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Retrospective Statement of Outstanding Universal Value
Brief synthesis
Warsaw was deliberately annihilated in 1944 as a repression of the Polish resistance to the German
[Nazi] occupation. The capital city was reduced to ruins with the intention of obliterating the
centuries-old tradition of Polish statehood. The rebuilding of the historic city, 85% of which was
destroyed, was the result of the determination of the inhabitants and the support of the whole
nation. The reconstruction of the Old Town in its historic urban and architectural form was the
manifestation of the care and attention taken to assure the survival of one of the most important
testimonials of Polish culture. The city – a symbol of elective authority and tolerance, where the first
democratic European constitution, the Constitution of 3 May 1791, was adopted – was rebuilt. The
reconstruction included the holistic recreation of the urban plan, together with the Old Town
Market, townhouses, the circuit of the city walls, the Royal Castle and important religious buildings.

The reconstruction of Warsaw’s historical centre was a major contributor to the changes in the
doctrines related to urbanisation and conservation of urban development in most of the European
countries after the destruction of World War II. Simultaneously, this example illustrates the
effectiveness of conservation activities in the second half of the 20th century, which permitted the
integral reconstruction of the complex urban ensemble.

The reconstruction of the Old Town was a coherent and consistently implemented project devised at
the Warsaw Reconstruction Office in the years 1945–1951. The reconstruction project utilised any
extant undamaged structures built between the 14th and 18th centuries, together with the latemedieval network of streets, squares and the main market square, as well as the circuit of city walls.
Two guiding principles were followed: firstly, to use reliable archival documents where available, and
secondly, to aim at recreating the historic city’s late 18th-century appearance. The latter was
dictated by the availability of detailed iconographic and documentary historic records from that
period. Additionally, conservation inventories compiled before 1939 and after 1944 were used, along
with the scientific knowledge and expertise of art historians, architects, and conservators. The
Archive of the Warsaw Reconstruction Office, housing documentation of both the post-war damage
and the reconstruction projects, was inscribed in the UNESCO Memory of the World Register in 2011.
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The rebuilding of the Old Town continued until the mid-1960s. The entire process was completed
with the reconstruction of the Royal Castle (opened to visitors in 1984). The reconstruction of
individual buildings and their surroundings in the adopted format of residential housing featuring
public functions dedicated to culture and science, as well as services, carried with it numerous
challenges posed by the need to adapt to the social norms and demands of the time. In order to
accentuate the defensive walls and the city panorama viewed from the Vistula, the reconstruction of
some buildings was deliberately foregone. The urban layout was retained, along with the division of
the street frontages into historic building plots; however, the properties within these quarters were
not rebuilt, thus creating communal open areas for residents. The interior layout of buildings and
residential flats was revised to meet the standards in force at the time. However, both historic room
plans and interior designs were recreated in many of the buildings intended for public use. A highly
regarded feature was the decoration of exterior elevations carried out by a team of eminent artists,
in part drawing on designs from the interwar period. Polychrome decoration was executed using
traditional techniques, including sgraffito. In spite of the adaptations and the changes introduced,
the site, along with the city panorama as seen from the Vistula (which has become symbolic of
Warsaw), presents a cohesive picture of the oldest part of the city.

Combining extant features with those parts of the Old Town reconstructed as a result of the
conservation programme led to the creation of an urban space unique in terms of its material
dimension (the form of the oldest part of the city), its functional dimension (as a residential quarter
and venue for important historical, social, and spiritual events), and its symbolic dimension (an
invincible city).

Criterion (ii):
The initiation of comprehensive conservation activities on the scale of the entire historic city was a
unique European experience and contributed to the verification of conservation doctrines and
practices.

Criterion (vi):
The historic centre of Warsaw is an exceptional example of the comprehensive reconstruction of a
city that had been deliberately and totally destroyed. The foundation of the material reconstruction
was the inner strength and determination of the nation, which brought about the reconstruction of
the heritage on a unique scale in the history of the world.
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Integrity
This World Heritage property’s boundaries encompass an entire comprehensively rebuilt portion of
the city, located within the bounds of the medieval city walls and the Vistula Escarpment (including
the eastern foot of this escarpment), with all of the characteristic features defining its identity.
During the reconstruction, the original urban layout of the medieval city was preserved, and in some
cases made more distinct. The principle of rebuilding and accentuating the historic layout was
applied not only to the Old Town, but also to the buildings of the New Town and the Royal Route,
which in effect created a sense of historical and spatial continuity within this urban complex (the
aforementioned areas are located inside the limits of the buffer zone).
In order to maintain the integrity of this site, it is essential that the principles implemented during
the process of reconstruction are maintained and continue to underpin the management system,
and the appropriate state of preservation/conservation of individual tangible and intangible
elements of the complex, which carry Outstanding Universal Value, be ensured.
Maintaining the functional dimension of the Old Town as a residential quarter and venue for
important historical, social and spiritual events is a significant aspect of its integrity.

Authenticity
The cohesive rebuilding process came to an end with the reconstruction of the Royal Castle. Since
then, the historic centre of Warsaw has fully retained its authenticity as a finished concept of postwar reconstruction. This World Heritage property includes two categories of structure. The first
comprises extant structures predating the damage of World War II (this applies to most basements,
some ground floor storeys and certain sections of wall up to the level of the first floor). The second
category encompasses reconstructed features – this group includes buildings recreated in
accordance with pre-war records (some of the Old Town’s townhouses, Sigismund’s Column,
churches, and the Royal Castle), and those rebuilt based on historical and conservation studies
pertaining to the architecture of the 14th–18th centuries (e.g. the façade of the cathedral, and the
Old Town walls with the Barbican). The state of preservation of individual types of structure and
entire buildings is satisfactory. Their maintenance requires the implementation of systematic
conservation measures.

Requirements for protection and management
The historic centre of Warsaw (25,9363 ha) is an area subject to legal protection and conservation
based on Polish legislation. Managing this area is the duty of the local government of the City of
Warsaw. Management issues take into account the values and wishes of all stakeholders connected
with the area.
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The principal tools of management are the management plan and the integrated spatial planning
system, based on an agreed Local Spatial Development Plan. Outlining a buffer zone of significant
value in terms of historical monuments protected on the basis of the city's spatial planning
documents, makes it possible to control the impact of the surroundings on this World Heritage Site.
The area is protected from potential threats by a system of problem identification and regular
monitoring which assesses the state of preservation, ongoing conservation procedures, as well as
urban, environmental, functional, and social changes.
An important aspect of effective management, influencing the future of the site, is that of education
and raising awareness of the significance of Warsaw’s reconstruction in the post-war history of
Poland and Europe.
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