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Krakow might be described as a rags to riches city, since it went from being a seventh century village to the 
second most important city in Poland, being known for its cultural, artistic, academic and economic activities. 
During World War II, the Nazis herded Jews into the Krakow Ghetto where they were later sent to 
concentration camps; the movie Schindler’s List centred on one man’s efforts to save the ghetto residents 
from extermination. Located on the Vistula River, this former Polish capital is easy to get around, since 
attractions radiate out from Old Town, considered the best Old Town in the country. 
  
If you believe the legends, Kraków was founded on the defeat of a dragon, and it’s true a mythical 
atmosphere permeates its attractive streets and squares. 
  
Wawel Castle is a major attraction, while the Old Town contains soaring churches, impressive museums and 
the vast Rynek Główny, Europe’s largest market square. In the former Jewish quarter, Kazimierz, remnant 
synagogues reflect the tragedy of the 20th century, just as its lively squares and backstreets symbolise the 
renewal of the 21st. Here and throughout the Old Town are hundreds of restaurants, bars and clubs. 
  
However, there’s more to the former royal capital than history and nightlife. As you walk through the Old 
Town, you’ll sometimes find yourself overwhelmed by the harmony of a quiet back street, the ‘just so’ nature 
of the architecture and light. It’s at times like these that Kraków reveals its harmonious blend of past and 
present, an essential part of any visit to Poland. 
  
Schindler’s Factory: 
This impressive interactive museum covers the German occupation of Kraków in WWII. It’s housed in the 
former enamel factory of Oskar Schindler, the Nazi industrialist who famously saved the lives of members of 
his Jewish labour force during the Holocaust. Well-organised, innovative exhibits tell the moving story of the 
city from 1939 to 1945. From the main post office in the Old Town, catch any tram down ul Starowiślna and 
alight at the first stop over the river at Plac Bohaterów Getta. From here, follow the signs east along ul Kącik, 
under the railway line to the museum. 
  
Wawel Cathedral: 
The Royal Cathedral has witnessed many coronations, funerals and burials of Poland’s monarchs and 
strongmen over the centuries. This is the third church on this site, consecrated in 1364. The original was 
founded in the 11th century by King Bolesław I Chrobry and replaced with a Romanesque construction 
around 1140. When that burned down in 1305, only the Crypt of St Leonard survived. Highlights include the 
Holy Cross Chapel, Sigismund Chapel, Sigismund Bell, and the Crypt of St Leonard and Royal Crypts.  
The present-day cathedral is basically a Gothic structure, but chapels in different styles were built around it 
later. Before you enter, note the massive iron door and, hanging on a chain to the left, huge prehistoric 
animal bones. They are believed to have magical powers; as long as they are here, the cathedral will remain. 
The bones were excavated on the grounds at the start of the 20th century. 
  
Once inside, you’ll get lost in a maze of sarcophagi, tombstones and altarpieces scattered throughout the 
nave, chancel and ambulatory. Among a score of chapels, a highlight is the Holy Cross Chapel (Kaplica 
Świętokrzyska) in the south-western corner (to the right as you enter). It’s distinguished by the 15th-century 
Byzantine frescoes and the red marble sarcophagus (1492) in the corner by Veit Stoss, the Nuremberg 
sculptor known to Poles as Wit Stwosz. 
  



Ascend the tower accessible through the sacristy via 70 steps to see the Sigismund Bell (Dzwon Zygmunta). 
Cast in 1520, it’s 2m high and 2.5m wide, and weighs 11 tonnes, making it the largest historic bell in Poland. 
Its clapper weighs 350kg, and eight strong men are needed to ring the bell, which happens only on the most 
important church holidays and for significant state events. The views from here are worth the climb. 
  
From the nave, descend from the left-hand aisle to the Crypt of St Leonard, the only remnant of the 12th-
century Romanesque cathedral extant. Follow through to get to the Royal Crypts (Groby Królewskie) where, 
along with kings such as Jan III Sobieski, many national heroes and leaders, including Tadeusz Kościuszko, 
Józef Piłsudski and WWII General Władysław Sikorski, are buried. 
  
The showpiece chapel is the Sigismund Chapel (Kaplica Zygmuntowska) up the aisle and on the southern 
wall. It’s often referred to as the most beautiful Renaissance chapel north of the Alps and is recognisable 
from the outside by its gilded dome. 
  
Diagonally opposite the Sigismund Chapel is the Tomb of St Queen Hedwig (Sarkofag Św Królowej Jadwigi), 
a much beloved and humble 14th-century monarch whose unpretentious wooden coronation regalia is on 
display nearby. 
  
In the centre of the cathedral stands the flamboyant Baroque Shrine of St Stanislaus (Konfesja Św 
Stanisława), dedicated to the bishop of Kraków, canonised in 1253 and now the patron saint of Poland. The 
silver sarcophagus, adorned with 12 relief scenes from the saint’s life, was made in Gdańsk between 1663 
and 1691; note the engravings on the inside of the ornamented canopy erected about 40 years later. 
  
St Mary's Basilica: 
Overlooking Rynek Główny, this striking brick church, best known simply as St Mary’s, is dominated by two 
towers of different heights. The first church here was built in the 1220s and following its destruction during a 
Tatar raid, construction of the basilica began. Tour the exquisite interior, with its remarkable carved wooden 
altarpiece, and in summer climb the tower for excellent views. Don't miss the hourly hejnał (bugle call) from 
the taller tower.  
The main church entrance, through a Baroque portal added to the south-western facade in the 1750s, is 
used by worshippers; tourists must enter through the side door to the southeast. 
  
The chancel is illuminated by magnificent stained-glass windows dating from the late 14th century; the blue 
star vaulting of the nave is breathtaking. On the opposite side of the church, above the organ loft, is a fine Art 
Nouveau stained-glass window by Stanisław Wyspiański and Józef Mehoffer. The colourful wall paintings, 
designed by Jan Matejko, harmonise beautifully with the medieval architecture and are an appropriate 
background for the high altar, which is acclaimed as the greatest masterpiece of Gothic art in Poland and 
allegedly designated the eighth wonder of the world by Pablo Picasso. 
  
The altarpiece is a pentaptych (an altarpiece consisting of a central panel and two pairs of side wings), 
intricately carved in lime wood, then painted and gilded. The main scene, visible when the pentaptych is 
open, represents the Dormition (or Assumption) of the Virgin surrounded by the Apostles. The outside has a 
dozen sections portraying scenes from the life of Christ and the Virgin. The altarpiece is topped with the 
Coronation of the Virgin in Heaven and, on both sides, the statues of the patron saints of Poland, St 
Stanislaus and St Adalbert. 
  
Measuring about 13m high and 11m wide, the pentaptych is the country's largest and most important piece 
of medieval art. It took a decade for its maker, Veit Stoss (known in Poland as Wit Stwosz), to complete this 
monumental work before it was consecrated in 1489. 
  
The pentaptych is opened daily at precisely 11.50am and closed at 5.30pm, except for Saturday when it’s 
left open for the Sunday morning mass. The altarpiece apart, don’t miss the delicate crucifix on the Baroque 
altar in the head of the right-hand aisle, another work by Veit Stoss, and the still larger crucifix placed on the 
rood screen, attributed to pupils of the master. 
  
Wawel Royal Castle: 
As the political and cultural heart of Poland through the 16th century, Wawel Castle is a potent symbol of 
national identity. It's now a museum containing five separate sections: Crown Treasury & Armoury; State 
Rooms; Royal Private Apartments; Lost Wawel; and the Exhibition of Oriental Art. Each requires a separate 
ticket. Of the five, the State Rooms and Royal Private Apartments are most impressive.  
 
The Renaissance palace you see today dates from the 16th century. An original, smaller residence was built 
in the early 11th century by King Bolesław I Chrobry. Kazimierz III Wielki (Casimir III the Great) turned it into 



a formidable Gothic castle, but when it burned down in 1499, Zygmunt I Stary (Sigismund I the Old; 1506–
48) commissioned a new residence. Within 30 years, the current Italian-inspired palace was in place. 
Despite further extensions and alterations, the three-storey structure, complete with a courtyard arcaded on 
three sides, has been preserved to this day. 
  
Repeatedly sacked and vandalised by the Swedish and Prussian armies, the castle was occupied in the 19th 
century by the Austrians, who intended to make Wawel a barracks, while moving the royal tombs elsewhere. 
They never got that far, but they did turn the royal kitchen and coach house into a military hospital and raze 
two churches. They also built a new ring of massive brick walls, largely ruining the original Gothic 
fortifications. 
  
After Kraków was incorporated into re-established Poland after WWI, restoration work began and continued 
until the outbreak of WWII. The work was resumed after the war and has been able to recover a good deal of 
the castle’s earlier external form and interior decoration. 


