
Historia pielgrzymowania Polska 

 

 

Magdalena Ficoń 

Department of History 

Uniwersytet Papieski Jana Pawla II., Krakow 

 

 

 

The beginnings of the pilgrimage movement in Poland are linked to the martyrdom of St 

Adalbert in 977 and the pilgrimage to his tomb in Gniezno made by Emperor Otto III in 1000. 

At the end of March 997, St Adalbert, as missionary bishop, together with his companions 

Radzim-Gaudenty and Bogusz-Benedykt reached Gdansk, situated at the edge of Bolesław 

Chrobry's state. After a few days' stopover due to his missionary activity, he set off for Prussia, 

where he died a martyr's death on 23 April 997. The ruler of Poland, Bolesław Chrobry, bought 

the bishop's body from the pagans and brought it to Gniezno. Very soon there were accounts of 

graces and miracles obtained through Adalbert's intercession, so the bishop was canonised in 

999. The already mentioned pilgrimage of Otto III in March 1000 contributed to the spread of 

the cult of Saint Adalbert in the then Christian Europe1. 

Wincenty Kadłubek, the Polish chronicler, called St Adalbert "the most sacred patron of the 

Poles". The grave of the martyred bishop became a meeting place between Poland and Christian 

Europe, as well as a place for the integration of Poles with Poles and Poles with the inhabitants 

of other European countries, with a special emphasis on the Slavic ones2. Rulers made 

pilgrimages to it, and by the 13th century it was the coronation site of Polish monarchs. 

Gniezno, with the saint's relics, thus became the main pilgrimage site of its time. His cult 

reached a European scope and contributed to the revival of the religiosity of both Poles and 

inhabitants of other European countries, especially those neighbouring Polish lands3. 

Along with the development of the cult of St Adalbert in the Polish lands, the cult of hermits 

also developed in parallel, which was characteristic of the early Christian period. One of the 

most famous hermits active in Poland was Saint Andrew Swierad, who died around the year 

1034. He lived according to the Eastern Rule and resided in at least three places in Poland: in 

Tropiel on the Dunajec River, in Opatowiec on the Vistula at the mouth of the Dunajec River 

and in Olawa near Wroclaw. In each of these places, the saint resided in hermitages, attracting 

crowds of believers from different areas4. In the 16th century, miracles took place in the vicinity 

of Tropiu, which are attributed to Swierad. The tradition has survived to the present day, and 

the cult of the saint is still practised in Tropiu. There is also a tradition in both places, Tropiu 

and Opatowiec, that the water from the springs that the saint was said to draw from has healing 

properties5. In addition, other cults associated with hermits also developed in the Polish lands, 
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such as the cult of Blessed Juta of Chelmza (c. 1220-1260), the cult of the mystic Dorothy of 

Mątow (1347-1394) or the cult of the Five Brothers Martyrs, who died a martyr's death in 1003 

(the main cult sites were Bieniszewo and Międzyrzecze). The figure of Saint John of Dukla 

(1414-1484), who was a hermit, also became an object of veneration. Existing accounts suggest 

that in his youth he led the life of a hermit in the forests surrounding the town, at the foot of the 

Cergowa and Zaśpit mountains. The fact that a church was built in 1769 on the spot where John 

was supposed to have had a hermitage testifies to the strength of the eremitic tradition 

associated with his past6. 

In the Middle Ages and later centuries, pilgrimages were made to places connected with the 

cult of saints and martyrs: St Stanislaus, St Jadwiga Śląska, St Kinga or St Jadwiga the Queen. 

The main pilgrimage centres at that time were Krakow and Holy Cross. 

The cult of Saint Stanislaus of Szczepanów, the main Patron Saint of Poland and Krakow, 

took root in the public consciousness mainly through his martyrdom in 1079 on Skałka in 

Krakow. The origins of this cult can generally be traced back to the mid-12th century, with 

Krakow, especially Wawel and Skałka, as its focal point. Following his canonisation by Pope 

Innocent IV on 17 September 1253 and the establishment of the feast of the canonised bishop 

as 8 May, religious festivities are organised in Krakow (and continue to this day), with a 

procession from Wawel to Skalka to Wawel as the focal point. The first post-canonisation feast 

of the Bishop and Martyr, celebrated on 8 May 1254, was particularly solemnly celebrated. 

During this significant event, known as the 'Cracow convention', representatives of the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy, led by the papal nuncio residing in the Kingdom at the time, 

representatives of the royal court and other prominent guests gathered. Thousands of pilgrims 

also came to Krakow, both from Poland and from Bohemia or Hungary. Jan Długosz, in his 

History of Poland, describes the event as follows: Gdy posłannicy Krakowskiego kościoła, to 

jest mistrz Jakób z Skarzeszowa dziekan, i Gostwin kanonik Krakowski, tudzież bracia zakonu 

kaznodziejskiego i bracia mniejsi wracali z kuryi Rzymskiej, wioząc z sobą bullę kanonizacyi 

Ś. Stanisława, i mieli wjeżdżać do Krakowa, wysypał się przeciw nim wszystek lud miejski, 

a  Prandota biskup Krakowski z całém duchowieństwem przyjął ich uroczystą z wszystkich 

kościołów Krakowskich processyą. Byli oni zaprawdę godnymi takiej czci, jako rycerze i 

zapaśnicy, tak długą podróżą unużeni, a wiozący z sobą korzyść dla wszystkich zbawienną. 

Szczęśliwi, że im dostała się ta praca i owoc jej aż na ten dzień i na te czasy zachowany. Do 

podniesienia zaś z grobu zwłok Ś.  Stanisława, dzień ósmy Maja, w którym święto jego według 

nakazu papieża  Rzymskiego obchodzone być miało, Prandota biskup Krakowski naznaczył, co 

po wszystkich kościołach Polskich głosić i opowiadać zalecił. A gdy ten dzień nadchodził, tak 

mnogie rzesze obojej płci ludu ze wszystkich okolic Polski a nawet z Węgier zbiegły się do 

Krakowa, że miasto tak obszerne pomieścić ich nie mogło, zaczém po polach jak stada owiec 

koczowały. Zebrali się także na tę uroczystość podniesienia zwłok świętych w wielkiej liczbie 

biskupi Polscy, jako to Fulko arcybiskup Gnieźnieński, Opizo opat Messeński, nuncyusz 

Apostolski, Prandota biskup Krakowski, Tomasz Wrocławski, Wolimierz Włocławski, Jędrzej 

Płocki, Gerard Ruski i Wit Litewski; niemniej opaci, proboszcze, kanonicy i inni prałaci, tudzież 

rządcy kościołów parafialnych, i wszystkie zgromadzenia duchowne, z miasta Krakowa i tak 

jego jako i innych kościołów dyecezyi. Piotra biskupa Poznańskiego zatrzymała słabość, 

biskupów zaś Chełmińskiego, Lubuskiego i Kamieńskiego, miejscowe zatrudnienia. Zjechali i 

książęta Polscy, jako to: Bolesław Wstydliwy, książę Krakowski i Sandomierski,, który wtedy 

uważany był jako monarcha Polski, Przemysław książę Wielkopolski i Poznański, Kazimierz 

książę Kujawski i Łęczycki, Ziemowit Mazowiecki i Władysław Opolski. W obecności tych 

książąt i niezliczonego mnóstwa ludu, zwłoki Ś. Stanisława, a z grobu znajdującego się przy 

bramie południowej kościoła Krakowskiego, przez biskupów zgromadzonych winem obmyte i 
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podniesione, ludowi radującemu się a pobożnemi okrzyki wzywającemu pomocy Ś. Stanisława 

ukazano; poczém kościołom katedralnym i innym główniejszym kollegiatom, kościołom 

zakonnym i parafialnym, rozdano po cząstce relikwij; głowę zaś, ręce i inne przedniejsze 

członki, wraz z popiołami świętego ciała, zostawiono kościołowi Krakowskiemu7. 

Historians emphasise that the "Congress of Cracow" was important in strengthening the 

sense of national identity during the period of the Polish quarter. From the time of the saint's 

canonisation, Krakow became the main centre of state religious cult for many years. In 1434 

Władysław Warneńczyk started the tradition of a walking pilgrimage of Polish kings from 

Wawel to Skałka, held on the eve of the coronation ceremony, which further emphasised the 

importance of the cult of St Stanislaus for Polish society8. 

In the context of the religious centres of the time, shrines holding relics of the Holy Cross 

played an important role, being at one time even the most important places of worship. A 

particular example of such a religious centre was the Holy Cross, which served as the main 

pilgrimage site in the Polish lands from the 12th century until 1655. The relics consisted of five 

small woods, which were most probably brought to this place in the 12th century by the 

Benedictines. The centre attracted pilgrims from various social strata, including kings, 

magnates and the rural population living even in the most remote corners of Poland. Of 

particular importance for the Holy Cross was the patronage of Wladyslaw Jagiello, who 

regularly visited the shrine before his military expeditions and before making key decisions. In 

addition to the Holy Cross, the cult of Christ was also associated with another sanctuary, located 

at Mogiła near Kraków (now within the boundaries of Greater Kraków). This centre attracted 

the attention of the faithful because of the Miraculous Crucifix, towards which numerous 

pilgrimages were directed from the late Middle Ages until modern times. To this day it is the 

most famous Polish shrine of Jesus Crucified9. 

From the end of the 15th century, Marian devotion developed and there was an increase in 

the number of centres of this cult. Jasna Góra became the largest among them. The oldest 

pilgrimage documented in chronicles to the Jasna Gora Lady set out in September 1626 from 

Gliwice in gratitude for saving the city from Danish troops during the Thirty Years' War. 

According to legend, Mary then spread her mantle over the city, protecting it and forcing the 

enemies to flee. After the miraculous rescue, 80 burghers set out on a pilgrimage to 

Częstochowa, where they placed a banner with Mary's image on 29 September 1626. The 

citizens of Gliwice took a vow in the parish church to make a pilgrimage every year. According 

to the city chronicles, "this vow was pleasing to the Mother of God, and salutary for the 

burghers". The second was a walking pilgrimage from Kalisz. It started for the first time in 

1637. It is the only walking pilgrimage in Poland in which pilgrims make the round trip on foot. 

It lasts from 10 to 19 August. Pilgrims cover a total of 300 km. The third is a walking pilgrimage 

from Łowicz (since 1656). The importance of Jasna Góra was consolidated by the defence of 

Częstochowa (1655) and the vows of Jan Kazimierz (1656), and the subsequent years have only 

strengthened Poles' understanding of Jasna Góra as the "spiritual capital of Poland". Today, 

various kinds of pilgrimages make their way to Jasna Góra: academic, professional, state, 

regional... For many years one of the most numerous pilgrimages has been the Warsaw 

 
7 Jana Długosza Kanonika Krakowskiego Dziejów Polskich Ksiąg Dwanaście, t. II, ks. V, VI, VII, VIII, wydane 
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J. Kłoczowski, L. Müllerowa, J. Skarbek, Zarys dziejów Kościoła katolickiego w Polsce, Kraków 1986, s. 31; A. 

Jackowski, Pielgrzymowanie, Wrocław 1998, s. 46; A. Jackowski, I. Sołjan, Pielgrzymki jako przejaw solidarności 

międzyludzkiej, „Peregrinus Cracoviensis” 2007, z. 18, s. 17; A. Jackowski, I. Sołjan, Millenium polskiego 

pielgrzymowania, „Peregrinus Cracoviensis” 2000, z. 8, s. 13. 
9 A. Jackowski, I. Sołjan, Millenium polskiego pielgrzymowania, „Peregrinus Cracoviensis” 2000, z. 8, s. 13. 



Pilgrimage, while the Kashubian Pilgrimage, leading from Hel to Jasna Góra, is the longest 

with a route of 638 km10. 

Święta Lipka, located in the Masuria region, emerges as another important Marian shrine. 

In the context of a legendary account, it was here that an individual subjected to the death 

penalty received an apparition. The Mother of God appeared to him, instructing him to present 

her image before his execution by the executioner. The individual, who had hitherto had no 

experience in carving, created the figure of a towering lady. This act saved him from impending 

doom, and the place where the resulting sculpture was placed became famous through a series 

of miracles. In 1524, the Protestant believers who ruled the area devastated the statue and the 

adjacent chapel, erecting a gallows in its place to deter pilgrims. Despite this act, Marian 

devotion continued. A century later, the Jesuits arrived in Swieta Lipka, rebuilding the shrine 

and expanding the pilgrimage centre. Svatá Lipka is first mentioned in documents from the 

second half of the 15th century, by which time the village had already gained its reputation and 

was regularly visited by pilgrims. Pilgrims from various social classes came to the shrine. For 

example, in 1519, the last master of the Teutonic Order in Malbork, Albrecht Hohenzollern, 

paid a visit there. Nevertheless, a short time after this visit, the master and his subordinates 

made a religious conversion in the region, resulting in the renewed destruction of the chapel 

and sculpture11. 

The inhabitants of the Polish lands also made pilgrimages to Bardo Śląskie (now Lower 

Silesia). Information about the village can be found in old chronicles, according to which at the 

beginning of the 15th century Our Lady appeared there. Bardo was famous for numerous 

healings, thanks to which it was visited by pilgrims not only from Poland, but also from 

Germany, the Czech Republic and Hungary12. In addition, other important pilgrimage sites 

should be mentioned, such as Wambierzyce, located at the foot of the Table Mountains. There, 

figures of the Virgin Mary carved from a linden tree were placed, which gave the place a special 

sacral value. According to oral accounts, the statue was supposed to have been present at this 

place since time immemorial, being an object of veneration for visiting pilgrims. An interesting 

episode in the history of the shrine is an event from around 1200, when, according to folk tales, 

a blind man who owned the land regained his sight while praying under the tree. As an 

expression of gratitude for the grace he had obtained, he had a stone altar and later a chapel 

erected. In the 18th century, a Baroque temple was built, which has survived to the present day 

as an enduring symbol of the region's spiritual heritage13. Apart from tourists and individual 

pilgrims, the shrine is visited by motorcyclists, railwaymen and blood donors. 

In the 16th century, there were probably more than 100 Orthodox places of worship in the 

Polish lands. Among them were Poczajów, Żyrowiec, Jabłeczna, Grabarka. Jewish pilgrimages 

developed mainly in the Carpathian Mountains. Hasidim wandered to the residences of 

tzaddikim in Dynów, Romanów, Stary Sącz, Bobowa. In the 18th century, Leżajsk became 
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polskich, „Poznańskie Studia Teologiczne” 33:2018, s. 7-22; K. Wiśniewska, Edukacyjny potencjał pieszych 

pielgrzymek na Jasną Górę, Toruń 2021. 
11 J. Kraś, Istota i znaczenie ruchu pielgrzymkowego w Polsce, „Saeculum Christianum:pismo historyczno-

społeczne”, 18 (2001), nr 1, s. 234; J. Paszenda, Święta Lipka, Kraków 2008; A. Jacyniak, Święta Lipka. Perła na 

pograniczu, ziem kultur i wyznań, Warszawa 2008 
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nr 1, s. 199-218; J. Mandziuk, Sanktuaria Maryjne na Dolnym Śląsku, „Dolny Śląsk” 4:1997, s. 58-73. 
13 J. Kraś, Istota i znaczenie ruchu pielgrzymkowego w Polsce, „Saeculum Christianum:pismo historyczno-

społeczne”, 18 (2001), nr 1, s. 235. 



important. Also the Tatars, followers of Islam, had pilgrimage centres in Łowczyce and 

Sieniawka14. 

In the 17th century, Calvaries built on the model of Jerusalem's Way of the Cross appeared 

in Poland. 

Pilgrimages acquired particular significance during the period of partitions, integrating 

society on a local, regional and supra-regional scale. At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, 

the main pilgrimage centre for the Kingdom of Poland (and at the same time for all Polish lands) 

was Jasna Góra, for Silesia - Piekary Śląskie, Góra Świętej Anny, Wambierzyce, Bardo Śląskie, 

for Galicia - Kalwaria Zebrzydowska, Sokal, Stara Wieś, Kalwaria Pacławska, Kraków, 

Tuchów, Kochawina, Borek Stary, for Warmia - Gietrzwałd and Święta Lipka, for Vilnius - 

Ostra Brama and Trakai. At that time, Jasna Góra was the most popular place for pilgrims, 

although Gietrzwałd, Kalwaria Zebrzydowska and Vilnius were also recorded15. 

Silesian centres, in particular Piekary Śląskie and Góra Świętej Anny, played an important 

role at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. Piekary Śląskie became the 

Polish religious, patriotic and educational centre of Upper Silesia during this period. The 

attractiveness of the centre increased after the construction of the Calvary between 1862 and 

1896, which was founded by the Silesian people, especially the miners and steelworkers16. 

Called the "spiritual capital of Silesia", Piekary is the destination of two unique state 

pilgrimages: the women's and girls' pilgrimage in August and the men's and young men's last 

Sunday. Although the pilgrimage is nowadays rather categorised by some as a women's 

pilgrimage, it is the men's pilgrimage to Piekary that stands out. Its origins date back to 1947, 

a historically and administratively difficult time for Poland just after the Second World War. A 

lively pilgrimage movement, usually numbering several tens of thousands of participants, was 

recorded on St Anne's Mountain almost every year. The vast majority (about 65% of the total) 

were pilgrims from Silesia. Other participants came from various parts of Poland, as well as 

from Bohemia and Moravia. The attainment of independence in 1918 extended the spatial range 

of pilgrimage migrations, which had been hindered during the Partitions of Poland. The 

transport system changed in favour of the increasing use of railways. In place of the previously 

dominant parish "general" pilgrimages, "state" pilgrimages (e.g. men, women, children) and 

professional pilgrimages (e.g. academics, teachers, workers, lawyers) began to take an 

increasing share. Organised groups of pilgrims from abroad, mainly from the Polish community, 

began to appear. 

In the interwar period, Jasna Góra was the main pilgrimage centre, with Vilnius, Kalwaria 

Zebrzydowska, Tuchów, Górka Duchowna, Troki, Kalwaria Pacławska and Dąbrówka 

Kościelna being among the more important centres. 

Immediately after the Second World War, pilgrimages developed strongly, but the 1950s 

and 1960s brought a dramatic decline. For various reasons, including political, social and 

cultural ones, the organisation of pilgrimages encountered many difficulties and restrictions. 

For many years, the communist authorities did not give permission to organise group 

pilgrimages, especially walking pilgrimages (the Warsaw Pilgrimage was an exception). 

Despite these restrictions, pilgrimages took place, often illegally. Pilgrimages of the late 1970s 

and 1980s were an important factor in strengthening not only local or regional ties, but perhaps 

above all created one of the most important elements of national integration of Poles. A special 

role was and still is played by walking pilgrimages, especially those to Marian shrines. Pilgrims, 

 
14 A. Jackowski, I. Sołjan, Pielgrzymki w polskim prawosławiu, „Turyzm”, 5:1995, z. 2, s. 49-64; A. Mironowicz, 

Kościół Prawosławny w dziejach Rzeczypospolitej, „Elpis” 1999, t. 1, nr 1, s. 85-125. 
15 A. Jackowski, I. Sołjan, Millenium polskiego pielgrzymowania, „Peregrinus Cracoviensis” 2000, z. 8, s. 20.  
16 Tamże, s. 20. 



sometimes walking for several days along a pilgrimage route, meet people from different 

regions of Poland, from different professions, from towns and villages. An invisible thread of 

reconciliation is established and a sense of community - religious, but also social and national 

- is created17. 

Poles make pilgrimages not only on foot. Pilgrimages by bus, bicycle, motorbike, on 

horseback, on roller skates, by car or even by plane no longer surprise anyone. In this way, 7-8 

million Poles make an annual pilgrimage to a chosen place of worship, which is about 15% of 

the country's population. Polish pilgrims account for 3 to 5% of all Christian pilgrims 

worldwide and 20% of European pilgrims, according to research conducted by the Department 

of Geography of Religion at Jagiellonian University. Kalwaria Zebrzydowska, Łagiewniki, 

Licheń, Góra Św. Anny - these are, apart from Jasna Góra, the places best known to pilgrims. 

The popularity of some - such as Łagiewniki and Lichen - is increasing all the time. Recently, 

these two shrines have been visited by 2 million pilgrims each year. Jasna Góra has the highest 

annual pilgrimage traffic (by various means of transport) - as many as 4 million people, 

including approximately 400,000 foreigners. 

Pilgrimage, being one of the oldest and most widespread forms of non-economic travel, is 

a complex phenomenon combining spiritual, social and economic aspects. The defining 

motivation of the pilgrim is primarily a longing for spiritual and psychological experiences and 

contemplation in places considered sacred. However, other needs such as the need for relaxation 

and rest are also becoming increasingly important, which requires adequate provision of 

accommodation and service facilities. Contemporary pilgrimage is characterised by a religious 

awareness, where the emphasis is on the experience of faith and inner transformation, rather 

than focusing solely on tradition and rituals. This type of travel also has a social and economic 

dimension, becoming an important segment of tourism since the fall of communism in 1989. 

Pilgrimage tourism has contributed to economic development, enabling the generation of 

income for various entities, including travel agencies, service businesses and local shops and 

restaurants. In addition, the interest of pilgrims is becoming an important factor in the 

promotion of cities and regions where religious sites are located. As the popularity of pilgrimage 

increases, so do the expectations of pilgrims, both in terms of comfort and the quality of the 

spiritual experience experienced. At the same time, each pilgrimage site is a carrier of the 

history and culture of the region, thus contributing to the strengthening of social, religious and 

national ties. In conclusion, pilgrimage plays an important role both in the life of the individual 

and society as a whole, shaping religious awareness, strengthening social bonds and 

contributing to the knowledge of new cultures and places of historical significance, which are 

also tourist attractions18. 
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