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The capital of Poland might aptly be compared to a Phoenix rising from the ashes. Founded around the 12th 
century, Warsaw was pretty much destroyed during World War II, but has rebuilt itself into a thriving historical 
and cultural centre, complete with a restored Old Town. Once known as the “Paris of the North,” it also is 
famous as the home of classical composer Fryderyk Chopin. Travellers of all ages will enjoy a visit to the 
Copernicus Science Centre where hands-on activities abound. 
  
Royal Castle: 
This massive brick edifice, a copy of the original blown up by the Germans in WWII, began life as a wooden 
stronghold of the dukes of Mazovia in the 14th century. Its heyday came in the mid-17th century, when it 
became one of Europe’s most splendid royal residences. It then served the Russian tsars and, in 1918, after 
Poland regained independence, became the residence of the president. Today it is filled with period furniture 
and works of art.  
 
Highlights of the castle tour include the Great Apartment and its magnificent Great Assembly Hall, which has 
been restored to its 18th-century decor of dazzling gilded stucco and golden columns. The enormous ceiling 
painting, The Disentanglement of Chaos, is a post-war re-creation of a work by Marcello Bacciarelli showing 
King Stanisław bringing order to the world. The king’s face also appears in a marble medallion above the 
main door, flanked by the allegorical figures of Peace and Justice. 
  
The neighbouring National Hall was conceived by the king as a national pantheon; the six huge canvases 
(surviving originals) depict pivotal scenes from Polish history. A door leads off the hall into the smaller Marble 
Room, decorated in 16th-century style with coloured marble and trompe l'oeil paintwork. The room houses 
22 portraits of Polish kings, from Bolesław Chrobry to a large gilt-framed image of Stanisław August 
Poniatowski himself. 
  
Further on from the National Hall is the lavishly decorated Throne Room. Connected by a short corridor is 
the King’s Apartment, the highlight of which is the Canaletto Room at the far end. An impressive array of 23 
paintings by Bernardo Bellotto (1721–80), better known in Poland as Canaletto, captures Warsaw's mid-
18th-century heyday in great detail. The works were of immense help in reconstructing the city’s historic 
facades. 
  
Wilanów Palace: 
Warsaw’s top palace is Wilanów (vee-lah-noof), 6km south of Łazienki. It dates to 1677, when King Jan III 
Sobieski bought the land and turned an existing manor house into an Italian Baroque villa fit for a royal 
summer residence (calling it in Italian ‘villa nuova’, from which the Polish name is derived). Wilanów changed 
hands several times over the centuries, and with every new owner it acquired a bit of Baroque here and a 
touch of neoclassical there.  
 
Miraculously, Wilanów survived WWII almost unscathed, and most of its furnishings and art were retrieved 
and reinstalled after the war. 



  
The highlights of a visit include the two-storey Grand Entrance Hall, the Grand Dining Room, and the Gallery 
of Polish Portraits, featuring a collection of paintings from the 16th to 19th centuries. The exterior of the 
palace is adorned with impressive murals, including a 17th-century sundial with a bas-relief of Chronos, god 
of time. An audio guide (12zł) is a worthwhile enhancement to your visit here. You can book ahead for entry 
tickets via phone or online. 
  
Warsaw Rising Museum: 
One of Warsaw's best, this museum traces the history of the city's heroic but doomed uprising against the 
German occupation in 1944 via three levels of interactive displays, photographs, film archives and personal 
accounts. The volume of material is overwhelming, but the museum does an excellent job of instilling in 
visitors a sense of the desperation residents felt in deciding to oppose the occupation by force, and of 
illustrating the dark consequences, including the Germans' destruction of the city in the aftermath. 
  
The ground floor begins with the division of Poland between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union in 1939 
and moves through the major events of WWII. A lift then takes you to the 2nd floor and the start of the 
uprising in 1944. The largest exhibit, a Liberator bomber similar to the planes that were used to drop supplies 
for insurgents, fills much of the 1st floor. 
  
Old Town Square: 
At the centre of the partially walled Old Town (Stare Miasto), the Old Town Square is, for those with an eye 
for historic buildings, the loveliest square in Warsaw. It’s lined with tall houses exhibiting a fine blend of 
Renaissance, Baroque, Gothic and neoclassical elements; aside from the facades at Nos 34 and 36, all were 
reconstructed after destruction in WWII.  
 


