Re-presentingthe Shoah in Poland and Poland in the Shoah
By AnnamariaOrla-Bukowska*

It would beimpossibleto speak of representing the Shoah in the 21% century without speaking of Poland. In
1939, at the outbreak of World War 11, Poland’s estimated 3.5 million Jews comprised the largest Jewish
community in Europe (second only tothat inthe U.S.). Furthermore, theterritoriesreigned by Poland inthe
interwar years constituted the very heart of Ashkenaz—the closest thing to anation-state that the Jewsin
Europehad ever experienced. Thebitter irony wasthat it would be economically and demographicaly facile
for Germany to establish itsghettos and death camps on that sameland. Although Poland’ s Jewish citizens
congdtituted roughly ten percent of her prewar population, they werefifty percent of her sx millionwartime
dead. Occupied Polishterritory wasalso to be the burial ground for millions of Jewish citizensof other
countries. In Poland, the postwar motto has not been never forget —acountry which had experienced
every World War 11 horror could never forget. The slogan here hasaways been never again.
Nevertheless, one could consider thetitle of thispaper and question whether there ever wasinthefirst place
a‘presenting’ of the Shoah in Poland during most of thetwentieth century’s postwar years. It was, infact,
hardly presented at all. Helghtened wartimewriting, fiction and non-fiction, aswell assomelega attempts—
trial sand executions—to confront the horrors of the Hol ocaust continued above ground into thefirst half-
decade before Stalinism ultimately closed all doors. Prosewriters, including Tadeusz Borowski, and poets,
including CzesBaw MiBosz, did, indeed, write about the Shoah during and immediately after thewar. Early
postwar cinemaal so communicated the Jewish experiencein the death camps. Trialswereheld, not only in
cases of wartime conflagrations such as Jedwabne, but inthose of postwar aftershockssuch asKielce.1[1]
By 1950, however, the subject seemed to evaporate. Adorno and others have spoken of stunned silenceas
the appropriatereply, and for roughly two decades speechlessamnesiawasauniversal reactionto the
Shoah.2[2] Intheformer Eastern Bloc, however, therewere, in additionto similar psychol ogical reasons,
very different political onesfor the mute suppression, and for itslonger duration. The Shoah wasoneof the
bleached out biaBe plamy —literally ‘whitestains', or blank pagesof history, anidiosyncrasy takenfor
granted inthisregion. On the one hand, the officia thinking wasthat what goes unmentioned would be
congdered ingignificant or nonexistent; on the other, theunofficia reasoning wasthat key informationwas
missing: what was absent would become extremely present. Therewere, too, specifically Polish motivesfor
under- or non-presentation of the Shoah. The path to breaking through this silence continuesto beatrying
and testing process, often involving agonising introspection. Itisavery fearful and dangerousventureinto
the depths of the Polishidentity, as created and depi cted with regardsto ‘ theWar’, and then leading toits
deconstruction and reconstruction anew with regardsto the Shoah.

TheShoah in Poland: Hidden

Firstly, and not without concretejustification, the Holocaust would rarely be noted asaunique event,
separatefromthe overall war experience. Between 1939 and 1945, Poland lost one-sixth of itspopulation
—thehighest lossper 1000 inhabitants of all the countriesinvol ved —and by theend of thewar, painand
sorrow had visited each family. As Saul Friedlénder has pointed out (1994: 252), * Anyonewho survived
WWII isasurvivor of atraumatic event, not just the Holocaust survivors, but any and al survivors'. This
would beall the moretrue of Poles. Thus, when it was mentioned, the ZagBada |ydowska—* the Jewish
genocide —was seen as but one of the numeroustragedies of the Second World War, involving one of the
severa categories of humanswho had perished, and one of the many meansof death.

Secondly, individuaised, diverse accounts could not coexist in postwar Poland, which had been handed
over tothe USSR’ s sphere of influence. A Sovi etised soci ety was assumed to be composed of able-bodied,
fully employed workerswith matching needsand desires, requiring identical resolution. Thenew socidist
regimestroveto eradicateall differences.
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Controlled at best, or banned at worst, minority groups—including Roma, homosexua's, Jehovah's
Witnesses, etc. —weremost often ignored or hidden from sight. So, too, would betheir distinct histories.
Hence, though post-World War 11 Poland could boast a Jewish Historical Institute, Europe’sonly national
Yiddish Thegtre, aYiddish-Polish newspaper, severd functioning synagoguesand Yiddish-language schoals,
aswell asthe Socio-Cultural Association of Jewsin Poland with headquartersin each mgjor city, al of these
agenciesof Jewishnesswere under thefinancial, social, and political control of the state. Such wasthe case
withall legal organisations;, freedom of assembly existed in name only, and theexpression of * otherness was
kept under awatchful eye. Concurrently, the general public wasled to bdievethat such cultura ingtitutions
weresamply folkloric curiogities.

Infact, the postwar expuls on of Germans, the Akcja W sBa campaign, whichforced thedisperson of the
Ukrainian and Aemko populationfromtheir traditional home andsin the southeast to the depopul ated western and
northeasternterritories, therepatriation of Polish citizensfrom east of theBug River into thecountry’snew
borders, and theshiftsof Lithuanians, Byeorussans, and Ukrainiansintotheir repective Soviet Socidist
Republics, not to mentionthelater emigrationsof Jewsintheaftermath of the July 1946 Kielce pogrom, the 1956
communist party purge, and the 1968 anti-Zionist campaign, dl made Poland moremonoculturd thanithed ever
beeninitshistory. Step by step, ethnic Polesbecame convinced that dl * others had actualy gone. Withthe
erasureof sociocultura variations, S0, too, did thedifferent experiencesof the Second World War vanish: evenif
therewereonceother stories, theoreticaly therewasno oneleft totell, or hear them.

Thus, belying themany physicd remindersof Jewish history and culture, and especidly of the Shoah, theabsence
of ahuman presencehas skewed nearly dl representationstowardsthemg ority perspective. AsJamesYoung
(1994: 224) observes, ‘ [Holocaust] monumentslead acuriousdoublelifein Poland: oneinthe consciousnessof
thelocal community and another inthat of Jewish vistors. Ontheonehand, they continueto serveasessentiad
commemorativestesfor thevidtors But ..., it wasinevitablethat Jewish memory would dso becollected and
expressedin particularly Polishways. It could not be otherwise. For oncethe state reassembl esthefragments, it
necessaily recalseventhemost disparaeeventsinwaysthet unify themnationaly’ .

Thirdly, throughout the socialist bloc, theWorld War |1 enemy was portrayed solely as (West) Germany and
anti-communi st fascism, theoretically representing thefina moral declineof capitdistimperidism. Geoffrey
Hartman (1994: 4) isnot a onein noting that the Jewish identity of thevictimswas suppressed on
monumentsand memoria sitesbuilt inthe Eastern bloc countries’ out of an‘ignorant or deliberate and
expedient falsification, abetted by prejudicia stereotypesand ethnic or national myths . Ideological

mythol ogy wasastrong factor, too, denying mention to al obvioudy non-communist victims, such as
Catholicand other clergy.

Thisportraya wasparticularly truein Poland: toroot thenew ‘ alliance’ with the Soviet Union, only one of
her two wartimefoes could be named officially. Over subsequent decades, all stesof deathinthestruggle
with Nazi Germany were catal ogued and marked by the symbol of thetwo Grunwald swords—referring to
a1410 unpredicted Polish victory against the German Teutonic K nights—while strugglesagaingt, or deaths
caused by the Red Army, weredisregarded or denied. Publicly, only the efforts of Sovi et-sanctioned
resistance forceswere recognised; censured Armia Krajowa (AK or ‘HomeArmy’) fightersweretortured,
jailed, or condemned to death.

Thequintessential bearer of the dominant Socialist Bloc message have been the exhibits at theAuschwitz-
Birkenau museum, speaking to nearly every Polesince 1947, and increasingly, to theworld. Themuseum'’s
overlyingtheme, aswell asthat of the separate nationa expositions, was ot the portraya of the systematic
persecution and murder of the Jewsof Europe, but an international crusade agai nst fascism, won by the
Soviet army in conjunction withforcesin all the countries(including Austriaand East Germany) whose
‘transnationalised’ and‘ de-ethnicised’ citizenshad perished in the camps. The narrated commentary inthe
Soviet-made, staged ‘ liberation’ film, still onview by visitorsto the museum, doesnot refer to thevictims
ethnicity.


http://www.polish-heroes.org/

k2
i

But therewasa so aPolish socialist message. Along theselines, aslwonalrwin-Zareckaobserved (citedin
Dwork and van Pelt, 1994: 241): * Auschwitz ... isnot, for Poles, asymbol of Jewish suffering. Rather, itis
agenera symbol of “man’sinhumanity to man” and asymbol of the Polish tragedy at the hands of the Nazis.
Itisapowerful reminder of theevil of racism, and not asingular reminder of the deadlinessof antisemitism’.
Thesethemeswerereinforced for Polish school children by the core message of such mandatory readingsas
NaBkowska sbook, Medaliony (1995). If ethnicity was ever mentioned, the prevailing messagewas
crosscultural camaraderie—asinthefirst Auschwitz film, Ostatni etap (Last Sage, 1948) by Wanda
Jakubowska (based onthedirector’spersona experience), withits German communist, Russian and Polish
Jewish heroines, aswell asin Aleksander Ford’ sUlicagraniczna (Border Sreet, 1947), withitsallied
ethnic Polesand Jewsfighting for theWarsaw ghetto.
Fourthly, theentrenchment of the Polish perspectiveinhibited aJewish one. Inpoint of fact, * Auschwitz | had been
edablished astheNazis ingtrument to subjugatethe Polesinto serfdom—an end avement the Polesrightly
interpreted astheinitid sepstoa” Find Solution” toaPolish problem. Auschwitz | wasatremendoudy sgnificant
steinPolish higtory, and it made sensethat aPaDstwowe Muzeum (Nationa Museum) would concentratethe
nation’smeagreresourcesonit’ (Dwork andvan Pt 1994: 241). AsAuschwitz |, the predominantly non-Jewish
labour camp, became (for numerousreasons) theinfamousworldwideicon, it relegated Auschwitz 11-Birkenau,
theoverwhe mingly Jewish death camp, to secondary status.
Theemphas sed German crimeswereto detract from or obscure Soviet Russian crimes, but Polish society saw
throughtheruseand countered it privately. Shaping the other haf of the Polish perception, and in perhaps
‘typicaly’ rebdliousfashion, theroleof the AK wasenhanced and accentuated privately, and  KatyD’ becamean
unofficid metonym for al persecution under the Soviet occupation and subsequent rule—thetyranny, massacres,
jals, and gulags. After WorldWer 11, thisApril 1940 massacre of 15,000 PolishreserveofficersintheKatyD and
other forestswas categoricaly censored, much more so than the Shoah, which, safdy for the USSR, symbolised
murderous Germaningtincts. Inabitter irony of thewar, the Polish Jawswhosebodiesliein the KatyD and other
forestswereexecuted becausethey were Poles—membersof the country’sdlite, itsarmedforces, intdligentsia,
andclergy. Yet, withtime, the Polishmgority’ sunofficia discourse stressed morethestruggleagaingt the USSR,
which had, nonethe ess, been aJewish saviour for many, andlessthefight against Germany whichhad beenthe
archetypd Jewishfoefor most. Inthelong runthiswould beasource of discord between non-Jewish and Jewish
presentationsof the Second World War in Poland.
If Primo Levi concluded (in Friedlander 1994: 252) that ... survivorsof traumatic eventsaredivided into
two well-defined groups: those who represstheir past en bloc, and those whose memory of the offence
persists, asthough carvedinstone ...’ , thenit could be said that while Pol es suppressed or were madeto
stifletheir ownand other individua experiences, the Polish statewasengravingitscollectivepainin stone.
Here one meetsthefifth reason for aveiling of the Shoah. Thewar experience needed to befitted into the
long-established and deep-rooted mythol ogy of the Polesasintrepid and courageous—awaysthe solitary
underdog in battle against empiresand tyrants, but ultimately thewinner. Thishad alwaysbeen crucid to
Polishidentity and World War I could not beinterpreted as anything but another instance of national
martyrdominthename of European civilisation. Invisua and tangible markers, aswell asin popular culture,
Poleswere unquestioningly presented astheinnocent victimsof aggression and the brave heroesof ajust
cause. 3[3] To speak of the Shoah would diminish the victimhood of the Polish nation; to speak of Polish
Christianswho did nothing or, worse still, murdered Jews, would diminish their hero status.

Poland in the Shoah: Emerging

Theconsairacy of Slencewasnot total . SomePoleswerestudying andwriting about not only thecommissonof the
Shoahonoccupied Pdlishtaritory, but, increesingly, about theroleof Poland, and Polesthemsdves inthe Shoah. Much
of thewartimepraseand poetry hed, infact, dedt directly or indirectly withsuchmord issues Poswar newsred sshowed,
and commented upon, the 1946 funerd for thosekilledintheKid cemassacre war crimestriad swerehdl d and sentences
meted out.
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Researchers, especialy at the Jewish Higtorical Ingtitutein Warsaw, delved into the Holocaust and their
findingswere published regularly —some of them disclosing casesin which ethnic Poleshad acted lessthan
honourably and heroicaly.4[4] Nevertheless, the Hol ocaust aspect infictional workswasdiminished or
disregarded, whilethe audiencefor the nonfictiona wasalimited circle of interested membersof the
intelligentsia. Shoah representationswere more preva ent among the educated, and theinfluence of these
textsdid not spread beyond ardlatively small dlitecircle.
Public spaces specifically and directly associated with the Shoah were sometimesrenamed and/or marked:
aplac Bohater 6w Getta (Ghetto Heroes Square) appearsin the World War 11 ghetto district of severa
major cities.5[5] Yet, though al sortsof monumentswere erected, especialy inthe 1960s, nearly al of them
—with the notabl e exception of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising memoria —6[6] referred only to the murder of
Polish citizens, not mentioning that thesewere overwhemingly Polish Jewish citizens. 7[ 7] AsYoung (1994
224) comments: ‘ Thus, the state integrates Jewish memory into itsown constellation of meaning. Whether or
not the Jewish fighters of the ghetto were regarded as Polish national heroesat thetime, they are now recast
assuch whenever the state commemoratestheuprising’ .
Likedsawhere, theHolocaugt actudly beganto enter public discoursein Polandinthewakeof the Eichmanntrid
in1961. Thefirst distinct Polish encyclopaediaentry for ‘ desth camps (asopposedto* concentration camps),
and noting theuniqueexperience of the Jews, appearedin 1967. Itspublication datewas, however, lessthan
fortuitous, incongruoudy coinciding with the 1968 anti-Zionist campaign, whichled toitsretraction.
Toagresat extent, presentationsof the Shoah would evolvefrom and be continuoudy accompanied by thestudy
of Jawsin Poland. It could not be otherwisein acountry inwhich their history and cultureweresointertwined
withthat of non-Jews; infact, to spesak of the Shoah outs de this context would beimprudent. Grassroots-
organised Jewish Culture Weeks (under the auspi ces of the Warsaw branch of thelibera Catholic and democratic
KIK, theCathalicIntdligentsaClub), and theHying University inWarsaw inthe 1970s, aswel | asthe 1968
inauguration of theofficid Jawish exhibit at Auschwitz-Birkenau, and, in 1980-81, articleson heretoforetaboo
topics(such asare-examination of Kielce) in Solidarity’ snewspapersset thedoor gar.
Evenmartia law (December 1981 to July 1983) scarcely hindered progressinthisarea. MonikaKrgewska's
photo dbum of theremnantsof Jewish cemeteriesinPoland wasaofficidly publishedinWarsaw in 1982. Subjects
once, and onceagain, prohibited gppeared underground, if not aboveground. Daringly enough, theeditorsof
Znak (dso membersof KIK in Krakow) requested government permission8[ 8] for adoubleissueon Judaism,
Jews, Polish Jewish history, and the Holocaustin memory of thefortieth anniversary of theWarsaw Ghetto
uprising. Theregime, eager to beseeninamorepositivelight by thecountry and theworld, seized the
opportunity. The February-March 1983 Znak wasaturning point: it not only led to an official commemoration of
theinsurrection, but aso pioneered discuss on of Jewish and Holocaustissues,
Oncethefloodgates were opened, theinformation began to flow, and interest grew with increasing speed
and intensity. In 1986 the Jagiellonian University established its Research Centre on the History and Culture
of Jewsin Poland. Above ground Hannah Arendt’s Eichmannin Jerusalemwastrand ated and published
in 1987 (1987); underground, Alexander Hertz's The Jewsin Polish Cultureand AlinaCaBa's | mage of
the Jew in Polish Folk Culture were being distributed.9[9]
Literatureand film also began to re-enter the arenaof Shoah representation. Asearly as1977, Hanna
Kral’s Sheltering the Flame (current Polish edition: 1997) —an interview with Marek Edelman (thelast
surviving leader of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising) was published. Sincethen, her prolificfiction, based onreal
Holocaust talesin occupied Poland has accompani ed the reappearance of worksby | saac Bashevis Singer,
Julian Stryjkowski, and Bruno Szul c. Although Henryk Grynberg’ sessay Hol ocaust w literatur ze polskig)
(TheHolocaust in Polish Literature) had to comeout in Berlin rather than Warsaw in 1984, thefirst
anthology of Polish Holocaust literature was published in Poland in 1988 (M acig ewska).
To commemoratethefortieth anniversary, director Marcel AoziDski completed Withesses, based on
interviewswith eyewitnessesto the Kiel ce pogrom. Made under the aegis of that city’sbishop, it premiered
at theWarsaw KIK in 1987.
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Included indirector Krzysztof Kieflowski’s 1988 Dekal og seriesisafilm dealing with the ethicsand
morality inthe non-Jewish and Jewish sides of one Holocaust story. Fiddler on the Roof and the 1936 Yidl
mitnfidl were broadcast on Polish television, whilevarious Polish directors began creating new filmsbased
onold (Andrzef Wajda sWelki tydzieD based on Jerzy Andrzejewski’s 1943 short story) and new
Holocaust literature (1zabela CywiDska s The PurimMiracle based on aKrall short story). The subject of
Jaws, the Polish Jewish minority, and the Shoah was reaching mass Polish audiences.

Nevertheless, what ultimately brought it to theforefront were the 1986 eruption of the Carmelite convent
controversy at Auschwitz (though the most rousing debateswould not come until 1989-90), and the
showing of Claude Lanzmann’snine-hour Shoahinitsentirety in somecinemasand in part on primetime
television.10[ 10] Most significantly, both of theseissuesentered public discoursefrom outside, and thus
introduced the general Polish publicto external representationsof Poland in the Shoah at the very moment
wheninternal oneswereforming. From here on, Poleswould becomeincreasingly aware of how they were
being characterised in Shoah representations el sewhere, and know that they woul d henceforth be presenting
it under the assiduous eye of the\West. Polish society would not befreeto cometo termswith the Shoah on
itsown, and at itsown pace.

Poland in the Shoah: Insight and outsight

Concurrent with interna Shoah representations, the external onesof Poland in the Shoah had been
developing largely intheabsence of dialoguewith Polesand ignorance of their history. Becoming particularly
prominent inthe 1980s, and in sharp contrast to representations of the Shoah emerging within Poland, these
external representationswere, by and large, highly negative. Erstwhile Western stereotypesof theilliterate
Polish peasant —the Slavic * dave' solely capableof physical labour, with superstition dominating hisreligious
practice and belief —combined with new ones.

With real exchange precluded for half acentury, a‘ guilt by association’ stereotypewas constructed around
thefact that the remnantsof all theknown German death camps could now befound within Poland's
postwar borders, and that the country lay in that sinister and glacial abyss* behindthelron Curtain’, officially
affiliated with the West’s Cold War enemy. An ominous reputation seemed to befit Poland —and Central

and Eastern Europein general —much morethan West Germany or Italy. Moreover, what Hol ocaust
survivorsliving inthe comfortable and democratic West —and subsequently their progeny —felt towards
Poland was understandably, though blindly, centred on the pain of osing their homeland, their shtetl, and
their friendsand family. Surely this* cemetery’, thislunar landscapefromwhich they had escaped, washell in
every respect; how couldthey seeit otherwise?AsL aurence Weinbaum encapsul ated this, * Over the past
decades, and especially with the heightening of consciousness about the Shoah, in themindsof many Jews,
however, Poland itself hasbecome an extens on of Auschwitz —the“ necropolisof night andfog” frozenin
timein Jewish consciousness (Weinbaum 2001 5).

Poland’soverthrow of socialism actua ly exacerbated the situation. With dl itssymboalic, aswell asphysical,
bordersopened, massmediajournalistsand internet chatters, Holocaust and other tourists, former residents
and their grandchildren cameand left with their own prejudicesand misinterpretations. Paradoxically, the
moreopen it became, and the deeper Polish society investigated itswartime past, the moreit becameaware
of and exposed to ubiquitous negative representations of itself in the Shoah. Thisredlisation playedintothe
handsof Polish anti-Semitesand provided them with ammunition in arguing not only against Polish Christian-
Jewish dialogue ashopeless, but aso against publicly reveaing theignobl e behaviour of some Polesduring
the Second World War to avoid adding fuel to thefireof *anti-Poles' .

Fedling unfairly attacked beforetheir own horrific talewas heard or recognised, a‘ competition over
victimhood', and compensatory overemphasisof valour surfaced and swelled among Poles.
LibellousWestern referencesto ‘ Polish’ —asif they were not German —death camps(e.g., Dershowitzin
his Chutzpah and Pel osoff in her In the Name of Sorrow and Hope as cited in Weinbaum 2001: 23, 42)
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and/or to‘ Polish anti-Semitism’ asareason for the Holocaust would be defensively (though ineffectualy)
countered citing the German degath pendty for lending assi stance to aJew in occupied Poland and listing the
thousands—more, infact, thaninany other country —of atruistic and extremely courageous Poleswhom
Yad Vashem hasrecognised as Righteous Gentiles.
Theinitiation of the now annual March of the Living, and other demonstrationsin 1989, evoked morefear
and defensiveness. Jewi sh participants, primarily fromtheU.S. and I sradl, strodetriumphantly from
Auschwitz | to Birkenau draped in blueand white, their ranksofficialy exclusive of any Poles, even Polish
Jaws. Concurrently, the semi-annual, enmasse‘ incursions’ of Isragli secondary school studentson* death
campfiedtrips began appearing. Often swathed inthelsradli flag, rigoroudy shielded by Mossad agents,
they were* parachuted’ into Poland (oftenin theinclement weather of late autumn or early spring), and then
whisked safely away to sunny, warm Isragl. Thesevisitors, and the Poleswho witnessed their *invasions,
could not help but feel mutually antagoni stic. Weinbaum (2001: 35) divulgeshow, ‘ In onetextbook used by
theMarch of theLiving, for example, theentireinter-war history of the more than 300,000 Jewsin Warsaw
iscompressed into asingle sentencethat emphasi sestheir achievementsdespitethe prevailing anti-Semitism.
An earlier edition of the samevolumeinstructed the youthsembarking on the March: “ Everywherewewill
be surrounded by thelocal Polish people, and our fedingstoward them will beambivaent. Wewill hate
themfor their involvement intheatrocities, but wewill pity themfor their miserablelifeinthepresent. Let us
not be carried away by negativeemations”.
Although some opportunitieswerelost and initial impressionsremain, theworst abuses have been rectified.
The Polish primeminister, Jerzy Buzek walked shoulder-to-shoulder with thelsradli primeminister Benjamin
Netanyahu during the 2000 March of the Living and, progressively, Isragli youthsare being given achance
to meet with their Polish peers. Yet Hol ocaust tourism hasbeen asmuch ahindranceasahelp in Polish and
non-Polish representations of the Shoah. For Poles, representati ons of the Shoah have not become cynical
or banal, but a* Shoah business ” isbeginning to show itsugly facewith regardsto representationsfor non-
Poles. Schindler’sList tourstaketouriststo the factory, yet overlook the pharmacy which served asa
ghetto gateway, and whose owner wasrecognised asaRighteous Gentile. VisitorstoAuschwitz typically
spend lesstime at the death camp of Birkenau, and escapeto deepinafour-star hotel in Krakéw,
peacefully unaware of itsproximity to theformer Krakdw ghetto and PBaszéw labour camp.

TheShoahin full view

When Polish society began to specificaly confront the Shoah, thebiastill |eaned towardsco-victim statusand
heroic partisanswho had battled, asaways, tothedesth * for your freedomand ours . 11] 11] Thefirst mgor
breachinthisnationa mythology camein 1987 when Jan BBoDski wrotean essay titled‘ Thepoor Poleslook at
the Ghetto’, for the Catholicweekly, Tygodnik Powszechny. The pieceby the Jagidlonian University literature
professor wasan andysisof themora implicationsof CzesBaw MiBosz' swartimepoemsCampodi Fiori, and
ThePoor Christian Looksat the Ghetto (1988). Inthearticle, BBoDski ventured that Polish society, as
eyewitnessesto the Shoah, had hel d back and not done enough to savethe Jewsfrom the Find Solution, andwas
therefore’ co-respongble’ . Anequdly eminent lawyer withimpeccablewartimeand postwar credentids,
WBadysBaw SiBa-Nowicki (1987), felt compelled to reply to what he saw asan affront to the Polish reputation.
Theexchange between thesetwo well-respected publicfiguresreverberated over an extended period of time,
graddling therevol ution of 1989 and echoing ever Snce. Introducing new rolesintothe Polish paradigmwasthe
next mgor turning point, asPolesbegan to bear inmind the sometimesfrightened or indifferent bystanders, and
evendenouncers

By thetimethereva utionarrived, srong foundationshad beenlad. Since1989, representationsof the Shoahin Poland
and of Polandinthe Shoah have been shifting at afast —sometimeshreskneck —speed. Withthepalitica barriers
shattered, Polishsod ety hasbeen seeking new meansfor Shoeh presentationand discourseinthe publicgpace.
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Gradually, more and more monuments and plaquesidentify Polish and other Jewsasthevictimsand heroes
of the Second World War. An International Advisory Council was established by thefirst new post-
communist government in 1989; itsmembers are Polish Jews and non-Jews, aswel | as non-Polish Jews—
thusexplicitly taking Western opinioninto account —with the purpose of resolvingissuesinvolving the* degth
camp sites intoday’s Poland. Among the Council’ saccomplishments are the new plaquesat the
internationa monument at Birkenau, specifying clearly that the 1.5 million murdered were primarily Jewish
men, women, and children. InWarsaw, the* Memoria Route of Jewish Martyrdom and Struggle’, asdlf-
guiding tour of theareaof the WWI1 ghetto —with Polish and Hebrew texts, waslaunched on theforty fifth
anniversary of theuprising. Inthemuch smaler city of Tarnéw aplague, unveiled onthefifty fifth
anniversary, marksthe date of theliquidation of the ghetto there.
It may seem odd that theicon of Western Hol ocaust teaching, the unabridged Diary of Anne Frank, was
only finaly publishedin Polandin 1993. Yet thereis such awedlth of autochthonousfirsthand accountsthat
othersmay be superfluous: the native accountstell storiesfrom afamiliar landscapeand raiseissuescloser
to home. Theyear 2000 brought, among others, WBadysBaw Szpilman’sautobiography, The Pianist
(2000), upon which basisRoman PolaDski —himsdlf aPolish child of theHolocaust —isbasing hisfirst film
to addressthe subject.
But shifting the emphasi sfrom the Shoah in Poland back to Poland inthe Shoah, it wasanother volume
published inthe millennium year which has served asthelatest turning point. Neighbor sby Jan Tomasz
Gross(2000), though also ataleof atruistic action and righteous rescue, centres on base behaviour —
torture and murder, and ahorrific crime—theburning alivein abarn of nearly al the Polish Jews of
Jedwabne committed by agroup of ethnic Poles, their neighbours. Public discourseregarding theKielce
pogrom, initiated in 1981 and culminating in apublic apology by the Polish government on thefiftieth
anniversary in 1996, had opened thisfissurein the nationa mythol ogy. Going one step further, Neighbors
forced Polesto reflect upon themselvesnot only asvictims, heroesor bystanders, but al so as perpetrators.
The confrontations between mythol ogy and history keep the subject in theforeground in Poland and lead to
multifaceted and meaningful examinationsof the many truthsregardingWorld War [1 ingenerd, and the
Shoahin particular. Thisisnot toimply, however, that themgjority of Polesreadily accept theneed to
undertakethistask. There hasbeen resistanceto presentations of Polandinthe Shoah at variancewiththe
crucia componentsof Polishidentity. Fervent nationalists, and othersfor whom thishasbeenthesole
remaining constant amidst the tumult of the twentieth century, are unprepared to deconstruct and reconstruct
it. Moreover, many Poleshoped to replacethe previous' singletruth’ with an equally smpleone, not
prepared to facethemultiplicity of truthsthat iscloser toredlity.
Thereisyet another factor in Polish representations of the Shoah. Poland, unlike any other state, suffered a
dual occupation from the outset of thewar. >From the ethnic Polish perspective, after decadesof dealing
with the Polish-German aspects of thewar, therewasadesireto openly dea with the Polish-Russian. Yet,
just when they could finally speak of KatyD and of the Soviet gulags, or of Roman Catholic priestsas
specifictargetsof both the Germansand Soviets, the outsideworld put pressure on Polesto returnto the
Polisn-German, with the addition now of the Jewish aspects, and accused Polesof * Catholicizing’ thewar
experience. Inmemory of the many Poles persecuted or killed by the Soviets, their descendantswanted to
attend to the undressed wound of that occupation. For them, the Shoah isaforeign experience, aforeign
painthat blocksthevision of their own.
Only public discourse and education can present the Shoah to these peopl e, and here much progress has
been made. Following the Jagiellonian University research centre (now the Department of Jewish Studies),
smilar unitshave been established at other ingtitutions of higher education; nationwide competitionshave
been held for the best thesis or dissertation on a Jewish subject; the Jagiellonian has offered doctora
scholarshipsin Holocaust research since 1998; and, in 2000, it inaugurated thefirst university postgraduate
Holocaust studiesprogramme.
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Working with teachers, the State M useum at Auschwitz-Birkenauisrunning itsyear-long programmeon
Totalitarianism, Fascism, and the Holocaust for the third time, and the Jewish Historical Institute
continuesto hold weekend workshopsit began severa yearsago. Increasingly, scholarly research focuses
onthe Holocaust and/or the period immediately preceding it. Museum exhibitsare being added or altered,
whiletextbooksand curriculaare being revised. Continuing education programmesfor teachers, projectsof
the Spiro Ingtitute and other NGOs outside and inside Poland, and visitsby and to Yad Vashem facilitate the
fulfilment of Poland’s Stockholm 2000 pledgeto teach the Holocaust.
Neverthel ess, an open society and true democracy isexpected to respect and tol erate even those groups of
which it doesnot approve, and to deal withtheminlegal, not forceful fashion. Hence, alongsidethe growing
number of positive representationsin Poland, there have a so been negative representations. Just asthe Ku
Klux Klan hasbeen dlowed to publicly march through sensitive neighbourhoodsinthe U.S., sotheyoung
skinheadsof BolesBaw Tejkowski’ sright-wing party received permission—particularly inthefaceof the
incons derable and recurring Jewish shows of force—to march through Auschwitz-Birkenau on Good
Saturday in 1996. In 1998-99, the self-appointed defender of thefaith, Kazimierz ZwitoD, organised asit-
inwhich turned into along term occupation of theterrain besidethe so-called  Papal Cross' besidethe
former Carmelite convent adjacent to the Auschwitz museum —compl etewith massesled by an
excommunicated L efebrist bishop, and the erection of over 200 crosses. Since ZwitoD wasthelega
occupant of theareaknown asthe’ gravel pit’ where predominantly non-Jewish Polish prisonershad been
shot, the Polish authorities could only physicaly remove him, aong with the crosseshisgroup had erected,
using lawful means. Finally, Poland has*‘achieved’ itsown incarnation of David Irving: Dariusz Ratgjczak
(1999) published abook that indirectly denied the Holocaust. Polish law doeslimit freedom of speechin
thisregard: for publishing arevisionist book, he hasbeentried for propagating the* Auschwitz lie' —denia of
thefact that it wasaGerman death camp for Jews. Ratgjczak wasfound guilty, lost hisposition asacollege
historian, and wasfined, although his sentence was suspended. In genera, however, the problemin Poland
isnot outright denial, nor revisionism, but rather —asin other central and eastern European states—alack of
knowledge: one cannot deny what one does not know in thefirst place; one cannot ‘ never forget’ what was
never taught, or madeto beforgotten.
Yet timeisnot being wasted Therapid progressmadeincludes the establishment of Jewish studiesand
Holocaust studies, scholarly conferencesand open public discussions, agrowing number of publications,
massmediaarticles, and afree market for booksand magazines, an annua Jewish cultural festiva in
Krakdw, the Jewish Book Fair in Warsaw, Polish participantsin various marches, and exchanges between
young people. All these have contributed to an awareness of the unique Jewish experience of the Shoah and
itsmore compl ete representationsin Poland, aswell asto adeeper understanding of Poland in World War
Il and of the Shoah withinthat context. Mutual |earning of each other’shistories, and therecognition of each
other’spointsof view will lead not to asingle, shared representation, but to acommunity of representations,
more holisticand closer tothetruth.


http://www.polish-heroes.org/

Conclusion

Friedlander (1994) proposesthat arupturerequiring timeto heal resulted in ageneral absence of Holocaust
representation. Even whereit could be discussed openly and legdly, ageneration-long period of historical
and cultural amnesiaserved most countriesin dealing with the traumatic caesuraof the Second World War
and the Shoah. Only sincethe 1970s, but especially the 1980s, hasthe unspeakableincreasingly become
thetopic of film, books, museums, memorials, and commemorations. It wasrelatively recently that France
tried Petain; Browning, Goldhagen, and Rosmusdel ved into theguilt of ‘ ordinary Germans ; and Slovakia
began questioning theraison d’ etre of her First Republic under Tiso (see Shafir inthisvolume). In
opposition to Adorno’sstatement, what we arewitnessing at the start of thetwenty first century isthe
impossibility of Slence.

Particularly those nationswho, like Poland, havetorn awvay thegagsof totditarianism areawarethat they have
dready surrendered onceto sllence. To do so again would congtitute another acquiescenceto ‘ thevery forces
that crested Auschwitzinthefirst place . Yet whiletheWest benefited from unlimited accesstofilmand literature,
information, archives, and theliving testimoniesof survivorsandwitnesses, thiswasimpossblewithinthe Soviet
bloc, which must now struggleto makeupfor lost time—reconcilinginterna and externd representationsjust
whenmemoriesarenot only dtering, but literdly dying out.

InPoland, the suppression of Shoah representation reflected not only adesireto leavebehind the painful traumas
and memoriesof thewar ingenerd, but a so of complex identity issuesconnected with thede-ethnicised,
internationalist Soviet ideol ogy inanewly homogeneousPolish society, thelack of freedom of speech, andthe
excludvity of the‘ sngletruth’ inatotditarian sysem. Yet whileother countriesmay havebeen abletoavoid
confronting the Shoah, Poland could not. The Shoah had been committed upon her historical landsand murdered
haf her wartime dead, had been witnessed by and sometimeseven mired her people, and now sheremainsthe
keeper of thegreater part of itslandscape. But though never wholly effaced, theHol ocaust wasnot afoca point.
Theblurred biaBa plama (' whitestain’), however, didtempt andinspireardétively early interestinand real work
by opposition diteson deci phering the paimpsest text. The public announcementsand broad discussionsof the
reedingscamemuch later, and not without their difficulties.

Intruth—as much as Poleswanted to be able to read theillegible—the omission of theinformation was
convenient not only for the socialist government, but also for Polish society itself. It helped create and
maintain asingular and unified Polishidentity which concentrated on historically traditiona and moraly
respected roles. Nonethel ess, with time and theimpetus of key modi vivendi —most notably the 1983 issue
of ZNAK, and thetexts of Jan BBoDski and Jan Gross—the Shoah isfinally being shown explicitly, andina
multitude of ways—in history and non-fiction texts, in museum exhibitsnew and old, intheartsand
literature, and in public and private discourse. Poleshave begun to debate, discussand, indue course,
acknowledgenot only thevaliant hero and theinnocent victim, but aso the unwilling witness, the sometimes
hel pless, sometimes pitilessbystander, and even the perpetrator. | ssuesnot only of resistance and valour, but
alsoof direct or indirect complicity, responsibility, and guilt arebeing addressed. Naturaly, itisstill less
problemati ¢ to accept the representations of the Shoah in Poland than of Poland in the Shoah, and less
problemati c to accept the Righteous Gentilesthan the aberrant murderers of Jedwabne and Kielce.

Itisnot at al odd that Shoah representationsin Poland and the accompanying discussions have evolved
primarily from aninterest in Jawsand things Jewish—at timesquite aphil osemitic fascination. The Jewsof
Poland werethe cultura minority which, for thelongest continuous period of time, served asthe counterpart
and mirror for ethnic Polishidentity. Thebetter they reincorporate the whol e of their Jewish co-heritagethe
morefirmly will the new Polishidentity berooted in the country’s past and future. Thesame holdstruefor
Jews:. the more the Jewish past enacted on Polish lands—not just the Shoah —isreintroduced and
incorporated, the more constructive and rooted Jewish history and identity will be.

Scattered throughout Poland arethe physical traces of nearly amillennium of avery deep and strong Jewish
presencein Polish history and culture, and aPolish presencein Jewish history and culture.
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The synagoguesare mostly empty, the cemeteriesfalling to ruin, factoriesand private homes have changed
ownership severd times—the German Endl6sung deprived them of their Polish Jewish caretakers.
According to JamesYoung (1994: 229), ‘ Inthe aftermath of the Holocaust, much of Jewish lifein Poland
has become onelong commemoration of the dead, transforming young Polish Jewsand non-Jewsdikeinto
perennial caretakersand archivists. Instead of communities, we have community records; instead of a
people, their gravestones'.
However, ashort distancefrom theAuschwitz site standsarestored synagoguein the old centre of
O[wi’ cim—part of an educational centre established by an American Jewish foundation, and focused onthe
history and livesof local Polish Jews. Thetown the Germansrenamed with alabel, whichinstilsfear and
hatred, was, likemost Polish municipalities, avery Polish Jewish place. Representations of the Shoahin
Poland and Poland in the Shoah —inside and outside the country —must always connect to this.
Friedlénder’ s second hypothesisisthat the Hol ocaust al so requiresanew means of representation, which
has not yet come about. Perhapsit hasbeen waiting for precisely thislink to the pre-Shoah past; perhaps
bridges back to those communitiesand peoplewill bring ustwenty first century re-presentationsof the
Shoah not only in Poland, but a so beyond.

* AnnamariaOrla-Bukowska: Social anthropologist, associate professor at thelnstitute of
Sociology, Jagiellonian Univer sity. Koer ner Holocaust fellowship at the Oxford Centrefor
Hebrew and Jewish Studiesin 1999. Yad Vashem Fellowship in I srael, Spring 2004. Or ganizer of
Poland’sfir st postgraduatediploma program in Holocaust studiesat the JU. In additiontothe
above, her other areasof interest areethnic, religious, linguistic and national identity, minority-
majority group relations, ster eotypes, racism and nationalism, and Polish Catholic/ Polish Jewish
relations.
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(Endnotes)

1[1] On 10 July 1941, Jedwabne, asmall town in northeastern Poland, wasthe site of amassacre of up to
1,600 Polish Jawswho wereburnedinabarn; in 4 July 1946, Kielce, acity in south central Poland, a
blood libel accusation led to thedeath of 42 survivorsof the Holocaust. Though other eventsof similar
calibreoccurredinthe Jedwabneregionin 1941, and then throughout Poland in 1945-47, these two place
names have becomethe symbolsfor al such phenomena.

2[2] Thissilenceisnow pointedly addressed. Saul Friedlander (1994: 259) comments: * Thefifteenor
twenty yearsof “latency” that followed thewar inregard to talking or writing about the Shoah, particularly in
the United States, should not be equated with massiverepression exclusively .... Against thisbackground,
themoresustained slence of theintellectuds, and particul arly the historians, must be mentioned. Themost
renowned Jewish historians of the post-war period did not alludeto the Shoah during the 1940sand 1950s,
or for that matter at any timelater on.’

3[3] Indl justice, it must be added that nearly every nation-state entangled in WWII hasportrayed

itself asavictim of Nazism and asheroicinthebattleagainst it.

4[4] For instance, Szymon Datner, thelate historian and BiaBystok Ghetto uprising survivor, had

already written of the Jedwabne and other massacresin thisregion (Datner, 1966).

5[ 5] After 1989, streetsand squaresin most citieswereto revert to their 1939 appellations; quite

notably, the* Ghetto Heroes Squares havenot.

6[6] Another exceptionisaplague on abuildingin Krakéw where Jewish partisansbombed aclub

wdll attended by German officers.

7[7] Sitesof Romamassacre such asin Szczurowaweresimilarly * de-ethnicised' .

8[8] They wouldrequirethe censors agreement aswell anincreased paper allotment.

9[9] Though undergroundinthelate 80s—Hertz'scameout in Krakdw in 1987, CaBa'sinWarsaw in
1988 — both these books now havetheir official Polish editions; see References.

10[10] Paradoxically, perhaps because the regime wished to present agood face westward, thisfilm
wasshown officidly andimmediately, whilethe concurrent work by AoziDski wasnot.

11[11] Polish Jewsleading the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising al so took up thismotto.
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