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Unlike in the case of Warsaw or Wrocław, the 
extent of damage caused by the Second World 
War in Poznań is not present in public aware-
ness. Damage to the urban fabric, however, 
was quite substantial here and it was decided 
that the reconstruction of many of the build-
ings and historic sites should not involve re-
storing them to their prewar state. Air raids 
and demolitions during the occupation of Po-
land were prelude to the catastrophe of the 
Battle of Poznań.

The city mutilated

   ‘Odwach’ and the buildings in the middle of the Old Town after the war destruction,
1945, photo by Z. Zielonacki/cyryl.poznan.pl
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Cathedral Island. Finally, at 3 a.m. on 23 February, the 
commanding officer of the Poznań Fortress, general Er-
nst Gonnel, gave order to surrender due to the hopeless 
situation of the defenders and the wounded. Soon after-
wards, he committed suicide.

In January 1945 Poznań became the target for 
the Soviet army on the way to Berlin. On 20 
January German authorities issued alert for 
the city and Poznań was given the status of a 
fortress (Festung Posen). Immediate evacua-
tion of party, police and military institutions 
and offices began and the civilian population, 
including the Poles, was urged to leave the city. 
Two days later the first Soviet troops began the 
attack on the eastern suburbs of Poznań. 

In the first days of February 1945 the advancing Soviet 
troops marched into downtown Poznań from the south. 
Fierce fighting caused widespread destruction of the ur-
ban fabric; the whole quarters of the Old Town were con-
sumed by fire. In order to escape the siege, part of the 
German troops received an order to leave the fortress 
and move towards Pomerania; the rest were forced to 
retreat to Poznań’s Citadel. The concluding stage of the 
battle to break the last point of resistance began on 17 
February. About 2,000 inhabitants, called Cytadelowcy, 
took part in it. Shelling attacks by both sides caused fur-
ther damage to the monuments in the Old Town and the 

Fierce battle over the city

   Parade of the LWP soldiers (Polish People`s Army), February 1945,
photo by Z. Zielonacki/cyryl.poznan.pl

   Battle for Poznan – downtown, 1945, author unknown, from wikimedia commons



   Fragment of Niepodległości Avenue with the destroyed building of the Railway headquarters building, 1945, from the MKZ and WUOZ collections 

5Urban battlefield

The Battle of Poznań, which lasted over a 
month, claimed the lives of thousands of Ger-
man and Soviet soldiers and about one hun-
dred inhabitants-defenders. The city was in a 
terrible state with stumps which used to be 
buildings and bodies of soldiers and civilians 
lying in the streets. According to an anony-
mous Poznań inhabitant, in March 1945 “In the 
streets [one could see] trucks with salvaged 
belongings, people carrying bundles on their 
back, ripped off tram wires, vehicle wheels, 
debris, dead horses, stray dogs, weapons, the 
remains of cannons and tanks. There [were] 
bloody corpses in the alleys, and graves with 
writing on them, often with no writing at all… 
Someone, Unknown.”
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Poznań, just like other old cities in Poland, suffered dam-
age on an unprecedented scale. The extent of destruction 
in the cities such as Warsaw, Gdańsk, Szczecin, Kołobrzeg 
and Koszalin reached about 90 per cent. In the capital of 
the Wielkopolska region, it was estimated that the extent 
of damage to the Old Town reached about 60 per cent, 
however some parts of the city were almost complete-
ly destroyed. Over 130 out of 380 buildings in the Old 
Town burnt down. The rest of the damage was caused 
by bombs and shells. The worst-hit buildings in the his-
torical district were the completely burnt down remains 
of the Royal Castle of Przemysł I, the Church of St Martin, 
the Górka Palace, the former Jesuit school, the Guard-
house, the Działyński Palace and the Mielżyński Palace. 
The City Hall lost its tower, and the roof and dome of 
the Old Town Parish Church (former Jesuit church) were 
destroyed in the shelling. The shelling also caused much 
damage to the Cathedral and the buildings on the Ca-
thedral Island. The district of Chwaliszewo was turned 
into a sea of debris and numerous tenement houses and 
monumental buildings in the downtown were damaged. 
The western districts, including Św. Łazarz and Wilda, 
survived without much damage, as the attack did not 
concentrate on them. 

The orthophoto presented here comprises American 
aerial photos taken in April 1945. It shows clearly the 
landscape after the battle: with roofless houses and dam-
aged walls. Some of the buildings were so damaged that 
there was a danger of collapse. Thus, they posed threat 
to the inhabitants and had to be demolished. Omnipres-
ent debris and unexploded shells could have also led to 
unfortunate accidents.

At the time, the press was urging the inhabitants, espe-
cially the young, to engage in community work and help 
remove debris and bring normality back to the city.
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   A map consisting of aerial photos taken in April 1945 by the US Air Force showing the destruction of the downtown 
area, lab JB7 by A. Biesiadka, A. Gawlak. Courtesy of Jacek Biesiadka.
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A collage of photographs (from the left):

   Fragment of Niepodległości Avenue with the destroyed building of the Railway headquarters building, 1945, from the MKZ and WUOZ collections 
   Rubble removal of the Św. Marcin Street, 1945, photo by Z. Zielonacki/cyryl.poznan.pl
   ‘Odwach’ and the buildings in the middle of the Old Town after the war destruction, 1945, photo by Z. Zielonacki/cyryl.poznan.pl
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A collage of photographs (from the left):

   The City Hall and the Old Town after the war destruction, 1945, photo by Z,. Zielonacki/cyryl.poznan.pl
   The ruins of the former Credit Society (currently headquarters of banks and the Poznan Philharmonic Management), 

1945, photo by Z, Zielonacki/cyryl.poznan.pl
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The extent of damage required out-of-the-box approach 
to the subject of reconstruction. After the war the de-
cision-makers came up with an idea either to replace 
the damaged historic districts with residential areas and 
new roads or to turn the buildings into the so-called eter-
nal ruins. The fact that this did not happen to the most 
precious districts of such big cities as Warsaw, Gdańsk 
and Poznań is largely thanks to Jan Zachwatowicz (1900-
1983), a professor of architecture.  The set of rules he 
created have become official guidelines in Poland.

In the Programme and guidelines on monument conser-
vation, approved during the art historians and conser-
vators’ conference which took place in August 1945, 
Zachwatowicz explicitly said:

“As we cannot agree to have our cultural monuments taken away 
from us, we are going to rebuild them from scratch in order to pass 

on to the next generations if not the authentic, then at least the 
adequate form of these monuments, which lives in our memory and is 
preserved in documents. (…) Our sense of responsibility towards the 

future generations makes us rebuild what has been destroyed – and to 
rebuild it completely, bearing in mind the devastating consequences 

of distortion caused by conservators”.

Jan Zachwatowicz, Programme and guidelines on monument conservation

What next?
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Such statements aroused controversy among 
the experts and they were at odds with the 
guidelines on monument protection drawn 
up at the turn of the 20th century. Modern 
rules on monument protection were cod-
ified in the Athens Charter created during 
the conference on monument conservation 
in 1931. According to the Charter, the histor-
ic layers of a building should be preserved 
and the reconstruction of ruins should take 
into account the original parts of the dam-
aged building. In the case of a catastrophe 
(such as war), it was essential to restore the 
exact state of the building from before it 
was destroyed.

However, given the extent of the damage to the cultur-
al heritage of Poland after the Second World War, ad-
hering to the Charter’s guidelines seemed impossible. 
Such breach of its rules took place also after the First 
World War when cities such as the Gothic city of Brug-
es or Kalisz were being rebuilt. Ironically, according to 
Zachwatowicz, it was due to the damage caused by the 
Second World War as well as due to the research on the 
buildings that the incredibly valuable and worth exhibit-
ing artistic value was discovered under the layers.

It was the conceptual framework created by Jan Zach-
watowicz that had decisive influence on the shape of 
the first downtown’s development plan, which was de-
vised by the City Planning and Development Department 
under the supervision of Zbigniew Zieliński. Apart from 
the city’s supervision, the work on the reconstruction of 
public buildings was coordinated also by the Poznań Re-
construction Board, established by the central authority. 
Opinions and vision of the experts concerning the post-
war future of urban architecture often differed, which 
was the cause of dispute and long arguments.

On the one hand, the press, which reflected the public 
mood of the time, highlighted the need to reconstruct 
the historic buildings and other precious relics of the 
past. On the other hand, however, there were voices 
advocating taking care of other, more urgent needs 
and criticising conservators for wasting money on re-
building monuments.
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Jan Zachwatowicz (1900-1983)

He was the first post-war General Monuments and His-
toric Sites Conservator and the creator of the internation-
al logo of the protected historical monuments and sites. 
From 1945 he was the head of the Warsaw Reconstruc-
tion Office. He is best known for his design of the recon-
struction of Warsaw’s historic city centre. He also had a 
direct influence on the decisions concerning historic parts 
of many cities, including Poznań.

   Jan Zachwatowicz, from the National digital Archives collection
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