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“Pekin” and 
Schloss Posen – 
Parallel Stories
Jan Kowalski

Immersed in that cloud or in those few consolidated 
clouds was the Palace of Culture, which once, in its 
youth, had been the Joseph Stalin Palace of Culture 
and Science. That enormous, spired building has in-
spired fear, hatred and magical horror. A monument 
to arrogance, a statue to slavery, a stone layer cake of 
abomination. But now it is only a large, upended gar-
rison, corroded by fungus and mildew, an old chalet 
forgotten at some Central European crossroad.1

[...] I had myself driven to the Schloss Posen, admiring 
the way the blue belfry and the arcaded loggia of the 
city hall, then the many-colored façades of the narrow 
houses of burghers crowded onto the Old Square, reflec-
tions of many centuries of subtly fanciful architecture, 
until this fugitive morning pleasure collided with the 
castle itself, a vast pile of blocks abutting a large empty 
square, crude and bristling with pointed roofs and a tall 

1 T. Konwicki, R. Lourie (trans.), A Minor Apocalypse, Normal,IL 1999, p. 4.
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buttressed tower propped against it, massive, proud, 
severe, dreary, in front of which the pennant-bearing 
Mercedes of the dignitaries were lining up one by one.2

A stone layer cake, upended barracks, vast pile of blocks 
– the ominous similarity of these two monumental build-
ings erected in Poland as proof of foreign rule is evident 
in the literary description in Tadeusz Konwicki’s A Minor 
Apocalypse and Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones: A Nov-
el. The Joseph Stalin Palace of Science and Culture built in 
Warsaw in 1953, commonly referred to as “Pekin” [Trans-
lator’s note: the word means “Beijing” and resembles the 
Palace’s abbreviated name “PKiN”], and the Imperial Cas-
tle in Poznań that formally opened in 1910 – it may seem 
that these two buildings have nothing in common. They 
were similarly disliked by city residents, considered sym-
bols of foreign dominance and treated like intruders of 
the natural urban fabric that people would gladly see de-
molished or blown up. Eventually both structures became 
subjects of urban legends and permanently grew into 
the landscapes of their cities, adjusting to the changing 
times. The two buildings may be viewed as phantasmago-
ria – illusions, fantastic mixtures of reality and dream – 
completed with enormous effort and means. Their strik-
ing impractical fantasticality both charms and repulses, 
making them subjects of ambiguous fascination.

The castle in Poznań, designed by Franz Schwechten, 
was supposed to reflect the German rule in the region of 

2 J. Littel, The Kindly Ones: A Novel, New York 2010, p. 673.
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Greater Poland. Emperor William II was very involved in 
its construction and had personal input in the shape of the 
castle, choosing many of its details. Construction work be-
gan in 1905 and lasted only five years. On August 21st 1910 
the architect personally presented the keys to the emper-
or during his visit to Poznań. The castle was erected on 
an irregular-polygon plan in Neo-Romanesque style that 
the emperor considered the most Germanic and represen-
tative of the greatness of the Holy Roman Empire of the 
German Nation. A lot of the elements of the castle were 
modeled on famous structures of European architecture, 
e.g. the Blessed Virgin Fountain in Lviv was modeled on 
the similar fountain in the Court of the Lions in Alhambra, 
Grenada; the chapel adorned with mosaics on the Palatine 
Chapel in Palermo, and the palm vaults in the refectory 
on the Great Refectory in the Malbork Castle. The Throne 
Room invoking Byzantine basilicas was lighted from three 
sides by huge windows surrounded with arches supported 
on columns. Eight statues of German emperors were placed 
between the arches and there was an oriental throne in the 
niche of the middle arch.

The spectacular imperial residence was to demonstrate 
that Poznań had become the new capital of the German 
East. The return of Germans to Poznań during World War 
II resulted in the reconstruction of the castle in accordance 
with Albert Speer’s design. One of its effects was turning 
the castle’s chapel into Hitler’s study. The Imperial Castle 
has served a variety of purposes in its history – it was to be 
the emperor’s and Führer’s residence; it was the German 
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army’s headquarters during World War I, the residence 
of the Chief of State of the Second Polish Republic, a uni-
versity, and the seat of the National Council of the City of 
Poznań before eventually becoming a cultural center.

The idea to build the Palace of Culture and Science was 
allegedly born during Stalin’s and Molotov’s visit to War-
saw in 1951. “The new symbol of Warsaw” was meant to be 
modeled on socialist realist skyscrapers in Moscow. A team 
of Soviet architects under the leadership of Lev Rudnev 
arrived in Warsaw in July of the same year. They soon set 
off on a tour of Poland with Polish architects who showed 
them the most important monuments. The Russians were 
fascinated with what they saw and later introduced some 
typically Polish elements to the design. They wanted the 
new building to have as many local characteristics as pos-
sible and to be liked by the Poles. Rudnev emphasized that 
“the design should aim to create a homogenous image, an 
image of beauty that would become one architectural whole 
and constitute a connection to old Warsaw.” Someone 
wrote: “The Palace of Culture and Science should not just 
be enormous. It should be beautiful. As the central build-
ing of Warsaw, the socialist capital of Poland, it must have 
characteristics typical of Polish architecture and elements 
taken from the treasury of Polish architectural culture.”

Workers were brought in from Russia to help erect the 
building in 1,175 days. At exactly four o’clock in the after-
noon on July 21st 1955, at the table placed outside the main 
entrance to “Pekin”, the Soviet ambassador Panteleimon 
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Ponomarenko and Prime Minister of the Polish People’s 
Republic Józef Cyrankiewicz signed the acceptance pro-
tocol of the Joseph Stalin Palace of Culture and Science.

Gustaw Morcinek, author of the “spontaneous” proposal 
to change Katowice’s name to Stalinogród (Stalin Town), 
wrote the following about the silhouette of the Palace as 
seen from the windows of the train entering Warsaw: “It 
was similar to a phantom but above all it seemed simi-
lar to Nike of Samothrace from the Louvre. It charmed me 
with its strangely slender and soaring shape fading into 
the sky, and, similarly to that Nike, it was telling me about 
victory and faith in humans.”3 Leopold Tyrmand noted in 
his diary that the residents of Warsaw quickly called the 
Palace “Pekin”: “In addition to it being an anagram, there 
is an undertone here as that was the name, used with poi-
gnant contempt, for the huge tenement house in pre-war 
Warsaw, on the corner of Złota and Żelazna, the hotbed 
of clandestine houses of ill fame.” Władysław Broniewski 
called Rudnev’s work “a nightmare of a drunken confec-
tioner”. Gérard Philippe, a French actor visiting Warsaw, 
allegedly made a sarcastic remark that the Palace was 
“small but tasteful”; though these words are also ascribed 
to Antoni Słonimski and Stanisław Dygat.

The architectural historian Vadim Bass pointed out that 
“Stalinist architecture is a paradox. It would be difficult 
to find another period in the history of construction that 
would be characterized by similar abundance of formal 

3	 Z.	Benedyktowicz,	“Widmo	środka	świata”,	Autoportret, 1/2008.
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and compositional solutions, variety and non-canonici-
ty. The source of the uniqueness of Stalinist architecture 
should be seen mainly in the peculiar situation of the 
architect… A Soviet builder functions between Stalin’s 
prize and the concentration camp, while – it needs to be 
emphasized – the evaluation of the project, its fate, and 
the fate of its author are absolutely unpredictable because 
they do not depend on the criteria of professionalism or 
artistic quality.”4

Both the Poznań Castle and the Warsaw Palace became 
witnesses to history. The Poznań walls saw German Em-
peror William II, the Chief of State Józef Piłsudski, top Nazi 
dignitaries, including Albert Speer and Heinrich Himmler, 
and others. At the beginning of October 1943 a special 
train with Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler stopped in 
Poznań, annexed to the Third Reich, for a few days.

Himmler gave two speeches. The first on October 4th  
1943 was given to the Gruppenführers-SS gathered in the 
Golden Room of the City Hall, and two days later – to Re-
ich- and Gauleiters most likely gathered in the Imperial 
Castle. It is believed that this was where the infamous 
words were uttered, the shocking recording of which be-
came evidence in the Nuremberg trials: “We came to the 
question: How is it with the women and children? I decid-
ed to find a clear solution here as well. I did not consider 
myself justified to exterminate the men – that is, to kill 
them or have them killed – and allow the avengers of our 

4	 V.	Bass,	“Paradoksy	Socrealizmu”,	Autoportret, 1/2008.
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sons and grandsons in the form of their children to grow 
up. The difficult decision had to be taken to make these 
people disappear from the earth.”5

The Congress Hall of the Palace of Culture and Science 
has maintained its original decoration and furnishings of 
socialist realist interiors. It was the location of the con-
gresses of the Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR) and 
official events of the party and other political organiza-
tions, such as the United People’s Party (ZSL) or the Patri-
otic Movement for National Rebirth (PRON), in the time of 
the Polish People’s Republic. During the Seventh Congress 
of the Polish United Workers’ Party in 1975, Soviet lead-
er Leonid Brezhnev “conducted” the delegates when they 
were singing the Internationale. It was considered an un-
confirmed anecdote for many years, before a recording of 
it was found. The Congress Hall was a concert venue too – 
the Rolling Stones played one of their first concerts in the 
Eastern Bloc there in 1967. Other artists who performed in 
the Palace of Culture and Science include Marlena Diet-
rich, King Crimson, and Procol Harum (while the Poznań 
Castle hosted such music legends as Plastic People of the 
Universe and Patti Smith). It was in the Congress Hall that 
Mieczysław Rakowski famously said: “Lead out the banner 
of the Polish United Workers’ Party.” Today the Congress 
Hall holds beauty pageants and parties for companies such 
as Microsoft. Recently, it was seen in Yael Bartana’s movie 

5	 Piotr	Bojarski’s	conversation	with	Professor	Jan	M.	Piskorski,	“Himmler	w	Poznaniu:	Żydów	
musimy	wytępić!”	(Himmler	in	Poznań:	We	Must	Exterminate	the	Jews!),	Gazeta.pl	Poznań,	
5.10.2009, http://poznan.gazeta.pl/poznan/1,37175,7110655,Himmler_w_Poznaniu__
Zydow_musimy_wytepic_.html  

http://poznan.gazeta.pl/poznan/1,37175,7110655,Himmler_w_Poznaniu__Zydow_musimy_wytepic_.html
http://poznan.gazeta.pl/poznan/1,37175,7110655,Himmler_w_Poznaniu__Zydow_musimy_wytepic_.html
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shown at the Venice Biennale, where it was the decorum 
for displaying Sławomir Sierakowski’s dead body.

After World War II the authorities decided to demolish 
the Imperial Castle in Poznań; however, due to the lack of 
funds, only the castle’s tower was lowered so that it would 
not dominate over the city center. There were also plans to 
build a 20-story skyscraper in the vicinity of the castle in or-
der for it to dominate the body of the castle. Reliefs depict-
ing the history of Poznań and Greater Poland were placed 
in the Column Hall with a view of changing the ideological 
image of the castle. Despite these actions the authorities did 
not feel comfortable in the so-called New City Hall. In 1962 
the decision was made to remove the National Council out 
of the castle. The justification given was that “when host-
ing numerous foreign delegations, particularly during the 
Poznań International Fair, the Chair of the National Council 
of the City of Poznań is constantly exposed to examinations 
regarding the origin of the building of the ‘New City Hall’ 
i.e. a former German castle whose background is known by 
the representative of all countries, especially Western coun-
tries.” The New City Hall was replaced by a cultural center 
that was “to serve to fulfil the cultural policies of the state 
and educate the society in the spirit of socialism.”

On the 20th anniversary of the demolition of the Berlin 
Wall Minister Radosław Sikorski proposed that the Palace 
of Culture and Science also be destroyed. He said in his in-
terview for RadioZet: “There was no ‘moment of catharsis’ 
twenty years ago, during the overthrow of communism. 
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What the patriotic residents of the capital did after regain-
ing independence 91 years ago – demolishing the Ortho-
dox church – is what we are missing.”

Meanwhile, the Palace of Culture and Science was entered 
in the register of objects of cultural heritage in 2007, which 
ended all the past and future attempts at its demolition. The 
decision of the Province Monument Conservator was con-
troversial and criticized by the King Władysław Łokietek 
Lesser Poland Initiative (Inicjatywa Małopolska im. Króla 
Władysława Łokietka) which brings together Jagiellonian 
University historians and academics. Its members called 
the day of the entry of the Palace of Culture and Science 
into the heritage register “a black day for Polish culture”, 
noting that “this decision means that the Palace of Cul-
ture and Science will permanently be covered by the legal 
inviolability clause. The monument of the Soviet colonial 
architecture in the capital of Poland will forever prove that 
Stalin’s and Molotov’s devilish plan to Sovietize the men-
tality of Poles born under the Soviet occupation through 
the architectural symbolism of the Palace has worked.”

Yet, there was positive feedback as well. Professor Andrzej 
Tomaszewski, President of the Public Council for the Pro-
tection of Cultural Heritage functioning under the Mayor 
of Warsaw, said: “It is an outstanding example of socialist 
realist architecture. It would be difficult to find buildings 
of similarly high quality even in the Soviet Union. The 
interiors hold works of Polish artists: wall paintings, fur-
niture designed by Jan Bogusławski and others, ceramic 
chandeliers and glass wall lamps from Polish glassworks.”
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Another enthusiast of the Palace of Culture and Science 
as a monument was Stefan Kuryłowicz who said: “Wheth-
er we want it or not, it is a spatial icon of Warsaw, present 
on postcards, photographs, in movies and in television 
programs. I only regret that we have not managed to cre-
ate anything competitive. The main asset of the Palace is 
its scale as there are very few structures like this in the 
world. It would also be impossible to duplicate the details 
of its finish. It is a symbol of an old era and it should be 
protected, even if it signifies the Soviets.”

In this context it is rather ironic that before the war, in 
1936, Juliusz Nagórski presented a project of the Indepen-
dence Tower to President Mościcki and Mayor Starzyńs-
ki. It was to be a 200-meter high skyscraper (with a radio 
transmitter on top), very similar to the post-war Palace of 
Culture and Science. Polish architects who worked with 
Rudnev must have known about Nagórski’s project when 
designing the Palace of Culture and Science.

Two buildings in two different parts of Poland built by for-
eign rulers and architects. The Imperial Castle in Poznań – 
this architectural nightmare – is the last royal castle built 
in Europe. The Palace of Culture and Science has never been 
a castle in the literal sense but metaphorically serves as the 
symbol of the imperial rule on Western frontiers. We have 
learned to live with them. We have hated them, mocked 
them. It seems now that their symbolic power has faded 
sufficiently for us to be able to live with them normally.

Translated by Anna Tilles
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