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Nowa Huta is a community east of  Krakow in southern 

Poland and unique as one of  two completely pre-planned 

and constructed cities in the former Communist bloc.  

The first was the giant mining and iron works built at 

Magnitogorsk in 1936 in the Ural Mountain range of  

southeastern Russia, now considered one of  the most pol-

luted cities in the world.  In 1947, following the devasta-

tion of  World War II and under recent domination from 

Moscow, Polish architects designed Nowa Huta, meaning 

“New Forge,” as a model industrial city comprising of  a 

community housing tens of  thousands of  workers and 

their families and a steelworks that would soon become 

the largest in Europe.  With financial and material support 

from the Soviet Union, construction began in 1949 and 

was completed about a decade later.  Nowa Huta became, 

in the words of  one observer, “a tale of  hubris, naïveté, 

and gross callousness”.  But it also incubated a Catholic 

resistance and the Solidarity movement, which combined 

to form the first opposition to dismantle a Communist 

government in Central Europe in 1989. 

The Nowa Huta design 

team poses with an 

early planning model 

of the city center.  
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Projekty) 



Communism was the living practice of  the Critical School: 
nothing under its dominion lacked political content.  All hu-
man endeavor served the ends of  the state.  Nowa Huta’s 
designers had an extraordinary opportunity to create, from 
whole clothe, the ideal Socialist city.   They were culminating 
an urban expression of  Socialist Realism, an architectural po-
litical aesthetic: the perfect expression of  how the Commu-
nist “New Man” – and by extension, the rest of  us – should 
live.  “It is a town of  significant transformations of  people 
and citizens in new conditions of  urban planning and archi-
tecture, of  new economic and social processes,” the main 
designer immodestly asserted in 1959.  While rapidly indus-
trializing the devastated Polish economy, ideologists also in-
tended to forge a new enlightened working class from the 
superstitious peasants of  the surrounding countryside.  And 
at least as important, Nowa Huta’s robust modern identity 
and design would counter the flaccid, 
fairy-tale air of  neighboring Krakow, 
Poland’s historic and intellectual capital.  

The Nowa Huta heroic 

worker, from a poster 

produced for the commu-
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kow)  



Political authorities intended Nowa Huta to comprise its 
own Voivode, or municipality, separate from Krakow.  Early 
designs for the model city included a city hall and other 
monumental buildings to signify this elevation.  But all this 
ambition quickly collided with reality once construction 
began.  Living conditions were appalling, fresh water in 
short supply, and disease rampant.  Housing was shoddy 
and in perpetual short supply as unskilled workers poured 
in with their families from the countryside.   Delays and 
supply shortages slowed construction of  both housing 
and the steelworks, due in large part to a lack of  promised 
Soviet support.  Authorities found themselves occupied 
with policing an unruly, underage workforce – Nowa Huta 
had the youngest average age in Poland – prone to drunk-
enness, brawling, vandalism, theft and sexual assault.  
More than one observer has commented that despite its 
urban intentions, Nowa Huta in those early days more re-
sembled the Wild West.  Authorities eventually abandoned 
plans to incorporate Nowa Huta as an independent 
Voivode and the town became a large, awkward dzielnica 
(administrative district) of  Krakow.  “Nowa Huta, in the 
first decade of  its existence, was in principle – from the 
point of  view the patterns of  life appearing there – a large 
village,” one historian noted in the 1990s.  

Nowa Huta under con-

struction, early 1950s. 

(Source: Architektura i 

Tworcy Miasta Ideal-

nego, Niezrealizowane 

Projekty)  



What does this Socialist paradise look like?  It stands to-
day, about 30 minutes by tram ride from the center of  
Krakow.  The area retains a sense of  the countryside, al-
though the scars of  socialist development predominate 
with ugly bloks, a distant nuclear power plant and empty 
fields.  The area had been productive farmland for centu-
ries and was expropriated by central authorities two weeks 
before the harvest in 1948 following a harsh winter, de-
stroying a dozen ancient villages and earning the lasting 
enmity of  the peasantry.  The location was all the more 
irrational for being so far removed from the raw materials 
that would stoke and feed the forges.  Under Commu-
nism, political will was more important than economic 
sense.  Nowa Huta has been praised for employing a gar-
den apartment design, with many modest, three-story de-
velopments enveloping central courtyards.  But this inno-
vation is largely lost in the vast, exhausting scale of  the 
complex.  Beyond the vaguely classical arcaded central 
plaza (known as Plac Centraly, now named after Ronald 
Reagan), the main forge administrative building dubbed 
“The Doge’s Palace,” and a few public theaters, all other 
buildings entirely lack adornment.  Instead, residents con-
front a virtually relentless grey scab of  concrete stucco 
that has absorbed decades of  pollution badly.  Many of  
the apartment complexes, particularly along the main 
boulevards, are 
much taller than 
the garden apart-
ments and run a 
full city block.  
They presage the 
indistinguishable, 
inhuman bloks that 
dominate the for-
mer Communist 
urban space from 
Krakow to Kabul 
– possibly the sin-
gle enduring leg-
acy of  the Soviet 
aesthetic.  

A typical apart-

ment block along 

a major artery in 

Nowa Huta. 

(Source: author) 



It is difficult to nail down exactly what makes Commu-
nist design so consistently bad.  Poor design is not 
unique to Communism although it is certainly more 
consistently pervasive.   For me it comes down to inef-
ficient use of  space, cheap materials, and bad propor-
tion, explained by an economic system that could ap-
propriate anything but could rationally value nothing.  
So you find this public plaza near the entrance of  
Nowa Huta.  It has only two access points, at its north 
and south ends, and cannot be easily reached even by 
the buildings that form it.  It is located near the 
“center” as indicated by the design plan.  But this is 
actually at the southern end, the main entrance to the 
community, far removed from the population center of  
the vast housing complex.  It is simply wasted open 
concrete – cold, uninviting and remote.  When I visited 
it, there were only these two young people lingering on 
a fall Sunday.  

The public 

plaza near 

Nowa Huta’s 

“center”. 

(Source: author)  



That makes this lovely little park all the more excep-
tional: a green, open space with tree-shaded benches and 
public sculptures, accessible on four sides by all sur-
rounding apartment blocks.  But look more closely at the 
design history and you learn this park is mostly a mis-
take.  It was the original site of  the construction head-
quarters.  Once building was completed, the headquar-
ters was removed and the space remained.  Despite 
Nowa Huta’s iron-fisted planning, much of  its layout has 
this unfinished feel.  At the far southern axis is an unde-
veloped field bracketed by hideous bloks and an ugly 
complex that has been converted into an art and cultural 
gallery.  The field was intended to hold the Voivode’s ad-
ministrative center but when this was done away with the 
space was never filled.  

A public park inside 

Nowa Huta. 

(Source: author)  



As the ideal Socialist city, Nowa Huta was meant to be god-
less, too.  This deeply offended the profoundly Catholic Poles 
and instigated a two-decades-long battle to build a church in 
Nowa Huta.  The fight was led by Karol Wojtyła, Archbishop 
of  Krakow, who petitioned the central authorities for permis-
sion to construct a house of  worship within Nowa Huta.  An 
initial permit was issued in the late 1950s and then quickly re-
scinded.  A cross erected on the prospective site became an 
object of  worship and resistance for Nowa Huta’s residents.  
In the early 1960s, however, residents working from a design 
by Wojciech Pietrzyk began constructing by hand a church on 
a site 500 meters outside the Nowa Huta development.  The 
spectacular architecture of  the Arka Pana (The Lord’s Ark) 
recalls le Corbusier’s church at Ronchamp, but was primarily 
designed to look like Noah’s great ship, with a massive 
wooden prow and a cross as its mast.  Archbishop Wojtyła 
consecrated the church in 1977, and a year later was elevated 
as Pope John Paul II.  It becomes clear upon visiting Arka 
Pana that it was at least as much an aesthetic argument as a 
religious or political sanctuary.  Everything about Arka Pana 
represents what Nowa Huta is not.  Nowa Huta is rational, 
geometric, industrial, fixed, uniform, spiritless and grey.  Arka 
Pana is unique, hand-crafted, unorthodox, sweeping, colorful, 
natural, creative and spiritual.  The Catholic Arka Pana as-
serted a political aesthetic directly counter to the Communist 
Nowa Huta experi-
ment.  Today it is a 
practicing church, 
modern, open, light, 
and filled with spec-
tacular relics.  When 
I visited, a baptis-
mal service had just 
finished and fami-
lies posed with a 
new sculpture of  
Pope John Paul II 
outside the church.  

Following a baptismal, a 

family poses near a statue 

of Pope John Paul II out-

side the Arka Pana that the 

former archbishop of Kra-

kow consecrated in 1977.  

(Source: author)  



In the history of  the Polish revolution, Nowa Huta is of-

ten overlooked for the centrality of  Lech Wałesa and the 

Solidarity movement formed at the Lenin shipyards in 

Gdansk, on the northern Baltic Sea coast.  But the New 

Forge is at least as important for the movement developed 

there in the embrace of  the Catholic Church.  (Wałesa 

himself  credits half  of  the success of  the revolution to 

“his Holiness, Pope John Paul II”, “30 percent to Lech 

Wałesa and the Solidarity movement” and the remainder 

to “other persons”. ) Nowa Huta’s residents clashed with 

riot police to preserve the cross erected on the spot where 

the pre-Arka Pana church was first approved, and authori-

ties locked down and cut off  power to the suburb to sub-

due the resisters.  (Nowa Huta’s 

deliberate design as a maze-like, 

defensible quasi-fortress ironically 

made government control diffi-

cult.)  The steelworks boasted a 97 

percent membership in Solidarity 

and their resulting strikes – the 

largest industrial actions in Poland 

– plagued the forge throughout the 

1980s.  But it was Archbishop Wo-

jtyła’s leadership in Krakow, and 

later as Pope – his open-air mass at 

Gdansk in 1987 attracted 750,000 

worshippers, but Polish authorities 

never allowed him back to Krakow 

– that provided the moral cohesion 

for the Solidarity movement to op-

pose Communism for nearly 20 

years before bringing about its pre-

cipitous collapse. 

Street protesters 

carrying a Polish 

flag on the streets 

of Nowa Huta in 

1982. (Source: 

Polish Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs)  



Nowa Huta stands two decades after the revolution, of  course, 

and so does the steelworks.  Gigantic, inefficient, polluting, 

and producing superfluous industrial materials in a country 

desperately short of  consumer goods, the forge nonetheless 

employed 43,000 people before the economy shuddered 

through the early days of  post-Communist transition.  The 

forge sold off  assets and shed jobs but remained a state-

owned enterprise until the Indian steel giant ArcelorMittal 

bought out the site in 2007.  With a modern new plant in-

stalled, it now produces 2.4 million tons of  steel a year – half  

its Cold War peak of  five million tons per annum – and em-

ploys just 4,700.  It is still one of  the most productive steel 

plants in Europe.   Nowa Huta itself  retains about 250,000 

residents and today has its own church, also hand-built and far 

more austere than the Arka Pana.  The Church of  the Holiest 

Heart of  Jesus was built in 2002 on the site where the original 

Nowa Huta cross was erected.  Today a replacement in bronze 

stands near the church dedicated to Pope John Paul II, 

“defender of  the cross,” from the “grateful people of  Nowa 

Huta”, an enduring emblem of  the power of  the political aes-

thetic. 

The Church of the Holiest 

Heart of Jesus, built in 

2002 on the original site of 

the Nowa Huta cross.  The 

bronze replacement can be 

seen at the far right.  

(Source: author)  


