
Piotr Wróbel
Krakowska Akademia im Andrzeja Frycza Modrzewskiego – Kraków

 

REVITALISATION AS A FORM OF THE 
CYCLICAL PROCESS OF URBAN STRUCTURE 
RECONSTRUCTION. THE EXAMPLE OF KUPA 
STREET IN THE KAZIMIERZ DISTRICT OF KRAKOW

Summary

This article describes revitalisation as a  form of the contemporary 
reconstruction and restoration of urban tissue. Advances in social, economic 
and technical requirements generate adjustments in the architectural and 
urban layout. These changes result in destructive, regressive and remedial 
actions, contributing to the complexity of a city as a continuous phenomenon 
of cumulative transformations.

Kupa Street is located in the Kazimierz District of Krakow. Having 
withstood successive phases of building renovation, this street constitutes an 
adequate case study for research in architectural and spatial revitalisation.

This study includes a literature review, as a theoretical basis for the analysis 
and conclusions; and a participant observation of the design and development 
of the location. Moreover, long-term development projects, conservation and 
planning activities in the Kazimierz District were considered.

Keywords: revitalisation of old town complexes, continued existence of 
urban structures, history of the Kazimierz District in Krakow.

Introduction
Efforts that are planned and based on a comprehensive identification of the 

extant state, aimed at restoring decayed parts of cities to life and that are called 
urban renewal or revitalisation, appeared in the 1960’s. They were an answer to 
the problems associated with the crisis of European and American cities after 
the Second World War.

Due to deep socio-economic changes that took place at the turn of the 
1980’s and the 1990’s, opportunities to make attempts to make practical use of 
the concept of revitalisation and its methods that had been developed earlier 
in western countries have also appeared in Poland.

The reconstruction of Kazimierz, a  ruined district of Krakow, among 
others, started to be perceived through the lens of revitalisation process theory 
and practice in the 1990’s. According to some scholars, the case of Krakow’s 
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Kazimierz is one of the most interesting examples that illustrate the subject 
matter of revitalisation, particularly in the initial phase of its implementation, 
predominantly because of the following factors:
– multi-cultural Jewish and Christian heritage,
– the considerable degree of urban tissue decay at the start and the conside-

rable dynamism of change that came later,
– complex social and property ownership problems (Murzyn 2006, p. 9).

The revitalisation of Kazimierz has, overall, been met with criticism in its 
assessments. The lack of sufficient social communication and participation 
were pointed out as one of its weaknesses (Murzyn 2006, p. 385), as was the 
inconsistency in the carrying out of projects or leaving them unfinished (Kopeć 
2017, p. 94). Despite this fact, taking up the initiative of comprehensively 
reconstructing the district, in a level that had been possible at the time due to 
formal, legal and financial limitations, has met with appreciation.

Kupa street in the Kazimierz District of Krakow. A case study1

The history of Kupa Street and its transformation, along with that of its 
buildings, is an example which makes it possible to identify the factors that 
affected the development of Kazimierz over the long term and in what manner, 
with a  particular focus on the Second World War and the effects of mass 
population displacement, through changes in the country’s political system, 
during which the ideas of comprehensive revitalisation began to break through to 
the public conscious2, all the way to the present, when the objectives and methods 
of revitalisation have become commonly known and are broadly implemented3.

Of note is the moment when, over the course of a number of years, the area 
of the western frontage of the street saw the coinciding of efforts coming from 

1 The subject of the reconstruction of Kupa Street was briefly presented by the author for the first time 
in: (Wróbel 2000). The temporal perspective, the new socio-economic and architectural context 
(subsequent projects built at the site) as well as the literature that has been written during the period 
since 2000, in addition to experiences in the field of revitalisation all make it possible to adopt a new 
perspective on the matter.

2 Kupa and Szeroka streets were marked as key areas for the revitalisation of Kazimierz in: (Stawicki 
1986), as well as in Kazimierz – Plan Działań from 2004. A detaield description of the transformation 
of the street is featured in: (Krasnowolski 1992, p. 107-109; Murzyn 2006, s. 225-227).

3 The scope of the changes that have taken place in this field is, on the one hand, outlined in academic 
studies and articles from the beginning of the century (Skalski 2004), while on the other by freely 
available information published by the local governments of cities three years after the passing of the 
Revitalisation Act in 2015. For instance, all that is necessary is to explore the website of the National 
Centre for Revitalisation Knowledge (Krajowe Centrum Wiedzy o Rewitalizacji in Polish) or the 
offices in charge of revitalisation that have been established by the administration of numerous cities, 
including Krakow and Łódź. They predominantly feature information materials as well as those that 
popularise basic knowledge in the field. The element of public participation and interaction between 
the local government authorities and society is also clearly visible, if only in the declarative layer.
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various directions that were distinct for the transitory period. These were the 
actions of state institutions and organisations established during the period 
of the PRL with the purposes of designing and carrying out development 
projects, the initiatives of private real estate owners, who took up their own 
development projects on land that they had reclaimed after 1989, as well as the 
first revitalisation projects initiated by the newly reborn local governments4. 

Kazimierz District in Krakow – a historical outline
Kazimierz was founded by a  town charter issued by king Casimir III 

The Great in 1335, on an island located to the south of Medieval Krakow, 
which was surrounded by the Vistula River and its old riverbed. The new 
town fulfilled the role of a satellite which shielded the capital of Krakow and 
supported its functioning. The political system of Kazimeirz was based on the 
Magdeburg rights, while its urban layout took on the form of a grid-based plan 
(Krasnowolski 1992, p. 12-13).

Submitting to pressure from the burghers, who were anxious of economic 
competition from Jews, in 1495 king John I Olbracht ordered them to be settled 
in a  dedicated, newly delineated district in the eastern part of Kazimierz. 
Along with their kin, refugees seeking shelter in Poland from persecution in 
other European countries, Jews settled in the area around what is now Szeroka 
Street. Due to demographic pressure, the border of the area was expanded 
in subsequent years to Plac Nowy. The town continued to develop, divided 
by a  wall into two autonomous sections: a  Jewish and a  Christian one. The 
sixteenth century and the first half of the seventeenth century were a period of 
their joint prosperity (Krasnowolski 1992, p. 15).

The relocation of the capital to Warsaw and the destruction wrought by the 
Swedish invasion pushed the town into a crisis lasting many decades. It was 
overcome as late as in the nineteenth century, accompanied by the demolition 
of the border and defensive walls, as well as the introduction of regulation plans 
that brought order to its chaotic development.

Having obtained equal citizenship rights in 1868, Jews – as developers and 
architects – began to take part in the decisions concerning the character of the 
district’s development, erecting a  series of impressive residential and public 
buildings in the interwar period.

In 1941 the entire Jewish population was displaced and murdered by Nazi 
German occupants. The period up to 1990, due to neglect, demolition and 
poorly planned development projects, as well as a policy of reluctance to the 

4 They were initiated by Polish architects and urban planners and consulted with experts from Western 
European cities (Berlin and Edinburgh), in addition to being financially supported by European Union 
programmes, see: Cameron et al. (1994).
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restoration of the area’s Jewish identity, was a period of immense regression 
for Kazimierz. Its building substance largely decayed or was destroyed 
(Krasnowolski 1992, p. 23-24).

The dramatic image of the district towards the end of the 1980’s was 
illustrated by a description included in a guidebook for tourists: “Some areas, 
such as Kupa Street, are merely a negative of the city, in which only streets have 
remained, but there are no longer any buildings that had existed here […]” 
(Ostrowski 1989, from: Murzyn 2006 p. 409).

History of the street 
In its general outline, Kupa Street was delineated as a part of the town’s 

charter plan, and in 1608 it was incorporated into expanded Jewish town 
(Krasnowolski 1992, p.107-109). In the seventeenth century, at the northern 
end of the street, a  synagogue was built, founded by, among others, Jewish 
goldsmiths. The synagogue was named after a Hebrew word denoting a qahal 
treasury, which in turn was carried over to the street in the nineteenth century. 
The impressive Isaac Synagogue was built in the seventeenth century on the 
southern side. The first attempts at bringing order to the district’s chaotic 
development were made during the Austrian occupation, at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century. In 1850 the street was delineated and paved anew. 
Both of its frontages were erected up to the end of the nineteenth century, built 
up with modest brick houses, which were occupied by poor Jews up to the 
Second World War, of whom almost no one survived. The deserted buildings 
deteriorated and were successively demolished throughout the 1950’s and 1960’s 
(Krasnowloski 1992, p. 107-108; Murzyn 2006, p. 225).

In 1989 a comprehensive design of the development of the western frontage 
was prepared at the Municipal Design Office, commissioned by the Krakow 
Historical Complex Restoration Authority (Budynek mieszkalno-usługowy… 
1989). The design was a  loose interpretation of historical development, 
sanctioning the principle of the peripheral frontage, without clear respect for 
traces of former property divisions. The documentation received the approval 
of conservation authorities, although it was not put to use.

At the beginning of the 1990’s, private real estate owners, after reclaiming 
their property, began efforts to build residential and service buildings. 
Commissioning individual designs that took conservation guidelines into 
consideration, obtaining construction permits and gathering the necessary 
funds for development projects, they succeeded in building a  complex of 
townhouses prior to the year 2000.

In parallel to the advanced progress made by private developers, an 
initiative appeared at the start of the 1990’s to prepare a  comprehensive 
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revitalisation design, named Kazimierz Action Plan (Cameron et al. 1994), 
which would include study documentation presenting the possibilities of 
rebuilding the development of, among other places, Kupa Street. One of the 
versions featured a surprising proposal of introducing a radical change to the 
historical urban layout by introducing a  gatehouse building located in the 
middle of the street, clearly dividing it into two distinct interiors (Cameron et 
al. 1994; Kupa Street, version 1, design by S. Hajducki). This motif, both bold 
and picturesque, points to a  completely different approach to conservation 
guidelines and even doctrinal matters in terms of the treatment of cultural 
heritage. The second version was a more moderate proposal (Cameron et al. 
1994; Kupa Street, version 2, design by S. Deńko), whose author preserved the 
street’s peripheral development, accentuating one of its corners with a unique 
architectural form.

The building that would later be 12 Kupa Street is a  significant spatial 
interference (the second one, after the socialist modernist project featuring the 
building of the “Starodruk” cooperative at the intersection of Kupa and Izaaka 
streets), in the immediate vicinity of the seventeenth-century Isaac Synagogue. 
Due to introducing the new massing, the once monumental and largest Jewish 
temple in Kazimierz lost its significance as a  local landmark. It is not only 
the form of the building that is controversial – which is ahistorical to some 
(although it should speak with a language fitting with the period in which it was 
built) – but its size. The height and mass of the apartment building, particularly 
from the side of the synagogue, establishes a new scale for its surroundings. The 
project is even more contentious in the context of the overarching significance 
of the protection of cultural heritage declared multiple times in historical 
studies and planning documents.

In 2018 another “infill building” (7 Kupa Street) filled what was then the 
last remaining gap in the western frontage of the street, in all probability 
ending the process of its reconstruction for a long period of time. Meanwhile, 
the eastern frontage still features undeveloped plots, as well as buildings that 
require thorough renovation.

Observing the process of the systematic increase of the height of buildings, 
a  certain succession of development can be observed: every subsequent 
generation, while preserving size measured in the floor plan as constrained 
by plot property lines, is taller than the previous one. This history starts with 
single-storey brick buildings and two-storey townhouses that were documented 
on photographs and that had been built in the interwar period and demolished 
in the 1960’s (Zań-Ograbek 1983). They were succeeded by four-storey 
townhouses built in the 1990’s, while the final, currently most recent stage, 
features six-storey buildings built at the start of the twenty-first century.

In terms of the formal shape of the massing and architectural detail, both 
the proposals featured in: Budynek mieszkalno-usługowy… (1989), Cameron et 
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al. (1994) and the projects from around the year 2000 (Budynek mieszkalno-
usługowy… 1994; Studium zabudowy… 1994), clearly remained under the 
influence of postmodernism and the pursuit of middle-ground forms that 
refered to local historical motifs. In these designs (Cameron et al. 1994; Kupa 
Street, version 1 in particular) we can even find echoes of New Urbanism 
along with its original designs striving to simulate an image of a  historical 
town using a system of perspective views, framed views and landmarks. In the 
12 Kupa Street project (which was later repeated in terms of being similar in 
size at 6 Kupa Street) the voice of the neo-modernist geometric rigour could 
already be heard5. Both the passage of time and the appearance of new trends 
in architecture and, quite probably, the loosening of conservation requirements 
as a result of the voiding of the local spatial development plan (Murzyn 2006, 
p. 224) aided in achieving the project’s commercial goals.

The built projects in the eastern frontage are an example of the strong 
influence of the real estate market and the push towards the maximum possible 
development density by developers. The phenomenon of the rapid increase of 
land rent after more than a decade since the completion of the construction of 
the shorter buildings at 3 and 5 Kupa Street resulted in real estate transactions 
and the investigation of opportunities to increase usable floor area through 
vertical extensions by new owners.

The primary goal that has been strived towards in all programmes for 
Kazimierz – the development of tourism and culture-related functions – has 
been achieved. However, it can be clearly seen that it came at the cost of the 
quality of life of its residents. The development of the tourism-related function 
did not solve any conflicts, quite the contrary – it increased the intensity of some 
while generating additional ones (Analiza potrzeb… 2018, p. 123 and further). 
The amount of apartments with regulated rent has decreased, with the number of 
lower-income residents along with it, a clearly evident process of gentrification has 
commenced, residential functions are being replaced by services associated with 
tourism and we can clearly see a general tendency towards the commercialisation 
of usable floor areas both inside buildings and those of public spaces.

Revitalization as an element of the continuity of the urban 
development process

The current state of the revitalisation of Kazimierz, after almost half 
a century of destroying the substance of the town, has an exceptional character 

5 More on the subject of contemporary architecture in a historical environment can be found in: (Węcła-
wowicz-Gyurkovich 2018). When adopting Węcławowicz-Gyurkovich’s classification of the manners of 
the formation of architecture in a historical context, we can speak of repeating forms from the past and 
the introduction of historical quotations and details in designs form the 1990’s and the construction 
of simple geometric massings in the first decades of the twentieth century.
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as it is the consequence of the unprecedented event that was the Holocaust. 
Regardless, this process can also be perceived through the perspective of the 
long existence of urban organisms and searching in it the proof of the existence 
of extraordinary vital forces that persist in communities that are capable of 
recreating the built environment even after the greatest of cataclysms.

The contemporary process of revitalisation that has been taking 
place since the final decade of the twentieth century, seen as another 
stage in the reconstruction of the 700-year-old urban structure, takes on 
a  different significance when placed in the perspective of such events like 
the seventeenth-century reconstruction of Kazimierz after the Swedish 
“deluge” and the redevelopment of its so-called “gaps”, the initiatives of the 
eighteenth-century Commission for Good Order, the activity of the Office of 
Municipal Construction of the Krakow Republic in the nineteenth century 
or the construction movement for the redevelopment of the city during the 
Galician autonomy which lasted until 1918. All of them brought bold bouts of 
modernisation combined with the reconstruction of Kazimierz’s structure after 
periods of stagnation and regression, becoming an impulse for the development 
of the town6.

In such a broad perspective, the revitalisation of decayed areas becomes 
a  manner of urban development in the qualitative dimension, performed 
through the replacement or modernisation of its built substance, improving its 
technical and aesthetic quality (Noworól 2010). Revitalisation should therefore 
not be looked at solely as an effective tool used by authorities to implement 
the goals of short-term local development policies. It is necessary to adopt 
a  perspective that goes beyond administrative pragmatism and identifying 
revitalisation as a contemporary method of the construction and reconstruction 
of cities.

Conclusions
The reality of the Kazimierz District of Krakow shows a  number of 

problems that pertain to the revitalisation of historical districts. Quoting from 
M.A. Murzyn (2006, p. 487), it should be stated that:

6 Numerous types, fields and aspects of departures from and continuities within the urban continuum 
were analysed from a perspective of humanist geography by Mikołaj Madurowicz: “How then, does one 
understand the architectural and urban field of continuity in terms of the city? It irresistibly manifests 
itself: in the compactness of spatial development; the diachronic continuity of both its principles and 
the functioning of its elements; in the structural imitation of outline and parcellation – evoking past 
lines and divisions; in the fluidity of moving from street to street […]; in the constant enforcement of 
a plan or the correspondence of a planning scheme; in the chronic character of a place – its settlement 
and urban continuity; […] furthermore – in the persistence of development in the form of growth 
(following the form of growth rings) or accretion (as in a palimpsest); as well as in the various practices 
of recreating historical spaces (e.g. as a part of revitalisation)”, see: (Madurowicz 2017, p. 327).



22 Piotr Wróbel

“The revitalisation of Kazimierz has unintentionally become a good example 
of a market-led and property-led revitalisation. The social changes in Kazimierz 
can be described as the transformation of a place that had functioned based on 
the principle of combining an urban village with a defended neighbourhood 
into a fashionable inner city district”.

In accordance with accepted definitions, revitalisation efforts are fuelled by 
socio-economic changes “[…] introduced in a planned and integrated manner 
with the use of revitalisation programmes” (Nowa odsłona rewitalizacji 2018), 
with the inspiring and controlling role in these processes being attributed to 
the state, local governments and non-government organisations. In Kazimierz 
the motor for change was its reprivatisation and the dynamically developing 
tourism-related service sector – which further defines the specificity of the 
phenomenon. Its international dimension continues to be a  deciding factor 
concerning the dynamism and scale of these processes. It was and remains 
a predominantly spontaneous phenomenon, lacking in-depth reflection on the 
subject of its goals and social consequences7.

The experience of Kazimierz proves that solid legal, formal and institutional 
foundations are of paramount significance to the continuity of spatial 
development policy, foundations that were not, in essence, questioned even 
during the period of deep systemic changes of the 1990’s. Tried and tested tools 
that protected the public interest (the principles of spatial order, cultural values, 
green areas) from the effects of negative market mechanisms include spatial 
development plans. Cultural parks and the historical monuments registry are 
their essential complementation (Kopeć 2017, p. 679).

Revitalisation projects require an appropriate level of public trust and 
mediation culture. Without them, achieving the goals of projects based on 
public participation is impossible. It should come as no surprise then that in 
the case of the first revitalisation projects of the 1990’s there was no cooperation 
between the entities that operated at Kupa Street. Fearful of the dangers to 
their interests and disruptions in carrying out their projects, all sides – private 
entities, the state administration and the local government, approached the 
matter with utmost caution. For understandable reasons, there was no will to 
engage in talks and exchange information. Individual developers who had been 
unable to act and have contact with a state employing the rule of law for half 
a  century, authorities unskilled in delegating decisions to local government 
levels and without experience in engaging in dialogue with citizens as partners 
– all of them were unable to engage in meaningful cooperation.

7 The causes of this phenomenon are complex and interesting, however describing them is beyond the 
scope of an article and requires a specialist analysis. For more on the subject, see: (Przywojska 2016), 
particularly the section entitled: Rewitalizacja jako nowy model zintegrowanego działania w lokalnej 
polityce społecznej.
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The problem of revitalisation covers a very broad spectrum of subject matter, 
ranging from the social aspects that dominate and are strongly accentuated 
in revitalisation processes (Przywojska 2016) to the methods of shaping 
high quality public spaces, which in turn leads to the necessity of exploring 
the subject matter of public procurement and the methods of conducting 
architectural competitions (Konkursy architektoniczne i urbanistyczne… 2018). 
Despite a general consensus as to the primary goal of revitalisation being the 
comprehensive improvement of people’s lives, the proper distribution of accents 
depends on the specificity of a given case. In each of them one should identify 
the significance of the quality of architectural and urban layouts, for they 
always constitute the material basis for social structures.

Nearly thirty years after the emergence of the idea of the revitalisation of 
Kazimierz, Kupa Street remains an unfinished project. The stage to follow, apart 
from filling in the gaps in the eastern frontage, will probably involve the solving 
of the matter of the inconvenience caused by vehicular traffic and parking, 
the introduction of new quality street surfaces, street furniture and greenery. 
Therefore opportunities for making additional observations of the street’s 
transformation in the years to follow continue to exist, observations that will 
expand our knowledge concerning long-term revitalisation processes in Poland.

Illustration 1. Kupa Street. Western frontage on the right, with buildings no. 1, 3, 5, 7 
respectively. Present state, as seen in 2018

Source: by Author’s.
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Illustration 2. Western frontage of Kupa Street, view towards the Isaac Synagogue.  
As seen in 1994

Source: as in Illustration 1.

Illustration 3. Kupa Street, the building at 12 Kupa Street is visible in the centre, to the 
right is Isaac Synagogue. Present state

Source: as in Illustration 1.
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Illustration 4. View down Św. Józefa Street. Model of the articulation of the development 
of Kazimeirz’s street frontages. Present state

 
Source: as in Illustration 1.

Illustration 5. Tenements at Kupa Street that had been intended for “technical death” after 
the Second World War and were demolished in 1964

Source: Zań-Ograbek, Laskownicka (1983).
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Illustration 6. Proposal of the development of Kupa Street, top: design by P. Sagan, 1989, 
bottom: design by. P. Wróbel, 1994

Source: Budynek mieszkalno-usługowy… (1989), Budynek mieszkalno-usługowy… (1994).
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Illustration 7. Conceptual proposal of the development of Kupa Street, left:, design by S. 
Hajducki, right: design by S. Deńko, 1994

Source: Cameron et al. (1994).
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Krakow. Municipal Design Office, Krakow, archive of the State Service for the 
Protection of Monuments, archive of the APA office.

Budynek mieszkalno-usługowy, Kraków Kazimierz, ul. Kupa. Koncepcja (1994), desi-
gner: Wróbel P., APA, Kraków, archive of the APA office.

Studium zabudowy zachodniej pierzei ulicy Kupa, Kraków Kazimierz (1994), designer: 
Wróbel P., APA, Kraków, archive of the APA office.

Rewitalizacja jako forma cyklicznego procesu 
rekonstrukcji struktur miejskich. Przykład ulicy 
Kupa w dzielnicy Kazimierz w Krakowie

Streszczenie

W  artykule podjęto próbę ukazania rewitalizacji jako szczególnej 
współczesnej formy procesu kompleksowej rekonstrukcji tkanki miejskiej 
po okresach regresu oraz podejmowanych cyklicznie działań mających na 
celu dostosowywanie układów architektoniczno-urbanistycznych do nowych 
wymagań społeczno-ekonomicznych i  technicznych. Kolejne rekonstrukcje 
i modernizacje składają się na złożony fenomen trwania i  ciągłości miasta 
poprzez nawarstwiające się przekształcenia. 

Ulica Kupa na krakowskim Kazimierzu, za sprawą kolejnych faz wymiany 
substancji budowlanej, jest przykładem stanowiącym materiał badawczy dla 
studium przypadku rewitalizacji w wymiarze architektoniczno-przestrzen-
nym.

Metody, jakimi posłużono się w badaniach to studia literaturowe, będące 
bazą teoretyczną dla analiz i  formułowanych wniosków, oraz obserwacja 
uczestnicząca polegająca na udziale autora w pracach studialnych i projek-
towych zabudowy w  omawianej lokalizacji. Ponadto istotnym elementem 
uzupełniającym jest wieloletnia obserwacja działań inwestorskich, konser-
watorskich i planistycznych na terenie dzielnicy Kazimierz. 

Słowa kluczowe: rewitalizacja zespołów staromiejskich, ciągłość i trwanie 
struktur miejskich, historia dzielnicy Kazimierz w Krakowie.

Artykuł zaakceptowany do druku w marcu 2019 r.
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