vestibule, catalog 

room) warsaw, 1993-1999; photo: M. Budzyński

a)

b)

c)
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there are some exceptions. in warsaw orco 
Property group realized numerous developments 
in their prestigious small luxury hotels of the world 
collection, and is now engaged in Polish-born daniel 
libeskind’s first project in Poland. it is an incredible 
192-meter (630 ft), 54-storey, high-rise in the heart of 
warsaw (fig. 2). in addition to 251 luxury apartments, it 
accommodates a retail area, an amenity floor, and an 
attended car park. this building’s unique form relates 
perfectly to the environment. Advanced ecological so-
lutions generate high levels of energy and water sav-
ings, and, as one would expect from a glass structure, 
provide an unlimited source of sunlight.

it has taken a while for Poland’s leading design-
ers to emerge, but the better design studios are now 
starting to be recognized within the profession, the me-
dia, and other circles.

the journals and exhibitions convey the plural-
ism of contemporary Polish architectural design, re-
sembling that in other western countries.

2. PRESENT TRENDS

there are four distinct architectural tendencies at 
work today in Poland. three have great affinity with the 
same movements in western europe: neo-rationalism, 
deconstructivism, and late-modernism. the fourth, re-
gionalism, necessarily differs from styles elsewhere.

the leading movement in Poland at the moment 
is neo-rationalism. All its best followers are from Kra-
kow, including romuald loegler, wojciech obtułowicz 
and dariusz Kozłowski. As well as projects in Krakow, 
loegler has won international competitions in Berlin, 
and his works have been featured in european journals 
and books (fig. 5). his most interesting works concern 
urban design projects, which build on italian theories.

Quite different and inspired by italian neo-ra-
tionalism is the work of dariusz Kozłowski. Although 
neo-rationalism adopts elements from the vernacu-
lar, Kozłowski’s catholic seminary complex in Krakow 
(1997) still comes as a shock with its intense colors, 
broken façades, interrupted arcades, introverted plan, 
and generally complex form (fig. 6). By contrast, the 
work of wojciech obtułowicz is far more restrained, 
more ordered in its planning, and contextual in its set-
ting. there are other architects who design buildings in 
the neo-rationalist style, including Andrzej duda, hen-
ryk Zubel, Piotr fischer and henryk nawratek, all of 
whom practice in silesia.

the warsaw university library may be one of the 
most interesting and creative architectural achievements 
in Poland after 1989. in 1993, Marek Budzyński and Zbig-
niew Badowski won the competition for its design. in-

spired by italian neo-rationalism, it is a brilliant experience.  
A low, spacious concrete building is penetrated by the 
greenery of a botanical garden on the roof. the struc-
ture, like the temples of art of the last century, con-
tains complex iconographic decorations. it possesses 
a green steel construction and cathedral-like propor-
tions, and the façade depicts a series of open books 
(fig. 4 a-b-c). situated nearby the cultural Palace and 
the royal castle, it presents a great view.

Fig. 5. romuald loegler, extension of Krakow university of eco-
nomics, Krakow, 1992-1998; photo: K. Januszkiewicz

Another movement in Poland is deconstruc-
tivism, practiced particularly well by two architec-
tural studios. in silesia, Miroslaw Polak and Marek  
skwara have executed a series of extraordinary inte-
riors, which are distinguished in their exploration of 
steel, the indigenous material of the region. each of 
their projects responds intuitively to the essence of 
their clientèle and can vary from highly sophisticated–
with use of high quality materials and specially de-
signed distinctive fittings such as at the town hall in 
Bytom–to the crude in the example of the rusting steel 
and suspended glass floor at the Bar Złom, also lo-
cated in Bytom (fig. 7).

MODERN ARCHITECTURE IN POLAND AFTER THE COMMUNIST ERA...
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Another interesting deconstructivist is wojciech 
Jarząbek, who has completed new buildings, including 
a prominent department store, in his home city of wro-
claw. Although his work is designed in his own quirky 
manner, his latest projects display an American influ-
ence, particularly by an early frank gehry and a little 
bit of Michael graves.

Quite different and inspired by Zaha hadid’s ear-
ly works is the recent international competition-winning 
design for the Museum of the second world war in 
gdansk. the pavilion, together with the obelisk nearby, 
squeezes into the ground and strikes the visitor with 
light, creating a symbol of catastrophe and surviving 
hope. like the phoenix, the building rises from Mother 
earth, its ashes facing towards the sky (fig. 9 a-b).

Perhaps the most common design movement 
in contemporary Poland is late-modernism, which is 
represented in most of the new private banks, super-
markets, showrooms, offices, and housing estates. the 
new Airport terminal at warsaw okecie, designed by 
a firm associated with a german construction company, 
is an example of mediocre design seen all too often.

there are, however, some notable excep-
tions. the airport terminals built in Krakow, wroclaw, 
and gdansk, whose designs were selected through 
a competition, reveal a much higher standard. the 

Fig. 6. dariusz Kozłowski, catholic seminary – façade, Kracow, 
1984-1997; photo: d. Kozłowski

most interesting is the airport terminal at Krakow-Bal-
ice, designed by stanisław deńko, Janusz duliński, 
dariusz gruszka, and Piotr wróbel. Another example 
is a mini-office block renovation belonging to the war-
saw university foundation and known as szara willa 
(the grey Villa, fig. 10). the new tower has extensive 
glass roofing and walling through which its steel con-
struction can be seen. the construction is notable 
for its designers’ meticulous attention to detail and  
their application of new technical solutions absent  
in Poland.

in Krakow, Marek dunikowski, Krzysztof Kien-
dra, Piotr labowicz, witold gilewicz and Andrzej ow- 
czarek in lodz have demonstrated how to design ap-
propriate high-tech buildings of steel and glass. gile-
wicz’s design for Kazimierz shopping center adopts 
references and elements abstracted from the local tra-
dition. the shopping center is interpreted as a complex 
architectural organism, crossed by an intricate network 
of pathways that develop on two levels while remaining 
in constant correlation.

in Poznan, architects Pawel handshuh, Piotr 
chlebowski, Krzysztof Kochnowicz and wojciech 
Kolesiński have beautifully restored and extended 
some historic houses for a bank. ryszard Jurkowski 
and tomasz Konior from Katowice have completed 
some excellent housing estates and public buildings in 
silesia (fig. 12 a-b-c-d).

Although it has never been practiced particularly 
well, post-modernism – a popular architectural move-
ment that predominantly originated in the united states 
– also appears throughout Poland. Post-modernism was 
promoted zealously by the architectural critic charles 
Jencks as the savior to the consequences of modernism. 
Amidst the dramatic political and economic changeover 
in 1989, it was clear Poland would try to purge itself of 
its incongruous socialist modernism past and adopt the 
symbol of multi-national capitalism – post-modernism 
– in its new consumer architecture. several years after 
the changeover, there are many postmodernist buildings 
and interiors, particularly in warsaw.

in the west, however, post-modernism was to 
be short lived. it was, as Kenneth frampton noted, 
“pure scenography,” and as the critic e. M. farrally 
said: “it was clear that Post-Modernism was not an 
independent freedom force at all, but a sort of mu-
tant isotope of elemental Modernism; initially radiant, 
but highly derivative, insidious and programmed to 
decay.”4 Although there are still buildings being erected 
in the post-modernist style in Poland, the same late-
modernist takeover may yet happen.

4 E.M. Farrally, The New Spirit, “The Architectural Review”, August 1986, p. 9, see also pp. 7-12. 
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Fig. 7. Atelier Ps, Bar Złom, Bytom 1993; photo:  
M. skwara

Fig. 8. Marek skwara, Mazda showroom, Katowice, 1992 – 
steel detail; photo: M. skawara

Fig. 10. grey Villa (1930) – after renovation by Marek Kiciński, 
warsaw, 1997; photo: M. Kiciński

Fig. 9 a,b. studio ‘Kwadrat’, Museum of the second world in gdansk - inter-
national competition winning design, 2010; visualization: studio ‘Kwadrat’

a)

b)
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while many will find the new pluralism of architec-
tural ideas in Poland exciting, these styles are still based 
on western practices. naturally, some may feel that Po-
land’s soul has always been rooted in western culture 
and that new architecture must demonstrate a clear 
break with the communist past. however, virtually all 
new Polish architecture follows what has become an in-
ternational language, examples of which can be found 
as much in the Middle and far east as in the west.

if western architecture is now the global style, 
one question must be asked: how does this new archi-
tecture relate to the culture and traditions of Poland?

to begin to frame this question, we must create 
a suitable intellectual atmosphere to explore such con-
cepts as the theory of culture and the theory of architec-
tural design. this thought relates to the Kantian notion 
of autonomy. Kant explains that works of art challenge 
not only the actual world (the positive view) but also the 
very legitimacy of all the possible worldviews (the nor-
mative view). lefaivre and tzonis continue: “this occurs 
when a building is self-reflective, self-referential, when 
it contains, in addition to explicit statements, implicit 
meta-statements that make the beholder aware of the 
artificiality of her or his way of looking at the world.”5 

3. TOWARDS A CRITICAL REGIONALISM 

over the course of the twentieth century, ar-
chitecture in Poland – like most aspects of western 
culture – has been characterized by increasing homo-
geneity beyond national lines. As Paul ricoeur points 
out, the universalizing of culture is, in some ways, an 
advance for humanity, but it also constitutes “a sort of 
subtle destruction” in which local sources of stylistic 
innovation are repressed gradually as universal styles 
of architecture, art, and food take over. there is a ten-
sion between local culture and this universalizing trend 
that cannot be resolved fully in favor of one side or the 
other, and the tendency of styles and forms to spread 
quickly will only increase, causing regional culture to 
become “something which [must] be selfconsciously 
cultivated.” 6

in 1983, the distinguished architectural critic 
Kenneth frampton published a notable paper entitled 
Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Archi-
tecture of Resistance, which expressed grave concern 
about the global adoption of western architecture.7 in 
responding to the question of why he argues for re-
gionalism, frampton said, “Perhaps it’s an over-re-
action. But, at least in the North American situation, 

5 Lefaivre and Tzonis, Why Critical Regionalism Today?, Quoted in Joan Ockman, ed., Architecture and Culture 1943-68, New York: Rizzoli, 
1993, p. 109. The article was first published in “New Yorker”, October 11th, 1947.
6 P. Ricoeur, History and Truth, Northwestern University Press, Evanston 1965, p. 103. 
7 See K. Frampton, Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance in: Hal Foster (ed.), The Anti-Aesthetic: 
Essays on Postmodern Culture, Bay Press, Port Townsend 1983, pp. 16-30.

Fig. 11. JeMs Architects, spectra office Building, warsaw, 1995-1999; photo: JeMs Architects
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Fig. 12 a,b,c,d. tomasz Konior, Musical Academy- extension, Katowice 2005-2007; photo: Konior studio

b)

c) d)

MODERN ARCHITECTURE IN POLAND AFTER THE COMMUNIST ERA...



ARCHITECTURAE et  ARTIBUS - 2/201414

it became rather clear to me that there was this sort 
of very polarized discourse between high-tech on one 
side – although there is a very primitive school of high-
tech in the United States compared to what is happen-
ing in England – and what I referred to, perhaps with 
somewhat unfair pejorative implications, as a kind of 
scenographic reduction of architecture to a scenogra-
phy which makes a very gratuitous, or parodied, use of 
historicist motifs.”8

in his paper, frampton advanced the case for 
a more responsive architecture that not only incorpo-
rates modern technologies, but also belongs to its re-
gion. the text begins with a long quotation from Paul 
ricouer, describing the current state of traditional cul-
ture and the effects of universalization, which, he ar-
gues, leads to mediocre civilization. ricouer questions 
“how to become modern and to return to sources; how 
to revive an old, dormant civilization and take part in 
universal civilization.”9

ricouer expresses concern with creeping mod-
ernization in undeveloped parts of the world:

“The phenomenon on universalization, while 
being an advancement of mankind, at the same time 
constitutes a sort of subtle destruction, not only of tra-
ditional cultures but also the creative nucleus of great 
cultures. Thus we come to the crucial problem confront-
ing nations just rising from underdevelopment. In order 
to get on the road towards modernization is it neces-
sary to jettison the old cultural past which has been the 
raison ‘d’etre’ of a nation? Where the paradox: on the 
one hand, it has to root itself in the soil of its past, forge 
a national spirit and unfurl this spiritual and cultural re-
vindication before the colonialist’s personality. But in 
order to take part in modern civilization, it is necessary 
at the same time to take part in scientific, technical, and 
political rationality, something which very often requires 
the pure and simple abandon of a whole cultural past. 
There is a paradox: how to become modern and return 
to sources; how to revive an old, dormant civilization 
and take part in universal civilization.”10

ricoeur states further that there often exists 
a pressure to abandon a whole cultural past in order 
to take part in modern civilization. instead of wiping the 
slate clean, he advocates a model that incorporates 
historical themes as the basis for future development. 

8 K. Frampton in: “Regionalism”, A Discussion with Kenneth Frampton and Trevor Boddy, The Fifth Column, 1983, Summer, p. 53. 
9 P. Ricoeur, Universal Civilization and National Culture, in: History and Truth, Northwestern University Press, Evanston 1965, p. 276.
10 Op. cit., pp. 276-7.
11 See A. Miłobędzki, The Architecture in Poland: A Chapter of the European Heritage, International Cultural Center, Kraków 1994, p. 
125.
12 A. Tzonis and L. Lefaivre, The grid and the pathway. An introduction to the work of Dimitris and Suzana Antonakakis, “Architecture in 
Greece” no. 15, Athens 1981, p. 178. 
13 See A. Tzonis and L. Lefaivre Critical Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Globalized World, Prestel, 2003. 

Fig. 13 a, b. stanisław witkiewicz, Jaszczurowka chapel, Zako-
pane, 1905-1907; photo: M. holcer

a)

b)
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ten years into Poland’s free market era, archi-
tects began to again question their role in advancing 
Polish culture, and sought to use their art to assert Po-
land’s cultural uniqueness.

the promotion of a regional architectural move-
ment is not a recent phenomenon in Poland, as pre-
serving native culture is something of a national 
pastime, Poland having been controlled throughout 
modern history by russia, germany, and the Austro-
hungarian empire. By borrowing popular motifs from 
traditional wooden buildings in places such as the tatra 
Mountains, architects discovered a surreptitious way to 
preserve the national Polish character. 

this process was never formalized until the end 
of the nineteenth century, when there appeared vari-
ous attempts to develop a national style of architecture. 
Perhaps the earliest and most prominent example of 
this came from an artist and writer stanislaw witkie-
wicz (1851-1915) who, via the design of several villas, 
tried to promote the “Zakopane style” for all buildings 
in Poland. while witkiewicz’s work was no more than 
the revival of timber folk building of the rural region, 
his nephew Jan Koszczyc-witkiewicz (1882-1958) was 
one of the most successful architects to produce origi-
nal Polish regionalist architecture. Polish historians of 
architecture praise his work for being simultaneously 
both modern and national, and unparalleled by any-
thing to be found abroad (fig. 13a, b, 14).11 

even during the communist period several ex-
ceptional works that clearly reflected the region were 
built in Zakopane. these included Tourist House de-
signed by tadeusz Brzoza and Zbigniew Kupiec in 
1950s, and the church at olcza, designed by teresa 
and tadeusz gawlowski and completed in the 1980s 
(fig. 15).

with some exceptions, regionalism did not 
come into the architectural vocabulary again until the 
late 1950s. And it was not until 1981 when Alexander 
tzonis and leane lefaivre introduced the term critical 
regionalism as an alternative to modernism and post-
modernism.

in The Grid and the Pathway tzonis and lefaivre 
defined critical regionalism: 

“By way of a general definition we can say that it 
upholds the individual and local architectonic features 
as against more universal ones. Critical regionalism is 
a bridge over which any humanistic architecture of the 
future must pass.”12

from lefaivre and tzonis’s discussion about the 
idea of critical regionalism in 1981 and in the leading es-
say of their 2003 book, two changes are noteworthy.13 

in their recent book, the word “critical” is not used to 
denote an opposition or resistance to anything internal 

Fig. 14. stanisław witkiewicz, house ‘willa pod Jedlami”,  
Zakopane, 1897; photo: M. holcer

Fig. 15. teresa and tadeusz gawłowski, church at olcza,  
Zakopane, 1978-1988; photo: t. gawłowski

Fig. 16. Andrzej skoczek, Piotr labowicz, Krystyna Januszkie-
wicz: olympic Multipurpose sport hall, Zakopane, 1997-1998 

project; visualization
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14 A. Tzonis and L. Lefaivre (2003), op. cit., p.122. 
15 K. Frampton (1983), op. cit., p. 31.
16 K. Frampton (1983), op. cit., p. 31.
17 S. Anderson, Modern Architecture and Industry: Peter Behrens: AGD and Industrial Design, “Oppositions” 21, Summer 1980, p. 83.
18 See: N. Moffett and M. Pidgeon, Perestroika in Poland, Progressive Architecture, February 1989, pp. 33-38. 

or external in architecture. they emphasize a particu-
lar region in terms of the value of an individual project 
within the physical, social, and cultural constraints of 
that region, aiming at sustaining diversity while benefit-
ing from universality.14 tzonis’s rapprochement to criti-
cal regionalism intends to “design” an identity mapped 
within the prevailing order of globalization. the authors 
trace the genesis of critical regionalism to its ancient 
historical and political roots, and focus on its modern 
expression. they point to the increasing use of the 
theory in the recent works of a truly global selection 
of visionary architects, including santiago calatrava in 
spain, renzo Piano in the south Pacific, and Berger 
and Parkkinen in germany. discussions of tropical Ar-
chitecture and contemporary works in Asia round out 
this important contribution to a topical debate about 
the role of architecture in the world. 

the architectural critic who had done more to 
raise and spread the issue of critical regionalism than 
anyone else is Kenneth frampton. in his first essay 
(1983) on the subject, he explained the term clearly:

“The fundamental strategy of Critical Region-
alism is to mediate the impact of universal civilization 
with elements derived indirectly from the peculiarities 
of a particular place. It is clear from the above that Criti-
cal Regionalism depends on maintaining a high level 
of critical self-consciousness. It may find its governing 
inspiration in such things as the range and quality of the 
local light, or in tectonic derived from a peculiar struc-
tural mode, or in the topography of a given site.”15

frampton expounded even further on the sub-
ject in 1992 with his revised and enlarged seminal 
book, Modern Architecture: A Critical History in which 
he devotes a whole chapter to “critical regionalism: 
modern architecture and cultural identity.” in this chap-
ter he defined the movement further: 

“The term ‘Critical Regionalism’ is not intended 
to denote the vernacular as this was once spontane-
ously produced by the combined interaction of climate, 
culture, myth and craft, but rather to identify those re-
cent regional ‘schools’, whose primary aim has been 
to reflect and serve the limited constituencies in which 
they are grounded. Among other factors contributing to 
the emergence of a regionalism of this order is not only 
a certain prosperity but also some kind of anti-centrist 
consensus - an aspiration at least to some form of cul-
tural, economic and political independence.”16

frampton created a list of seven essential char-
acteristics that constitute critical regionalism. 

first, he recognizes that critical regionalism is 
only ever likely to be a “marginal practice,” and that 
it favors small scale developments rather than grand 
plans. he also suggests that although it may be critical 
of modernization, it should never ignore the liberating 
and progressive features of the modern movement. 

second, frampton highlights one of critical re-
gionalism’s most distinctive features, which he calls 
the “place-form,” and in which he sees the designs of 
buildings inextricably grounded to their territory and 
site rather than being seen as alien objects. 

thirdly, he suggests an emphasis on the “tec-
tonic” qualities of architecture rather than reducing it 
to scenography. in frampton’s earlier essay, he quotes 
stanford Anderson’s definition that, “Tectonic referred 
not just to the activity of making the materially requisite 
construction but rather to the activity that raises this 
construction to an art form.” 17 

As the fourth feature, frampton emphasizes 
a response to essentially local characteristics such as 
the topography of the site, the play of light, and cli-
matic conditions. there is an emphasis on harmonious 
openings to the outside, while a rejection of a universal 
adoption of air conditioning. 

the fifth feature is an emphasis on unique tactile 
features, which are equally as important to as a build-
ing’s visual qualities. 

the sixth characteristic is that, while critical re-
gionalism opposes replication of vernacular buildings, 
it may permit a reinterpretation of vernacular elements 
if they help to place a building within its region.

finally, frampton observes that critical region-
alism is only likely to be successful in those cultures 
that are able to escape the pressure of the universal 
civilization.

to illustrate his argument, frampton selected 
regionalist buildings created by modernist architects, 
including Alvar Aalto’s saynatsalo town hall, Jorn ut-
zon’s Bagsvaad church near copenhagen, and tadao 
Ando’s church at hokkaido. there are, of course, 
many outstanding contemporary regionalist architects 
practicing in their own locally inflected manners, such 
as imre Makovecz in hungary, glenn Murcott in Austra-
lia geoffrey Bawa in sri lanka, lucien Kroll in Belgium, 
and ei-wakil in egypt to name but a few.
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Fig. 17. Adam M. szymski, Marek rozwarski: catholic chapel - 
Virgin Mary of fatima, szczecin, 1986-1989; photo: A.M. szymski

Although they are less well known outside the 
country, Poland has a small number of

regionalist architects, the most notable of whom 
are Andrzej skoczek, Adam M. szymski, stanisław  
niemczyk, and szczepan Baum. interestingly, their ap-
proaches to architecture did not arrive with the adop-
tion of capitalism in Poland. rather, their architecture 
developed in reaction to the universal language of so-
cialist modernism imposed during the communist era.

their buildings reflect the regions of Poland 
within which they practice. niemczyk’s and skoczek’s 
works (fig. 16) clearly belong to the silesian and Kra-
covian south, while Baum’s buildings are indigenous to 
the Baltic north, and szymski’s works belong to west 
Pomerania (photo: 17). these works are idiosyncratic 
and adopt all those qualities that frampton attaches to 
the best critical regionalism, such as the place-form, 
the tectonic, and the tactile.

of all the architects practicing in Poland today, 
the one whose work reflects frampton’s definition of 
critical regionalism best is stanisław niemczyk. Based 
in tychy in silesia, niemczyk first came to prominence 
with the design for an extraordinary church – the 
church of the holy spirit (Kościół Świętego ducha) at 
tychy Zwalcowe – which was built between 1979 and 
1983 and won the 1983 sArP award for architecture. 
it stands out as uniquely modern, yet quintessentially 

19 K. Kucza-Kuczyński, Church, no. 18, Tychy, p. 7.
20 A. Miłobędzki, op. cit., p.127.

Polish in character, and was featured in the American 
architectural journal Progressive Architecture in 1989.18 

niemczyk’s church of the holy spirit is undoubt-
edly one of the finest contemporary buildings in Poland 
to evoke the spirit of critical regionalism. it is described 
as a “very individual object” and praised for “escaping 
from modernism, as well as escaping from overdeco-
rative post-modernism.”19 Adam Miłobędzki goes even 
further when he observes that it “incorporates the cul-
tural syncretism lying at the roots of Central European 
tradition in a hermetic stylistics, which might be paral-
leled, perhaps uniquely, by analogies in contemporary 
Hungarian Expressionism, with its equally deep-rooted 
ethnic and national symbolism.”20

niemczyk’s individual style can be seen on 
more utilitarian buildings in silesia, such as his terraced 
housing at tychy-glinka and his housing at Mikołów. 
the housing estate at Mikołów is on the outskirts of 
a small industrial town, adjacent to some busy roads. 
it was designed and built during the latter stages of 
the communist era (1983-1989), when most new Po- 
lish housing was based on the heavy concrete, system-
built, high-rise model used in most communist coun-
tries at that time (fig. 19 a,b,c).

By the 1980s, strong reactions to this form of 
housing appeared, and attempts to “humanize” it were 
being made by newly established private architects, 
particularly in silesia and west Pomerania. Modifica-
tions to the heavy concrete model included reducing 
the height of buildings to a maximum of five floors, ap-
plying stucco or brickwork to the façades, the frequent 
addition of pitched roofs and projecting balconies, and, 
in some cases, arranging the building blocks in a ter-
raced form. Most of the housing schemes incorporat-
ing these modifications have an international flavor, just 
like some contemporary housing in western europe.

A more recent example of niemczyk’s work is his 
primary school at Katowice-giszowiec, the first stage 
of which was designed and built between 1991 and 
1995 (fig. 20 a,b,c,d). giszowiec is a unique industrial 
village built for coal miners and their families between 
1908 and 1911. it was planned on english garden sub-
urb lines with winding tree-lined streets and semi-de-
tached two-storey cottages and gardens. the center 
of the village contained all the necessary social and 
commercial facilities. this idyllic settlement remained 
unchanged until the 1970s when one of the communist 
state offices started to demolish some of the existing 
houses. fortunately, by the mid-1980s, this destruction 
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Fig. 18 a-b-c. stanislaw niemczyk, church of the holy spirit 
(Kosciol swietego ducha), tychy Zwalcowe, 1972-1989; 
photo: K. Januszkiewicz

was finally brought to an end, and the only new building 
to have been completed since then is the school.

in designing this new complex, niemczyk 
sought to provide modern functional spaces adapted 
to the needs of primary school children while also re-
sponding to the context of this historical garden sub-
urb. the layout, form, and architecture of this school 
demonstrates the architect’s extraordinary sensitivity 
to the configuration of the existing buildings and the 
landscape-dominated environment. it is a masterpiece 
in the art of contextualism.

the school site is at an awkward juncture, sur-
rounded on three sides by the detached and semi-de-
tached homes of the village and concrete slab blocks 
facing its fourth side. the architects responded by ar-
ranging a series of small, detached blocks for class-
rooms and other facilities. these blocks run parallel 
to the surrounding streets, are one- or two-stories 
high, and have tiled roofs, just like the surrounding 
cottages. Bulkier and taller elements of the school are 
contained in a block located along the fourth side of 

a)

b)

c)
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Fig. 19 a,b,c. stanisław niemczyk: terraced housing, tychy-glinka, 1983-1989; photo: K. Januszkiewicz

the site, directly opposite to and aligned with a con-
crete slab block of flats. some of the blocks out of 
the site are detached from the main school buildings, 
effectuating a series of linked spaces that resemble 
a small town.

A predominant material used for the external 
walling is brick, done in niemczyk’s unique way. nie- 
mczyk uses bricks of different colors in a quirky mé-
lange horizontal and vertical bands (or soldier courses), 
specially shaped bricks, arches and circles–together 
with panels of rendered walling. each building block 
in complex is different; the architecture changes con-
stantly, yet clearly comes from the same hand. 

the character of the exterior is also reflected 
inside. Around the staircases and recreation hall, ni-
emczyk uses brightly colored tubular steel balustrades 
and screens. in the larger spaces–such as the main 
vestibule and the cafeterias–he uses framed structures 
of in-situ, reinforced concrete. the vestibule outside 

the cafeteria has a grid of columns and shallow arches 
supporting an external wall at the mid-point in the span 
of the arches. dormer windows, roof lights, and lan-
terns are used extensively to provide bright and cheer-
ful spaces. Artificial lighting is integrated into the interior 
design using modernist spherical or continuous tubu-
lar fluorescent light fittings. A variety of new public and 
semi-public spaces are generated by the new interiors, 
corresponding perfectly with the modern concept of 
the school as a place where a young person is initiated 
into the social world. it becomes a collection of inter-
esting outside and inside spaces, an introduction to the 
complex social world of adults.21

Another notable critical regionalist architect 
who evokes the spirit of northern Poland is szczepan 
Baum. throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Baum, like all 
architects of the era, was an international modernist. 
he differed from most, however, in that his work was 
more sensitive and had more affinity to contemporary 

a)

c) b)

21 More on the Critical Regionalism and Stanislaw Niemczyk’s works, see: P.G. Fauset, Krytyczny regionalism – Stanisław Niemczyk (Stani-
sław Niemczyk’s Critical regionalism), “Archivolta Quarterly” no. 3, 1999, pp. 16-20 and G. Stiasny, Primary School, Katowice Giszowiec, 
“Architektura Murator” no. 9, 1995, p. 15. 
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Fig. 20 a,b,c,d. stanisław niemczyk, Primary school,  
Katowice- giszowiec,1991- 1995;  
photo: K. Januszkiewicz

a)

b) c)

d)

scandinavian modernism than any other style. By the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, Baum’s approach to archi-
tectural design began to evolve into an organic mode 
as can be gleaned from his writings at the time:

“Good architecture, like a tree to the birds - pro-
vides comfortable shelter, a sense of security and free-
dom to man. It has grown from this earth of ours, it is 
the co-creator of the world’s landscapes and climates 
which are full of harmony and opulent in form and na- 
tural expression just as the old trees are.”22

Baum’s work is conscious of the intrinsic chara- 
cter of northern Poland and reveals a deep appreciation 
for the regional building style, place-form, and quality 
of light. Baum’s development can be traced through 
three church projects designed between 1977 and 
1983 at Zduńska wola, Łódz, and straszyn. showing 
a progression to his style, the last church at straszyn, 
executed between 1985 and 1988, is far more regio- 
nalist in approach.
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Fig. 21 a,b,c,d. szczepan Baum: catholic church, straszyn, 
1985-1988; photo: sz. Baum

a)
b)

d)

c)
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the church at straszyn is set in a beautiful coun-
tryside in a coastal area near gdańsk (fig. 21 a,b,c,d). 
the plans of the church buildings follow the early chris-
tian or Basilican model from the fourth century. Passing 
through the archway brings a visitor into a wonderful 
intimate forecourt, which, with its arcades and semi-
circular arches, derives from the atriums of the roman 
churches. 

it is undoubtedly one of the most enchanting 
compositions to have been built in Poland in the last 
twenty years. it was achieved due to its unique blend 
of the historical and familiar, along with a functional 
simplicity of the present age. Baum uses a simple pa- 
lette of tactile materials, composing the finish to all the 
pitched roofs – differing from the metal sheet roof of the 
bell-tower and the copings of the walls – in traditional 
orange clay tiles. Apart from random stones used in the 
external walling, all the materials in the church building 
are plainly finished, and, fortunately, relieved of applied 
decoration.

the design is organic and timeless. its synthesis 
of early christian church layouts, quintessential nor- 
thern Polish character and materials, together with its 
contemporary structure, lighting, and details make it an 
exceptional complex. As a work of critical regionalism, 
it is incredibly successful as there is no doubt about 
to which region it belongs. for all who go there to wo- 
rship, preach, and visit, the church at straszyn is an 
incredible inspiration.

A more recent development by Baum is his 
contribution to the reconstruction of elbląg city center. 
situated close to the Baltic sea east of gdansk, elbląg 
dates to the thirteenth century. the city was almost 
completely devastated during the second world war, 
and, in the postwar years, most of the redevelopment of 
the town was done outside the former city center. du- 
ring that time, most of the land, and even foundations of 
the original buildings in the city center laid undisturbed. 
it was perhaps uniquely fortuitous that the urban core 
of elbląg had not been redeveloped in the incongruous 
modernist manner that has wreaked havoc on so many 
western town and city centers since the war.

By the time elbląg’s reconstruction had been 
considered in the early 1980s, public opinion about 
modern architecture and planning forced local au-
thorities to rethink their approach to the design of city 
centers. this sometimes resulted in an overreaction 
towards conservation, which often led to the preserva-
tion of any old buildings regardless of their condition 
and architectural quality. it also often led to the unimag-

inative construction of new buildings that deliberately 
replicated older or former buildings nearby. fortunately, 
the local authority at elbląg had the foresight to ap-
point a distinguished team of urban designers to make 
proposals for the reconstruction. the team included 
professors wiesław Anders from the technical univer-
sity of gdansk and ryszard semka from the gdansk 
school of Visual Arts, as well as szczepan Baum.

the team devised a master plan that established 
a set of urban design principles to be applied to the en-
tire redevelopment area. the goal was not only for the 
reconstruction to have some reference to the past, but 
also to allow for flexibility throughout the reconstruction 
process (fig. 22).

the first principle was retention of the existing 
street grid pattern and the possible pedestrianization 
of some of the main streets. this provided a series of 
reasonably sized rectangular building sites for rede-
velopment. An urban street architecture was consid-
ered essential, and it was proposed that new build-
ings should be constructed along the same building 
lines that had existed prior to the second world war,  
using the remaining front elevations and wall founda-
tions wherever possible.

in view of the size, complexity and funding situa-
tion of the reconstruction of elblag, the redevelopment 
area was broken into four stages, and the design of 
each stage was allocated to separate teams of archi-
tects, including local practices. the earlier stages, built 
prior to 1989, were designed to accommodate hous-
ing co-operatives. since 1989, however, the redevel-
opment has been funded by a group of private part-
nerships and individual investors, which has produced 
an effect on the architecture. in the earlier stages, the 
positioning of flats on the ground floor resulted in small 
window openings on the facades, whereas, in the later 
stages, the ground floors have been used to accom-
modate public and commercial facilities, resulting in 
larger window openings (fig. 23 a,b,c).

the fourth stage of elblag’s reconstruction 
stands out as the most interesting and comes from the 
hands of the ingenious Baum. the site for this stage is 
one half of a long rectangular block bounded by three 
streets, the shortest of which is ulica stary rynek (the 
old Market square). it is the main street to which all 
the stages are related. Although Baum faithfully fol-
lowed the same urban design principles as the other 
architects who have contributed, he introduced other 
characteristics that have resulted in a more exuberant 
architecture.

22 Sz. Baum, in: P.G Fauset, Krytyczny regionalism Szczepana Bauma (Szczepan Baum’s Critical regionalism), “Archivolta Quarterly” no. 
2, 1999, p.18.
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Fig. 22. elbląg - city fabric reconstruction – aerial view; photo: sz. Baum

Fig. 23 a,b,c. wiesław Anders, ryszard semka, szczepan Baum: reconstruction of the central area of elblag, 1985-2000;  
photo: sz. Baum

a)

b)

c)
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23 More on the Critical Regionalism and Szczepan Baum’s works, see: P.G. Fauset, Krytyczny regionalism Szczepana Bauma (Szczepan 
Baum’s Critical regionalism), “Archivolta Quarterly” no. 2, 1999, pp. 17-20.

Although the development site was flat, Baum 
varied the internal ground floor levels in adjoining units 
and adjusted the levels of the first floors to provide dif-
ferently sized spaces. A variety and mixture of window 
openings appear both at the ground floor level, as well 
as in tiled façades above. finally, the scheme has some 
sophisticated detailing and makes use of an interesting 
variety of indigenous tactile building materials.

Baum’s buildings have a variety of roof spaces. 
Along with the conventional dual-pitch roof, there are 
mansards, mono-pitches, and curved roof forms. each 
gable end is totally different from any other in this or 
other stages in the reconstruction, and includes some 
lively Art deco or Art nouveau inspired flourishes.23 

CONCLUSIONS

today’s Polish architecture is a hybrid not only 
of current global trends, but also of the groundwork 
laid previously. the ideas that identify a region’s archi-
tectural character may either be long-standing or evo-
lutions of notions imported when foreign ideas were 
deemed superior to native ones. those values are not 
necessarily unique to a place, but come to be con- 
sidered so after a short time.

Architecture, like language or mysticism, is both 
universal and unique. Architects participate actively in 
the development, dissemination, and redevelopment of 
ideas. this is why the opening of the Polish economy 
was so crucial to progress, and why Polish architects 
today have the liberty to put their own spin on the ar-
chitectural world around them. 

Poland has a rich and varied architectural le- 
gacy. it can be observed not only in the buildings con-
structed by the aristocracy and the church, but also 
in its humble vernacular buildings. in its architectural 
development, Poland has experienced many of the 
same influences and styles as in western europe. 
there are architectural forms specific to Poland. they 
can be found in the traditional architecture in different 
regions of the country. they are both in the architecture 
of wooden and brick. Poland also has some fabulous 
cities, characterized by narrow streets of the cities, the 
central hard-paved squares and stucco architecture of 
the local pattern. 

Although the changeover to a market econo-
my was a necessary reform and was appropriate for 

the culture of Poland, an architectural predicament 
emerged. international consumerist architecture swept 
through the country, resulting in the construction of 
inappropriate buildings, particularly in warsaw. if this 
form of building is allowed to develop unchallenged, 
the cumulative effect may become equally inappropri-
ate as socialist modernism.

there is uncertainty about the direction that Po- 
lish 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 architectur-
al 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.

it is well known that Poles are proud and pa-
triotic people who have a great respect for their cul-
ture and traditions. An essential part of this culture is 
its architecture, and if Poland wishes to retain its iden-
tity as a country it must limit the construction of addi-
tional placeless buildings. works by architects such as 
stanisław niemczyk and szczepan Baum demonstrate 
an appropriate Polish way forward, and exemplify the 
critical regionalism the nation needs to preserve and 
evolve its unique architectural identity. 

Poland and eastern europe need more research 
to examine traditional architecture and urbanism. the 
study should contain methods of typological and 
morphological analysis according to the comparative 
criteria. this would allow the establishment of an or-
ganic link between the internal characteristics of the 
architectural organism–such as the structures of load 
bearing walls and columns, facades, roofs, together 
with distributional schemes–and the external condi-
tions of the studied edifice as part of a particular urban 
environment. the experience should be developed by 
research group in collaboration with other research 
teams in european universities leading to the publica-
tion of a series of books related to the analysis of re-
gional Architecture and traditional urban fabric. it is 
expected that at the end of the research program the 
scientific unit will produce a systematic classification 
of the fundamental features of regional buildings and 
urban spaces, together with the clear understanding 
of their crucial role in the process of construction own 
regional architecture. 
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