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The concept of memoryscape refers to a real or symbolic area “in which 
collective memory is spatialized” (Muzaini, Yeoh 2005: 345). The suffix 

scape suggests that in memory conventions according to A. Appaduraia 
(1996: 33), i.e. a certain flexibility of shape which a given “landscape” takes, 
its perspectivist nature as a multilevel structure of meanings, perceived 
differently depending on the location of specific objects, also as an imagined 
character: notwithstanding the fact that the memoryscape may take various 
material forms, it is constituted via imaginations of those who refer to it.

The area of spatializing memory is on the one hand the territory of 
expression and creating our identities and on the other hand, the fight for 
power. According to A. Gupty and J. Ferguson (2004: 269-270) these two 
phenomena—“hierarchical structures of authority” and „cultural constructs 
of community”—are responsible for the fact that some kind of abstract space 
being the theatre of the events becomes a place equipped with meaning. In 
Polish literature this issue was earlier analyzed by B. Jałowiecki (1985: 134), 
who dealt with transformations of space and included them it transmission 
of memory as the form of political fight in symbolic spheres having almost 
sacral character for the members of a given society, as including almost the 
most significant elements of their identity. This line of thinking was lately 
continued by L.M. Nijakowski, making use of the concept of “symbolic 
domain,” as “the territory on which a given group rules symbolically” 
(Nijakowski 2007: 108). Symbolic ruling is to paraphrase it “ruling over 
… goods, which are vital symbols for a given group” such as monuments, 
memory tables, buildings, objects of cult; they play the role of signs of 
controlling time and space, and thus become a material extension or the sign 
of group identity. (Nijakowski 2007: 111). This article deals with theoretical 
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problems undertaken by the quoted authors and deal with them on the 
grounds of analysis of the special dimension of Polish and Jewish memory.

Two geographies

Before World War II towns and villages of southern and eastern Poland 
were inhabited by Poles, Jews, and in the eastern parts of the region also by 
Ukrainians and/or Ruthenians. Jews represented generally between 20 and 
60% of the urban population, although in some places, such as Włodawa, 
Lesko and Dukla, more than 70%. The coexistence of Poles and Jews in these 
not very large spaces, was characterized, on the one hand, with attempts to 
describe the site by the dominant community, i.e.: Polish Catholics, and on 
the other hand, the desire of a Jewish community to create in the existing 
landscape the expression of their own identity.

The result of these processes was, among others, the phenomenon of 
co-existence of the two completely different “symbolic geographies:” Jewish 
and Polish in one and the same space.

Ask an average Pole where the city of Chełm is located—D.K. Roskies 
and D. Roskies (1979: 45) write—he may or may not know. Every Jew, 
however, even if he has never been to Poland, can tell you that Chełm has 
the world reputation of the city   of fools. It may look strange that the two 
nations, living in the same land, could have a completely different attitude 
towards the same place, but that was the case. Jewish geography was not 
quite the same as the geography of Gentiles. Jewish geography would not 
accept geographical changes. The historical boundaries of the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania have been preserved in Jewish geography as Lite, even two 
hundred years after it ceased to exist. Moreover, other cities and towns, 
apart from Chełm, which did not have any meaning for the Gentiles, were 
extremely vital for Jews from the cultural point of view.

So we experience the same physical space changed into two different 
symbolic places, determined by the constructs of both groups’ identities. The 
„Polish” place was, however, additionally established by the existing power 
structures and was more “stable” than that of the Jews. From the perspective 
of a Jewish resident of the pre-war Rymanów the situation looked in the 
following way: so to say Jewish and Christian Rymanów were two different 
towns. The Christian one was so firmly embedded in the reality that no 
power in the world could bring it down.

The Jewish Rymanów, on the other hand, drifted the world without any 
roots. Any gust of wind could have come and turn it upside down. Which 
happened in reality—it took only night for the Jewish Rymanów to cease 



The (Non) Presence of Jews in the Memoryscapes of South-Eastern...

91

to exist. It will remain only in memory of those few who have survived the 
Holocaust. ... May the soul of my city be inseparable linked to the lives of its 
sons, who will keep it in their memory forever. (Fuerer 1983: 8) 

Although the memories reflect the Holocaust tragedy, one can find some 
conviction of lower “materiality” and thus the power of “Jewish place.” The 
space where Jewish identity is manifested most fully and most permanently 
is the abstract-symbolic memory space, in which specific, physically present 
places are mapped onto specific memories. It could be said that if Jewish 
identity based on the memories of the place, then the Polish identity, 
through better ability of controlling memoryspace, was expressed in the 
“positioning” or spatialization of memories.

In summary, when the two communities live in the same territory, they 
tend to create it as the memory space of their identities. This situation may 
often lead to conflicts about their space where both groups are trying to 
mark their presence physically and symbolically.

In the case of a minority group the situation is more difficult since a 
dominant group tries to control and monopolize their means of symbolic 
expression in order to strengthen its claim to the territory as its “property.” 
In this way, the landscape becomes a battleground: a place in which a group 
fighting for the best representation of their identity, trying to, with available 
resources, shape the landscape and equip it with meaning to corresponded 
best with the vision of identity possessed at the time by the group. 

The Holocaust wiped out the world of Polish-Jewish towns and its Jewish 
inhabitants. After the war, the elements of the landscape representing the 
presence of the Jews, which had survived, were largely destroyed, because 
there was no community which could make a center of their lives. Towns and 
villages being the scene of Polish and Jewish efforts to leave imprints of their 
own identity in the space became homogeneously Polish. As a result, writes 
J. Young (1993: 116), Poles “were left alone with their undisputed memory of 
events.” From a political point of view, the communist authorities were also 
trying to give meaning to the landscape appropriate from the perspective of 
their historical vision. The remains of Jewish memoryscapes were placed in 
the confines of two controlling forces, and their further fate reveals identity 
encoding mechanisms in space and on the aspects of a multi-level landscape, 
with the memory of many groups.

Conflict on the space does not end with one of the groups leaving a 
battlefield. It then converts into a conflict of memories. Landscape becomes 
an arena of the remembering and forgetting processes, but it has merely bee 
formed by activities formed by a group that remains and a stubborn presence 
of matter containing the memories of those who have passed away. The 
memory of the eliminated group and its material / symbolic representations 
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in such a situation can be manipulated in an almost unlimited way by a group 
of survivors. Landscape stores what a group wants to remember, and what 
the group wants to forget ceases to exist, is ignored or kept in a distorted 
way. Sometimes it is a natural process: attempts of storing memory other 
than the ones of their own group end in distortion, even with the best of 
intentions. Most often, however, it is difficult for such intentions and the 
memory groups to remain if in a given place they can no longer be cared for, 
so it is intentionally destroyed or distorted by those who have remained.

Variations of (non)presence

To illustrate the various representations of the Jewish (non) presence 
in the Polish landscapes, let us use the example of a building facade at 
Goldhammera St. in Tarnów, undergoing various transformations over the 
years. The first photograph, coming from early 90s of the twentieth century, 
shows, on the one hand, the devastating effects of time and oblivion, on 
the other hand—the stubborn resistance of the materials against these 
processes: the Jewish inscription, along with the Polish invitation to visit 
this once welcoming place, is still visible, although over 50 years have passed 
since the building’s last redecoration. (Phot. 1). The fall of communism in 
Poland meant, among other things, liberalization of access to public space, 
revision of the communist manipulations in history, and—which is equally 
significant in this context—the tendency to renew old facades. The latter one 
can be seen in a collective photography made in 2000 (Phot. 2). 

Naturally, it is difficult to erase the memory completely and the old 
characters still show through a new coat of paint, leaving our facade with a 
polyphonic message from the world which does not exist. Since the stubborn 
resistance sometimes brings benefits, the message has recently obtained 
some sort of life after death, becoming a part of postmodern nostalgia, 
exploring the locality and „Tourism industry,” yet this would not have been 
possible without the presence of people of good will who have decided to 
help the past in its unequal struggle with time (Phot. 3).

This photograph, made in 2008, shows that preserving of the Jewish past, 
cultivated in many various ways, may be treated as an interesting option for 
contemporary Polish residents (and not only them) of Goldhammer St. in 
Tarnów.

Oblivion, erasure and preserving memory accompanied by resistance 
to the destruction by the material traces of memory are the three most 
important variations of Jewish (non) presence in the Polish memoryspace. 
They do not represent a chronological sequence: they can all be found in 
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Photo 2 Second Facade of the building at ul. Goldhammer (2000)

(Nie)obecność Żydów w krajobrazach pamięci 
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Fot. 1.Fasada kamienicy przy ul. Goldhammera (początek lat 90. XX w.)

Fot. 2. Fasada kamienicy przy ul. Goldhammera (2000 r.)

Photo 1 Building facade at Goldhammer St. (early 90s XXth century)

(Nie)obecność Żydów w krajobrazach pamięci 
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Fot. 1.Fasada kamienicy przy ul. Goldhammera (początek lat 90. XX w.)

Fot. 2. Fasada kamienicy przy ul. Goldhammera (2000 r.)
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any of the post-war periods, although the probability of their occurrence 
was variable and depended on the specific system of relations and vision of 
Polish identity which dominated in a given moment. Moreover, preserving 
in the Polish memory identity may take a variety of forms, ranging from 
the manipulation and distortion to fair representation. Let us look at some 
specific examples.

Łańcut: Musealisation and memory space

The spatial arrangement of Łańcut is largely representative of many cities in 
the region and can provide a spatial illustration of the area occupied by the 
Jews, both in the social structure and in the “mental map” of the Poles. If 
we imagine a line joining the preserved synagogue with the Roman Catholic 
Church located on the other side of the market, we obtain the first axis 
defining a special system of the city.1

The second axis is marked by the line connecting the palace with a market 
place next to the synagogue, and further, if we could imagine the continuation 
of this line, it goes to the village houses inhabited by the peasants, the source 
of income for the palace in the old times

Shown in Fig. 1 spatial system can be also seen as a code encrypting 
the economic position of the Jews, their religious and social structure in 
the former Poland (where they were treated as a separate state, next to the 
nobles, the clergy and peasantry), and their position on the mental map of 
Poles, in many cases, has been conveyed until this day.

The axis linking the church and the synagogue marks a fundamental 
religious opposition between Jews and Catholic Poles. The latter in fact, 
especially with reference to the inhabitants of small towns and villages, had 
(and have) a tendency to perceive Jews, primarily in religious terms—as 
enemies, Christianity traitors, who have rejected Christ and crucified him.

A. Cała, on the other hand, writes that the Jews were perceived in an 
almost ystical way, as “participants” of sacred narrative of Christianity—
the story of the Passion of Christ, which—according to Cała, would provide 
evidence on the ambivalence of religiously conditioned Jews’ perception in a 
Polish society. It seems, however, that instead of ambivalence we are dealing 
rather with the lack of indifference: the fact that the Jews were simply 
religiously „Significant” for Catholics that they were „on the same axis” of 
religion. Although being on the same axis the Jews were also enemies, they 

1 Synagogues in the southern and eastern Poland were generally built in the center of 
towns and separated from the local church by the market. The rule was (legally sanctioned 
formerly) that the synagogue should not stand out as a building.
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were „on the other side,” which is also encoded in the Łańcut space, in the 
relationship between the church and the synagogue building.

However, we can talk about ambivalence in case of the second, secular 
axis, representing the political dimension of economic life of the town. 
Here, the Jews were present “in the middle,” mediating in trade exchange. 
Therefore, they were seen on the one hand as remaining “in the service” of 
the center of economic and political power, symbolized by the palace, on the 
other hand—as an essential component of economic life, enabling peasants 
to sell their goods and allowing the purchase of necessary goods.

In this sense, the secular axis of the city not only interconnected the 
spaces of exchange and production power, but also—as A. Markowski 
observed when discussing another village (2004: 344)—was the social 
mediation for villages and cities, allowing not only for economic contacts, 
but also for cultural and religious exchange between town and countryside 
setting contact area for Jews and Christians.

From peasants’ and small-town mentality perspective, Jews thus 
appeared as religiously and culturally alien, belonging to “another world” 
together with the “palace” and its residents. On the other hand, the Jews, 
this time similarly to peasants, occupied subordinate position, which meant 
for them double subordination: economic-political and religious, often 

Photo 3 The synagogue in the foreground. Church tower in the back, the first of the 
left. (Cała 2005).

(Nie)obecność Żydów w krajobrazach pamięci 
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Fot. 3. Budynek synagogi na pierwszym planie. Wieża kościoła w głębi, pierwsza od 
lewej

(Cała 2005). Z drugiej jednak strony, jak pisze A. Cała, Żydzi byli postrzegani 
w niemalże mistyczny sposób jako „uczestnicy” świętej narracji chrześcijań-
stwa — opowieści o męce Chrystusa, co — zdaniem Całej — miało świadczyć 
o ambiwalencji religijnie uwarunkowanej percepcji Żydów w społeczeństwie 
polskim. Wydaje się jednak, że zamiast ambiwalencji mamy tu do czynienia 
z raczej z brakiem obojętności: z faktem, że Żydzi byli po prostu religijnie 
„ważni” dla katolików, że znajdowali się „na tej samej osi” religijnej. Jednakże 
będąc na tej samej osi, Żydzi byli jednocześnie przeciwnikami, znajdowali się 
„po drugiej stronie”, co również zostało zakodowane w przestrzeni Łańcuta 
jako relacja pomiędzy kościołem a budynkiem synagogi.

O ambiwalencji możemy za to mówić w przypadku drugiej, świeckiej osi, 
oddającej ekonomiczno-polityczny wymiar życia miasteczka. Na niej Żydzi 
znajdowali się pośrodku, pośrednicząc w wymianie handlowej. Byli zatem 
postrzegani z jednej strony jako pozostający w pewnie sposób „w służbie” 
centrum władzy ekonomicznej i politycznej, symbolizowanej przez pałac, 
z drugiej zaś — jako nieodzowny składnik życia ekonomicznego, umożliwia-
jący chłopom sprzedaż ich dóbr i umożliwiając zakup niezbędnych towarów. 
W tym sensie świecka oś miasta nie tylko łączyła ze sobą przestrzenie władzy 
wymiany i produkcji, ale również — jak pisał o innej miejscowości A. Mar-
kowski (2004: 344) — stanowiła zapośredniczenie przestrzeni społecznych 
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unnoticed by the Poles, focusing more on the relationship of the Jews with 
the centers of power.

In fact, the relationships between the Jewish community and the 
aristocracy were generally very good. The synagogue construction in 1761 
was financially supported by one of the towns current owners, Prince 
Stanislaus Lubomirski, and in 1939, when the German army soldiers set 
fire on the synagogue, Alfred Potocki, the last resident of the palace, used 
his connections among the German aristocracy to impress the German 
commanding officer and make him stop the destruction of the building. 

As a result of the World War II, a complex network of Polish-Jewish 
relations, with their internal logic, conflicts and alliances, stopped to exist. 
Łańcut Jews who did not manage to escape to the territories occupied by 
the Soviet Union, were murdered. Alfred Potocki left the country, fleeing 
the advancing Red Army, rightly assuming that his aristocratic connections 
would not impress the Red Army officers. In this sense „alien” dimension of 
the Polish symbolic universe ceased to exist. After some time the Palace was 
turned into a museum, and a synagogue, converted by the German occupiers 
into the warehouse, was used in the same purpose by the Poles.

Two existing in the town Jewish cemeteries were destroyed during the 
German occupation. Many years later, on one of them, the visiting Jews put 
two so-called “ohels” at the burial site of Hasidic tzaddiks. In the second 
one, owing to the efforts of Holocaust survivors, an unobtrusive monument 
commemorating those who had died was erected. They were the only objects 
that could more or less openly remind about the Jewish presence in the city, 

Figure 1 Schematic mental map
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wsi i miasta, umożliwiając nie tylko kontakty ekonomiczne, ale też kulturowe 
i religijne pomiędzy miastem a wsią oraz wyznaczając przestrzeń kontaktu 
Żydów i chrześcijan.

Z punktu widzenia chłopskiej i małomiasteczkowej mentalności Ży-
dzi jawili się zatem jako religijnie i kulturowo obcy, wraz z „pałacem” i jego 
mieszkańcami należący do „innego świata”. Z drugiej strony, Żydzi, tym ra-
zem z chłopami, zajmowali pozycję podporządkowaną, która oznaczała dla 
nich właściwie podwójne podporządkowanie: tak ekonomiczno-polityczne, 
jak i religijne, często zresztą niezauważane przez Polaków, koncentrujących 
się raczej na związkach Żydów z centrami władzy. 

W istocie rzeczy relacje między społecznością żydowską a arystokracją 
były w Łańcucie na ogół bardzo dobre. Budowa synagogi została w 1761 r. 
wsparta fi nansowo przez ówczesnego właściciela miasta, księcia Stanisława 
Lubomirskiego, a w 1939 r., gdy żołnierze armii niemieckiej podłożyli ogień 
pod synagogę, Alfred Potocki, ostatni mieszkaniec pałacu, wykorzystał swe 
koneksje wśród niemieckiej arystokracji, by zrobić wrażenie na dowodzącym 
akcją ofi cerze i skłonić go do zaprzestania niszczenia budynku.

W konsekwencji II wojny światowej skomplikowana siatka stosunków 
polsko-żydowskich, z ich wewnętrzną logiką, konfl iktami i aliansami, prze-
stała istnieć. Łańcuccy Żydzi, którzy nie zdołali przedostać się na terytoria 
okupowane przez Związek Radziecki, zostali zamordowani. Alfred Potocki 
opuścił kraj, uciekając prze nadciągającą Armią Czerwoną, słusznie zakła-
dając, że na jej ofi cerach arystokratyczne koneksje nie wywrą wrażenia. 
„Obcy” wymiar polskiego uniwersum symbolicznego przestał istnieć. Pałac 
po pewnym czasie został zamieniony w muzeum, a synagoga, przekształcona 
przez niemieckich okupantów w magazyn, była w tym samym charakterze 

Ryc. 1. Schemat mentalnej mapy

kościół

synagogawieś

pałacChurch Palace

SynagogueVillage
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i.e. the ones in which “Jewishness” was visible—as opposed to the Jewish 
secular and private houses, whose new residents were not particularly 
interested in commemorating their previous owners. 

The situation began to change as late as in the late 70s of the 20th century 
with the wave of growing interest in Jewish history and Polish-Jewish 
relations, entangled in the political context of the times (Steinlauf 2001). 
The synagogue, for some time then not operating as a warehouse, became 
a part of Łańcut Castle Museum. The rooms underwent the renovation, the 
rooms were set up rooms to arrange a small exhibition showing the history 
of the Jewish town community, the guides were trained and the museum 
was opened to the public. Thus Jewish memory returned to Łańcut in a 
“musealized” form. 

However, since 2008, in connection with the coming into force the Act 
on the municipal properties return to their Jewish owners, the synagogue in 
Łańcut is no longer part of the museum, but is managed by the Foundation 
for the Preservation of Jewish heritage. In a certain way it means replacing 
a “musealized” memory by a living memory, represented by a Jewish 
organization operating in Poland. What will be the fate of the memory? Time 
will show.

Żołynia: memory exclusion

For many years, on entering Żołynia, a small town between Łańcut and 
Leżajsk, you could see a board with the outline of the cross contour of 
Grunwald; you could also read the information that the medal was awarded 
to the community for their assistance given to the partisan movement 
during the war.2 This could have indicated that the inhabitants of the town 
were preserving the memory of the war with pride. However, this seems to 
be rather a selective memory.

In the corner of the Żołyń market a small obelisk crowned with the wings 
stretching eagle is located. The inscription on the obelisk says: “In memory 
of Żołyń, people who died for their country and were murdered by the Nazis 
in the years 1939–1945.” Below you will find 24 names of Poles executed in 
June 1943. It is symptomatic that exclusively Polish people sacrifice has been 
commemorated, even though the vast majority of „Żołyń people” murdered 
by the Nazis were Jewish. Their names, or even a short notice about them, 
are not included on this commemorative obelisk.

2 For a while, the Cross of Grunwald has not been welcoming the entering visitors—
perhaps its presence preserved the „incorrect” memory of the communist era when it was 
awarded to the municipality.
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This should be interpreted as symbolic exclusion of Jews from the “local” 
community, regardless of whether this exclusion was intentional or not. It 
just so happens that at the very moment the concept of “Żołynia people” 
refers only to the Poles, since they are the only ones living in the town. 
Projecting this situation into the past we could say that the locals excluded 
Jews from their collective memory, which can be interpreted in terms of 
reconciliation of heterogeneous and homogeneous memoryscape of the 
presence by submission of the former to the latter. The obelisk in Żołynia 
says, in essence: “This is Poland, a country of Poles who have their own 
glorious and tragic, only Polish history.”

Such exclusion has also a historical dimension: the structure of Polish-
Jewish relations, shown as an example of Łańcut Palace spatial layout, placed 
the Jews in a “foreign” world, as a group, which from the Polish perspective, 
did not belong to a “community of fate.” This explains the feelings of 
indifference of many Poles towards the extermination of the Jews: their 
death was not the death “our people,” it belonged to a separate Jewish history, 
sometimes intersecting with the Polish history, but essentially following its 
own path. In the post-war process of cultural homogenization Polish history 
was identified with the history of the Polish and Żołynia obelisk, like many 
other monuments (both existing and those that have not been built); it is 
an expression of the process and the means of memoryscape controlled 
by the dominant history vision. That exclusion or erasure from the Jewish 
memory may not have been done consciously. The side effect of successful 
homogenization awareness is the way of thinking as by definition they are 
simply “the others.” In the memoryscape controlled by the Żołynia obelisk 
this evidence will be hard to challenge. 

Yet the Jewish memory of Żołynia has returned in a sense. Joseph 
Waldman, born in a family with its Jewish roots in Żołynia, fenced the area of   
the vandalized cemetery and left a certain amount of financial means in the 
Municipal Office for those who would find cemetery gravestones in the local 
area. The ones who have already been found were returned to the cemetery, 
which after years of “non-existence” has reappeared as a visible sign of the 
Jewish presence. Admittedly, this way of “recovery” is symptomatic: Jewish 
memory, in some latent manner, is still present among the inhabitants of 
Żołynia, although it is not subjected to reflection or should not be treated as 
any significant element of these memories. However, if any reason for such 
reflection is found, the memories come alive, just like in a piece of sandstone 
lying on the grass for years, which can suddenly “become” part of the Jewish 
tombstone, with its place in the cemetery.

Perhaps this “opening” of memory has caused the sudden recent 
appearance of publications on the Jews’ history by the local historians; the 
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Jewish extermination has become an integral part of the history of the village 
(Kątnik-Smith 2002: 76-88, cf., also Bonusiak 1998), although the issue of 
the Holocaust in this work takes only a marginal part in the local history 
of the occupation. The Commune Cultural Centre in Żołynia employees 
are also aware of the existence of the website, “The Żołynia Memorial,” 
developed by M.A. Miller (www.zolynia.org), from which one can derive a 
considerable amount of knowledge on the history of Jews from Żołynia.  

Leżajsk: memory segregation

Leżajsk is an excellent illustration of the “double,” Polish and Jewish, 
geography described by The Roskies and Fuerer. For the Polish it is a town 
with a beautiful baroque church, being a local center of Marian devotion, 
hosting in addition to a “miraculous image” a monumental and famous organ 
instrument. As such Leżajsk has become the goal of religious pilgrimages 
of Polish Catholics and place of visits for music lovers. For Jews, Leżajsk 
is a burial place for the late Rabbi Elimelech (1717–1787), one of the most 
important spiritual leaders and teachers of the third generation Hasidism to 
many later tzaddikims. Elimelech’s visits to the tomb on the anniversary of 
his death are probably the oldest in the region case of characteristic Hasidic 
pilgrimages to the places where some significant people of this movement 
are buried.

The striking image of two religious groups going on a pilgrimage to the 
same town and not knowing too much about each other represents symbolic 
separation of Polish and Jewish memoryscapes. The central point of the 
Jewish landscape is the tomb of the Jewish Rebbe Elimelech, condensing the 
Hasidic spiritual tradition in the region and a being the symbol of richness 
of the Jewish religious life. Polish memory finds its spatial expression in the 
beautiful baroque church and miraculous image of Our Lady, symbolizing the 
spirituality of the Catholic Church, the power, and to a large extent—Polish 
identity. Polish memory, however, is the memory of living men, constantly 
present in the contemporary Leżajsk, while Jewish memory exists outside of 
this place and it is “brought” here regularly by Hasidic pilgrims, yet in every 
day it is represented by the grave of Tzadik located on the remains of the 
Jewish cemetery.

In recent memory, segregation in Leżajsk is slowly replaced by the growing 
interest by the Polish tourists with the tomb of Elimelech. This is a part of 
integrative process involving tourist guides and travel agencies; they will 
include in their offers significant places of history and culture—both Polish 
and Jewish. At the Jewish cemetery in Leżajsk, more and more often we can 
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meet groups of Poles who have learned about this place as “must see” one. At 
the same time the very cemetery and its surroundings have been designed 
to enable longer stays for Hasidim. The cemetery, formerly looked after by a 
nearby living Polish family is currently under in care of the Preservation of 
Jewish Heritage Foundation. In the vicinity of the cemetery “The Simon’s 
House” has been built, run by the Hasidic Foundation, dedicated to the 
memory of the Holocaust surviving philanthropist Simon, a son of Yehuda 
Laiba Nissenbaum, accommodating a hostel, prayer room and ritual bath.

Przeworsk: memory destroyed

In Przeworsk, a small town east of Łańcut, Jews constituted half of the 
population before the outbreak of World War II. The Jewish community, 
since settling in the city in the 15th century, developed a rich social and 
cultural life. Among those enjoying a special reputation in earlier times was 
a local Rabbi Moses Sofer. In the twentieth century a local library became a 
centre of Jewish intellectual life. The synagogue Przeworsk did not share the 
luck of the building in Łańcut and was destroyed by the Nazis, who removed 
the gravestones from the cemetery, using them to pave roads. During the 
occupation of the city the cemetery was the place of the execution for many 
Jews who did manage to escape from transport to the death camps and were 
hiding in the neighboring area. After the war, the same cemetery became an 
area of a very complicated memory conflict.

Immediately after the war, the cemetery area had remained empty until 
construction works on the new road section Rzeszów—Przemyśl were 
started, to bypass the city center. Construction works included the southern 
part of the cemetery, and the accompanying exhumations were reportedly 
carried out hastily and without due respect for the human remains.

In 1969, in the western part of the cemetery, a considerably large 
monument, the so-called Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom, was built 
to commemorate the 25th anniversary of the town liberation (entering the 
Red Army). (Photo 5)

In the early 80s, 20th century, on the remaining part of the cemetery, 
upon the local authorities’ decision, a local bus station was built. John Sasak, 
a local stonemason and a counselor, spoke out against the location, but was 
outvoted. He was also not supported by the city council members in his idea 
of   commemorating the place   with a monument or commemorative plaque. 
Finding no support for his ideas Mr. Sasak made his own memorial stone 
with a plaque commemorating the Jews of Przeworsk murdered during the 
war and placed it in the north-east corner of the cemetery/bus station. A few 



The (Non) Presence of Jews in the Memoryscapes of South-Eastern...

101

years later, the stone was moved to the south-east corner of the cemetery, 
without Mr. Sasak’s consent, as its previous location proved to be more 
attractive for local commercial projects.

Photo 5 Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom in Przeworsk
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Fot. 4. Obelisk Pamięci Żydów w Przeworsku

Fot. 5. Pomnik Walki i Męczeństwa w Przeworsku

Mamy tu do czynienia z dążeniem do zakotwiczenia komunistycznego 
panowania w historii Polski i zaprezentowania go jako logicznego i prawo-
mocnego etapu historii polskiej państwowości. Komunistyczna historiografi a 
często pozytywnie odwoływała się do czasów piastowskich, przeciwstawiając 

Photo 4 Obelisk to the memory of the Jews in Przeworsk
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Fot. 4. Obelisk Pamięci Żydów w Przeworsku

Fot. 5. Pomnik Walki i Męczeństwa w Przeworsku

Mamy tu do czynienia z dążeniem do zakotwiczenia komunistycznego 
panowania w historii Polski i zaprezentowania go jako logicznego i prawo-
mocnego etapu historii polskiej państwowości. Komunistyczna historiografi a 
często pozytywnie odwoływała się do czasów piastowskich, przeciwstawiając 
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The history of this place is rather unique since as Jewish cemeteries in 
the region, even though abandoned, empty and not protected, are usually 
used as construction sites. It reveals, however, a general pattern of the 
Jewish memoryscape erasure, more or less conscious. Construction of the 
road and the bus station is a sign of what can be described as “functional 
approach:” the Jews are no longer here, gravestones were removed by the 
Nazis,3 life must go on, we need roads and bus stations. The construction 
of the monument took place at a very specific period when the anti-Semitic 
campaign was sponsored by the communist party which used nationalism 
for “legitimate” reasons, which was certainly not conducive to nurturing 
the multicultural character of the local memoryscape. It is also noteworthy 
that in the local museum there are a lot of examples of preserved Jewish 
memories exposed at the permanent exhibition, along with the display case 
devoted to “The Repressed Jewish population.”

The message carried by that monument is indeed worth a special attention 
as an attempt to enforce the subordination of space and imposing, by a new 
framework of memory, the reorganization forming social memory with the 

3 Although sometimes we forget to add that even by the local population. In July 2009, 
during the inventory works at the Catholic cemetery in Przeworsk it was discovered that the 
tomb of the girl who died in the 60-ies of the XXth was made of Jewish gravestone granite 
(http://www.nowiny24.pl/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20090706/REGION00/175762116).

Photo 6. Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom in Przeworsk
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je wielonarodowej Polsce Jagiellonów, rozciągającej się na dużych połaciach 
późniejszego ZSRR i będącej według ówczesnych interpretacji państwem 
ekspansjonistycznym, opartym na eksploatacji poddanych, i kierującym się 
egoistycznymi interesami arystokratycznych rodów. Co więcej, etniczno-
narodowa „homogeniczność” (jeśli o czymś takim możemy w ogóle mówić) 
Polski piastowskiej była przeciwstawiana negatywnie ocenianej wielona-
rodowości Rzeczpospolitej Obojga Narodów (i pośrednio też IIRP). W ten 
sposób komuniści starali się zasugerować, że dokonana przemocą homoge-
nizacja Polski, będąca rezultatem wojny, Holokaustu, powojennych zmian 
granic i związanych z tym mniej lub bardziej wymuszonych ruchów ludności, 
była w rzeczywistości „powrotem do korzeni” polskiej państwowości, który 
należało oceniać pozytywnie. 

Na drugim elemencie pomnika, odwróconej do góry nogami piramidzie, 
przypominającej nieco pamiątkowy znicz, znajduje się Krzyż Grunwaldu 
oraz napis: „Bohaterom walk rewolucyjnych, wiernym synom ziemi przewor-
skiej, którzy walczyli z uciskiem sanacji, z okupantem hitlerowskim i z siłami 
reakcji o wyzwolenie narodowe i społeczne, o socjalistyczną Polskę”. Wizja 
historii zawarta w tym napisie utożsamia w praktyce przedwojenną Polskę 
i powojenne podziemie antykomunistyczne z hitlerowcami, a wyzwolenie 
narodowe z komunistycznym projektem społecznym, wykluczając zarazem 
z ofi cjalnego panteonu „narodowych męczenników” reprezentantów innych 

Fot. 6. Pomnik Walki i Męczeństwa w Przeworsku — elementy składowe
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Communist view of history. This monument contained two components—
the first one being the three columns, symbolizing the most likely three 
decades of the communist Poland, with the two emblems—the remnants of 
PRL era showing a crownless eagle and the second one—with the Piast eagle, 
also deprived of its crown.

We deal here with the desire to anchor the communist reign in Polish 
history and present it as a logical and legitimate stage of the Polish state 
history. Communist historiography had often successfully appealed 
to the time of the Piast dynasty, contrasting it with multinational 
Jagiellonian Poland, extending over large areas of the later Soviet 
Union. Following the interpretation of the time it was and expansionist 
state, based on the exploitation of the subjects, and directed by the  
selfish interests of the aristocratic families. What’s more, the ethnic-national 
“homogeneity” (if this notion can be used) of Piast Poland was contrasted 
against negatively evaluated multinationality of Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth (and indirectly also IInd RP). In this way the communists 
tried to suggest that the homogenization of Poland done through violence, 
being the result of the war, the Holocaust, and postwar changes of borders 
and associated with it more or less forced population movements, was, in 
fact, “going back to the roots” of the Polish state, which was to be evaluated 
positively.

The second element of the monument, the inverted pyramid, somewhat 
reminiscent of a memorial candle, holds the casted Cross of Grunwald and 
the inscription: „To the heroes of the revolutionary struggle, the faithful 
sons of the Przeworsk land, who fought against the oppression of “Sanation,” 
with the Nazis and the forces of response of national and social liberation, 
the socialist Poland. The vision of history encrypted in these words identifies 
practically the pre-war Poland and post-war anti-Communist underground 
with the Nazis. It further identifies the liberation with the national project 
of the communist society, excluding the representatives of other political 
options from the official pantheon of “national martyrs.” Along with the 
symbolism of the two eagles the inscription on the monument reveals 
the communist definition of the Polish history as a history of having its 
telos—“socialist” Poland—and clearly defining those who do not participate 
in its materialistic drive as not covered by the definition of communist 
community. According to the Manichean vision of social fragmentation, 
characteristic of Communist ideology, those excluded from the history and 
the community must remain the enemies. Therefore for them, like for the 
Jews, there is no place in the communist vision of history. In this vision, 
according to the dream of earlier Marxists, the Jewish distinctiveness blurs 
the fundamental economic and political dichotomy.
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History, as represented by Przeworsk memoryscape, was thus falsified 
in two ways. Jewish memory has been erased through the destruction of its 
tangible element and removed from officially endorsed and monumentalized 
vision of history. Polish memory (at least in its most commonly spread 
branches) has been officially denied by Communist symbolism and the 
message carried by it. The only effort to preserve Jewish memory was a single 
initiative, which took, so to speak, the form of “counter-monumentalisation:” 
modesty and authenticity of the memorial stone by Mr. Sasak as the 
opposition to the dominant materially official monument.

The public space de-communization after 1989 took a very specific 
form in Przeworsk. The described monument has not been eliminated 
but transformed in a very interesting way. In 2000, to one of the columns 
symbolizing the decades of communism a crossbeam was attached and on 
the cross shaped structure a figure of crucified Christ was hung up. 

The crucified Christ is a powerful symbol of communist repression 
which was suffered equally by Catholic memory and identity. It is also an 
alternative telos of Polish history, replacing the role of the Communist 
narrative: the true essence of Polish national identity was liberated after 
decades of oppression, and the oppression, once again in Polish history, was 
transformed into the triumph of the oppressed. Thus this is the impression 

Photo 7 Monument to Struggle and Martyrdom in Przeworsk—with the Christ’s figure
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Fot. 7. Pomnik Walki i Męczeństwa w Przeworsku — z fi gurą Chrystusa

pienia, utwierdzającym wiernych w przekonaniu, że każdy rodzaj zła, jakie 
wydarzyło się w historii, może zostać odkupiony. Tym samym fi gura Chry-
stusa na pomniku, który miał reprezentować komunistyczną wizję historii, 
wskazuje nie tylko historyczne zwycięstwo „prawdziwej” polskiej tożsamości, 
lecz także odkupienie zła, spowodowanego tym, że tożsamość ta była przez 
tak długi czas uciskana. W ramach dyskursu narodowego, przeworski (nowy) 
krajobraz pamięci może być określony jako lokalizacja kulturowej praktyki 
zbiorowego unieśmiertelniania, która pozwala na zanegowanie nieciągłości 
historycznych poprzez ukazanie „przyszłości dającej się wyobrazić poprzez 
przeszłość” (McCrone 1998: 52). Nowoczesne nacjonalizmy, do których 
głównie odwoływał się Anderson, dokonują tego w ramach świeckich dyskur-
sów o charakterze politycznym. Nacjonalizmy bardziej tradycyjne, w których 
religia odgrywa dużą rolę jako jeden z czynników jedności narodowej, mogą 
w tym celu wykorzystywać dyskursy religijne. 

W 2000 r. zmianie uległ również napis znajdujący się na drugim elemen-
cie pomnika. Obecnie brzmi on następująco: 

„OTWÓRZCIE DRZWI CHRYSTUSOWI”
 (JAN PAWEŁ II)



The (Non) Presence of Jews in the Memoryscapes of South-Eastern...

105

of triumph of the romantic-religious vision of Poland as “Christ of nations”, 
as in the Undivine Comedy Galilean wins, which clearly shows, that the social 
and political revolution without God or even against God cannot ultimately 
win; you cannot build a better world without God.

The second semantic layer of the monument transformation refers both 
to the religious concept of redemption as well as to the secular form of real 
estate transformation into historical continuity and the case in the sense. 
The cross is the ultimate sign of redemption confirming the belief that any 
kind of evil which happened in history, can be redeemed. Thus the Christ’s 
figure on the monument, which was supposed to represent the Communist 
view of history, refers not only to the historical victory of “real” Polish 
identity, but also the redemption of evil, due to the fact that this identity was 
oppressed for such a long time. As part of the national discourse, Przeworsk 
(new) memoryscape can be defined as the location of cultural practices of 
collective immortalization that allows for denial of historic discontinuity by 
showing „the future which can be imagined through the past (McCrone 1998: 
52). Modern nationalisms, which Anderson mostly referred to, take place in 
the framework of secular discourses of a political nature. More traditional 
nationalisms, in which religion plays an important role as a factor of national 
unity, can use religious discourses to achieve it. In 2000 the inscription on 
the second element of the monument was changed. It now reads as follows:

„OPEN THE DOORS TO CHRIST!”
(JOHN PAUL II)

TO VICTIMS OF FIGHTS FOR FREEDOM AND HUMAN DIGNITY
IN THE MILLENNIUM YEAR

TO CELEBRATE
JOHN PAUL II PONTIFICATE

POLISH POPE
PRZEWORSK COMMUNITY

The new inscription redefines basic values for the Polish history and 
identity (this time it is not a socialist Poland, but freedom and human 
dignity), binds them to Christianity (by reference to the Christ and the 
second Millennium) and supports the authority of Pope John Paul II.

The Christ’s figure stretched on the years of communism can also 
be interpreted as a sign of internal conflict of Polish memory and desire, 
to show the true nature of Polish culture, continuing despite the ongoing 
breakthroughs performed by the evil. It is also a sign of national eschatology 
and theodicy. This enables us to understand why the local authorities did 
not show and do not show willingness to commemorate the Jews in this 
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place: Jewish cemetery became homogeneously Polish memoryscape, 
the territory in which the symbolic representation takes place, with the 
symbolic representation of Polish identity, redemption of history sins and 
manifestation of the unity of nation history. From the point of view of the 
authority transforming this space into a memorial (whether communist or 
post-communist) the inclusion of Jews in the landscape would be a distraction 
to the main performance, would undermine the belief of homogeneous 
Polish character. It perhaps, would point to the evil even worse than the 
one of the three decades of communism and the recollect the people who 
suffered more in history than the suffering Poles did. Therefore, they had 
to be “erased” from the memory. Przeworsk thus becomes a Polish space of 
collective immortality allowing Poles to imagine themselves as „community 
of history and fate ‘and thus achieving’ the scoop of immortality” which 
gives individuals hope that their achievements will be preserved in memory, 
as “they will live and bring fruit in the community.” (Smith 1986: 175)

Tarnów: memory preserved

Tarnów in the interwar period was a large (reaching 50% of total population) 
and internally diverse Jewish community with a highly developed social and 
cultural life, which left several traces in urban areas. There was also a small 
Jewish community after the war.

When it comes to Jewish memory, Tarnów is a unique place, as since the 
late 80s of the 20th century, the local museum, on the initiative of its Director, 
took care of the Jewish memory traces, by starting cooperation with Jewish 
organizations, the Hasidic groups from the US, Jewish foundations, as well 
as activating the local people, the region lovers.

The Museum takes care of the Jewish cemetery, in which Holocaust 
memorial is located, built after the war by the survived Tarnów Jews; it’s the 
main element is a cracked column—the only remnant of the destroyed by the 
Nazis the New Synagogue. At the cemetery there are also plaques informing 
about Tarnow Jewish community and its more illustrious members, 
buried in this place. From the point of view of contemporary “politics of 
remembrance” it seems also interesting that the authentic gate leading to 
the cemetery is now part of the exhibition in the Museum of the Holocaust 
in Washington; this information is written on a plaque at the gate copy. 
Thousands of Jews from Tarnów and its neighboring areas passed through 
this gate to be later shot on the cemetery. The Holocaust of Tarnów Jews is 
also commemorated in memorial plaques placed at the corner of Żydowska 
St. /Jewish/ and the Market, which was left along with a special piece of 
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the original pavement as a sign of the memory of the Jews shot in the city 
center during the liquidation of Tarnów ghetto in 1942. One more plaque to 
commemorate the extermination of the Jews has joined the others, lately, 
founded and designed by an Italian entrepreneur who has settled in Tarnów.

The text on the plaque, characterized by a certain “overexpression” of a 
text , is an interesting example of finding a “unified memory” of the Jewish 
Holocaust and World War II victims. The number “40 000” can mean all the 
inhabitants of Tarnów, Jewish and non-Jewish, who were official Holocaust 
/ World War II victims (25.000 is the estimated population of Tarnów, just 
before the war). It may also refer to the total number of murdered Jews 
of Tarnów and its region. If the first interpretation is correct, then we are 
dealing with the alignment of Jewish and non-Jewish fate, officially adding 
it to “God, City and Sacrifice” as another factor building Jewish-Polish 
„community of memory.” Then, in spite of noble intentions, it would be a 
community based on the blurred specifics of Holocaust, corresponding to 
the widespread Polish conviction that the Jews and Poles equally suffered 
during the war. (Krzemiński 2004)

Marking the Jewish presence in the city of Tarnów is reflected in the 
publishing initiatives, conferences and artistic events, such as traditional 
music concerts held around the bimah, the only remains of the old synagogue 
in Tarnów.

Photo 8 Commemorative plaque in the corner of Żydowska St. and the Market in Tarnów

Sławomir Kapralski

108

Żydowska obecność w przestrzeni miasta uzupełniana jest w Tarnowie 
inicjatywami wydawniczymi, konferencjami i wydarzeniami artystycznymi, 
takimi jak np. tradycyjne koncerty muzyczne odbywające się w pobliżu bimy, 
jedynej pozostałości starej synagogi tarnowskiej.

Pamięć — przestrzeń — tożsamość: od paradoksu do typologii

Relacje pamięci z tożsamością i z przestrzenią oparte są na interesującym 
paradoksie. Według D. Lowenthala (1985: 41-46) wspólna wizja przeszłości 
jest niezbędnym elementem tożsamości tych, którzy tę przeszłość traktują 
za swoją, a odpowiedź na pytanie: „Kim jesteśmy?” musi w jakiś sposób od-
woływać się do pytania: „Kim byliśmy?” Z drugiej jednak strony, to właśnie 
teraźniejsza tożsamość grupy jest czymś, co czyni jej przeszłość realnym by-
tem: „żywa” przeszłość jest bowiem zawsze czyjąś przeszłością, przeszłością 
dla kogoś. Jak to zwięźle ujął J.R. Gillis (1994: 3), podstawowe znaczenie 
indywidualnej lub grupowej tożsamości, czyli zachowywanie identyczności 
w czasie i przestrzeni, podtrzymywane jest przez pamięć, zaś to, co pamię-
tamy, określane jest przez tożsamość uznaną przez nas za swoją.

Fot. 8. Tablica pamiątkowa na rogu ul. Żydowskiej i Rynku w Tarnowie
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Memory—space—identity: the paradox of the typology

Relations of memory with identity and space are based on an interesting 
paradox. According to D. Lowenthal (1985: 41-46) the shared vision of the past 
is an essential element of the identity of those who treat this past 
as theirs, and the answer to the question: “Who are we?” must somehow refer  
to the question: “Who were we?” On the other hand, it is the present identity 
of a group which makes its past real being: “live” past is always someone else’s 
past, the past for someone. As J.R. Gillis put it (1994: 3), the preservation 
of identity in time and space, essential for individual or group identity, is 
sustained by memory and what we remember, is determined by the identity 
recognized by us as our own.

A similar relationship exists between memory and space. Space, on the 
one hand, contains the accumulated historical experience: imposing the 
layers of past events that were significant enough to take its toll in space 
and survive in its system and the objects located therein. In this sense, the 
space serves as a “model of anything:” representation of the remembered 
past—using C. Geertz’s term. (1973: 90-91) On the other hand, space can be 
consciously designed by those who have power over it at a given moment, to 
highlight the components of the past, which have for them some justifiably 
significant reason. In this sense, space is a “model for something,” an 
instruction for our memories, “frame memory,” in which some memories are 
more likely to occur than others, regardless of the “objective” scale of events 
that are subject to them.

Empirically speaking, the presented oppositions or paradox sides may 
be treated as two continua poles. In the first of theme we would have place 
societies for which past the is foundation of their identity, perceived as 
sustainable and trouble-free; on the other hand—societies, which are certain 

Table 1 Memory—space—identity: a theoretical model.

Memory and identity

Past  the 
present „we”

The present „we” 
 past

Memory 

Space as 
memory 
model

A B

Space as a 
model for 

memory
D C
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only of the fact that they exist (now), and have to invent their past. In the 
latter case we would have, on the one hand, spaces passively accumulating 
their past and on the other hand spaces that are actively manipulated in 
order to gear social memory to the desired vision of the past. By combining 
the two dimensions shown we obtain a model which allows us to organize 
the different types of relationships between memory, space and identity.

Type A is represented by traditional communities, the incumbent, 
homogeneous (or heterogeneous, but free from significant conflicts), of 
well-established authority relations, with a sense of continuity and of long 
duration, conservative, defined by the past, living in the a permanent spatial 
and free from its manipulation.

Type B is represented by “new” communities (e.g. immigrants, new 
immigrants), characterized by the coexistence of a variety of social 
memories, having to “imagine themselves” in the presence and later “invent” 
a common tradition; they colonize the existing spatial system, which includes 
accumulated past of other groups which once lived in this territory, but 
rather than manipulating the space try to adapt to it, living next door and 
ignoring the ambient heritage of the past; or—sometimes—to take over the 
past saved in the space as their own. As a historical example the advanced 
cases of cultural conquest by barbarian invaders may serve as a historical 
example.

Type C is a new community, defined primarily by its presence which they 
have to invent and which actively manipulate space to be built in their new 
traditions (e.g. “Reclaimed Lands”) as a political spatial construct functioning 
legitimately and connected with practices of erasing German history from 
local memory space and “incorporating” in the existing space the elements 
which would attest their genuine Polish character.

Type D is a traditional community, by definition based on the message, 
actively manipulating their space, i.e. to remove the contained in its memory 
traces of other groups or ideologies, with the imposed on them vision of 
history, or the opposite—in order to extract silenced or erased memories 
from oblivion. This may be a case of different postcolonial societies which 
retain a sense of a common past, and the case of de-communization of space 
in Eastern Europe.

The types A (traditional community) and C (“manipulative” community), 
are in a sense the “natural” ones, in which there is some consistency between 
the way of shaping the identity and nature of the memory contained in 
the space. However, the most interesting are the types B and D, as they 
are characterized by a conflict between the production of identity and 
spatial planning. In both groups living space is inadequate to the process 
of establishing their identity: Type B is the community constructing in the 
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present, or without reference to their identity of inhabited space (very rare 
case), or acquiring memories contained in its new space, and declaring them 
as “their own,” no matter to what extend the distortion of the process could 
take place. Type D, however, is a traditional community, which somewhat 
contrary to its nature must manipulate the space to eliminate the memories 
understood by its members as “alien” and/or imposed by violence, and—in 
another variant—to emphasize those elements of inherited memoryscape. 
They are functional through the process of group identity reproduction. 

The boundaries between the types are flexible and it is possible for various 
communities over time to change their identity characteristics and their 
attitude to the space. Communities new and “constructed” are aging and 
overtime become traditional. On the other hand, traditional communities 
may modernize and—for example, under the influence of deep social-political 
transformation they need to face the necessity of re-inventing themselves. 
Communities manipulating their space in order to materialize their vision of 
the past in them can be successful—and since then they can treat their space 
as the untouched model in their memory. In communities which imposed 
their memory on space, after years there may occur “the inquisitive ones” 
trying to discover the traces of available other memories and undermine the 
official symbolic memory. Communities which do not manipulate space can 
suddenly feel the need to change (see: Ziółkowski 1991).

All the relations of memory, space and identity in the presented model 
as a reference to ideal types, and its application to specific cases require a 
dynamic approach assuming flexibility of presented categories and the 
possibility of their overlapping.

Let us look at the discussed villages from this perspective try to describe, 
in the proposed language, what happened to them after World War II. Their 
history is usually recognized as a continuation of the pre-war history, and the 
only significant change (yet fundamental) is the transformation resulting 
from the acquisition of political power by the communists. Meanwhile, 
these were the communities in which a considerable exchange of population 
took place—almost half of their previous inhabitants had been murdered, 
but those few who survived, as a rule, chose not to return (or were often 
discouraged to do it by the second half). In their place new residents arrived, 
peasants from the surrounding villages, gradually moving to the cities in 
search of better living conditions, and returnees from the former eastern 
territories of the Polish Republic (see Karwińska, Pucek 1991). After the war 
they formed communities that could not be clearly classified following the 
above categories. On the one hand they were “traditional”—in the sense that 
half of the people were living in a given place for generations. On the other, 
however, they were new—the emptiness after the Jewish inhabitants was 
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gradually being filled with immigrant population. “The incumbent” and “the 
inflow” had to “invent” a community, unable to use this common tradition, 
as it was often not there. As a rule, the newcomers have adapted to the 
“standard of identity” dictated by “the incumbent,” and did it by blurring 
it, bringing into the space towns in which they settled, their own, often 
rural traditions. They were not especially interested in still visible, here and 
there, traces of Jewish presence: their main task was the integration with the 
living, and among them Jews were not present. 

The fate of Żołynia, in this regard, was rather specific. According to the 
data of 1921 the village was then inhabited by 569 Jews, who constituted 
60% of the town population (Potocki 2004: 206-207). In 1939, there lived 
598 Jews who were then, however, only 12% of the total population (Kątnik-
Smith 2002: 76). This dramatic decline in the percentage of the Jewish 
population may find a fairly simple explanation. In 1919, an initiative 
appeared to connect Żołynia town with Żołynia village. The first was 
characterized by a significant decline in the population of which number 
dropped from 1711 in 1900 to 954 in 1921. Żołynia village was also losing 
its population, but the process had been slower. Besides, it was much more 
numerously inhabited (3 954 inhabitants in 1921). Finally, the joining of the 
two happened in 1928. Since Żołynia village was practically not settled by 
the Jews, their proportion in the new established structure was considerably 
lower as compared to the previous town Żołynia. This was indeed reflected in 
the political representation: if at the last Żołynia City Council before World 
War I, Jews comprised 12 out of 18 members in total; in the first elections 
after the merger none of the council members were Jewish. (http://www.
zolynia.org/betweenwars.html).

Therefore, the change of Żołynia social profile constituted before the 
war as well as the post-war population replacement was not as significant as 
in other towns. Therefore, post-war Żołynia community can be considered 
as traditional: the process of building a tradition had been made earlier, 
and after the war it was only complemented by a common experience and 
heroic partisan narration. Since the Jews, even before the war, began to be 
“invisible” in Żołynia (i.e. had no representation in the local government), 
and during the war the materials representing their identity were destroyed, 
the postwar exclusion, symbolized by the discussed earlier obelisk, happened, 
so to speak, spontaneously.

With reference to the above scheme Żołynia can be located between types 
A and D (although slightly closer to A). On the other hand, with modern 
„revival” of the Jewish cemetery and growing interest in the Jewish past, it 
could mean slight evolution toward C. In consequence this could also mean 
an adequate need for a new definition for a community as well as introducing 
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changes into the spatial memory so that the inhabitants would direct their 
attention to the so far excluded aspects of the past.

Tarnów, where the Jewish before the war comprised at least 50% of 
the total population, after the war and the after the extermination of 
Jews experienced one of the most extensive population exchange. It was 
primarily associated with the fact that Tarnów was an industrial centre 
playing an important role in the communist industrialization strategy. 
Jewish memory, although very mutilated, had its milieux in Tarnów: during 
the war (more precisely at the beginning of the 70s, 20th century), there was 
a small group of Jewish extermination survivors. Perhaps this is why the 
non-Jewish inhabitants of Tarnów and Rzeszów were not really interested 
in the Jewish traces in space, assuming that it was something which the 
Jews needed to deal with. Since the latter did not have enough resources (or 
perhaps preferred to remain “invisible”), Jewish spatial memory elements 
were gradually infected by the deteriorating time flow, or taken over by the 
municipal authorities. Sometimes the devastating effect of time found its 
allies in Tarnów; some stories could be heard of peasant wagons coming to 
the city from the surrounding villages to dismantle former Jewish houses to 
be used as building materials.4 In the houses which remained the repatriated 
families were located, among others. On the other hand it should be 
emphasized that at the cemetery, after its functioning as a burial ground, a 
lot of tombstones survived, yet nobody one came up with an idea to rename 
the Goldhammer’s St. so the name survived.5

The post-war Tarnów can be described as—essentially—the representation 
of B Type, with its necessity to integrate new residents, as present element, 
and create a common identity with the people of the old one; this can be 
described as very modest intervention in the memoryscape, which was 
essentially left to itself (and the communist authorities). With reference to 
the 60s of XXth century, however, we can talk about a completed integrative 
processes to a large extent, and the two communities in the city of the period 
could be characterized as similar to the type A. On the other hand, the 
increase interest of the Jewish with their past the 80s of XXth century, as well 
as their widely developed commemorating activities lead to the interference 
with the memoryscapes, and a result of highlighting whatever Jewish has 
been left with incorporating these elements in the urban landscape. Thus 

4 I owe this information to Bartosz A., Director of the Regional Museum in Tarnów, who 
heard it from witnesses of the time. This story, however, may include some reminiscent of the 
characteristic rural-urban conflict for Tarnów related significantly to the post-war change of 
population and integration difficulties of new residents.

5 Elijah Goldhammer, a widely respected lawyer, a Jewish deputy mayor of Tarnów in the 
period just before World War I.



The (Non) Presence of Jews in the Memoryscapes of South-Eastern...

113

contemporary Tarnów moves on to the characteristic elements of D type: 
identifying itself with a common past and at the same time manipulating 
the memoryscapes—this time in order to extract what has remained from 
the Jewish past.6

Leżajsk and Łańcut, in turn, the cities which lost about 40% of its 
population during the Holocaust, were undergoing the post-war process of 
population exchange relatively easy, resulting from the fact that they had 
“always” been in the transition stage between a town and a village , in which 
their Jewish past is revealed—the fact that they were Jewish shtetl, small 
towns, where space, as A. Markowski (2004: 344) writes,

... [B] was somewhere between the social space of a village and city. The 
form acting as a joining element between village—city, not only in the 
economic area, but also in culture (especially folk), religion (through objects 
of worship) and certain traditions and mentality. 

It should be underlined that Leżajsk played its prominent role as a 
local Marian devotion centre, with the radiating and binding effect of its 
inhabitants onto other surrounding villages. It is noteworthy that in Leżajsk 
there are two symbolic spatial dominants in the city: the Basilica and the tomb 
of Tzadik Elimelech, which still remain major features of memoryscape, even 
after the war. In this situation, even the destruction of the other elements 
of Jewish memory could not have lead to erasing Jewish elements of history 
from memory. It was still present in consciousness (or rather subconscious) 
of inhabitants, as knowledge about the fact that their city carried significant 
for the Jews elements maintained in memory through annual pilgrimages of 
Hasidic. Leżajsk thus appears as an example of the village, where the space-
time post-war identity was evolving between A and B types and finally can 
be classified as a pure type A: today’s Leżajsk community is a traditional one 
and the memoryscape has preserved the most significant part of the Jewish 
history, about which, however, most of contemporary residents do not really 
care. The latest “space expansion” of Jewish memory taking place (including 
hostel house with a the prayer hall and the mikveh) as well as the growing 
popularity of the Tzadik’s grave as tourist attraction are not related to the 
local initiatives, but—respectively—they are rather the consequence of the 
activities of Jewish organizations and the developing tourism industry. 
Jewish memory and the Christian memory remain separated, just as their 
representations: the Basilica and the tomb, located on the opposite sides 

6 In the case of Tarnów effort is being made to build in the city space Hungarian memory, 
present in Tarnów identity discourses by the character General Józef Bem, „the Polish and 
Hungarian hero” who was born in Tarnów. The signs of this memory are Szeklerska Gate, 
Siedmiogród Panorama, mausoleum and the statue of General Bem.
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of the town. There is a chance, however that the activities of the newly 
established museum in Leżajsk, located approximately half-way between 
these memory centers, may become space which will seek to integrate 
both forms of memory, as much as possible. Therefore the activities of the 
museum are worth observing.

Łańcut, on the other hand, with a starting point similar to Leżajsk, evolved 
in the recent years more into D scheme, which has been expressed by 
“musealization” of the Łańcut sunagogue building, as a reproduction of old 
relationship between „the palace” and the Jewish community. The existence 
of an important element of the Jewish past in the Jewish urban landscape 
making it a model of memory and suggesting that the Jewish tradition 
possesses something worthy to be included in the concept of the urban 
heritage of history, was unfortunately temporary. The synagogue was vested 
as a return of the communal property to the Foundation of Jewish Heritage 
Protection and it is rather difficult to predict its future. However, the history 
of other similarly vested synagogue buildings suggests that if the synagogue 
resumes its religious functions, even if they are performed occasionally, the 
community center will have the opportunity to see that the Jews are not 
only “part of the past and memory.” Besides, the religious functions of the 
synagogue do not exclude its cognitive ones and these of the museum; the 
synagogue in Bobova acquired in a similar way, is accessible to the public, the 
restored synagogue in Rymanów from its restoration has become a centre of 
Polish-Jewish “Memory Days” referring to the history of Jewish community 
in Rymanowa. It is an interesting commemorating ritual which additionally 
performs numerous practical functions unrelated to this memory. Yet 
another consequence of the “de-musealization” of Jewish memory in 
Łańcut may be transferring the aroused interests of museum keepers to the 
other elements of Jewish memoryscape, such as a modest and unobtrusive 
Holocaust memorial, located on one of the cemeteries.

Finally Przeworsk, a city that has also lost about 40% of its residents—
murdered Jews, which so brutally treated the remaining part of the cemetery. 
With reference to the postwar period can be categorized as a mixture of A and 
C types, and in the period after 1989—as a mixture of D and C types, with 
the so characteristic for it the de-communization of space, in an attempt 
to save the new vision of history. It corresponded to the post-communist 
official redefinition of the community and the continuity to remain silent 
about the Jewish memory in the public space, in which only a private sign of 
memory becomes an insignificant gap.
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Sławomir Kapralski

The (Non-)Presence of Jews in the Memoryscapes of South-Eastern Poland

Abstract

The author employs the concept of memoryscape (derived from the vocabulary of Arjun 
Appadurai’s theory) to explore memories of Jews that have been recently re-emerging 
in Poland’s countryside in various spatial layouts or the lack thereof. This complex 
process includes the phenomenon of ‘virtual’ Jewishness produced in essentially 
Polish “realms of memory,” simultaneously evoking the country’s multicultural 
past as a value, a moral obligation, a symbolic resource in the production of local 
identities, and a commodified resource for tourism. On this backdrop the author 
studies three main problems: (1) the presence/absence of the Holocaust in spatialized 
commemorative activities, (2) the impact of the restitution of Jewish communal 
property, and (3) the process of “decommunization” of Polish public memory. The 
interplay of factors involved in these processes has in recent years significantly 
transformed Poland’s memoryscape, sometimes extinguishing certain forms of virtual 
Jewishness or nostalgic redefinition of the past, and sometimes fruitfully confronting 
Polish remembrance with a real, if only periodic, Jewish presence. The text concludes 
with an attempt to present a typology of various attitudes towards memory, space and 
identity which contextualizes and deconstructs Polish “memory of Jews.”

Keywords: Arjun Appadurai’s theory “memoryscape,” Polish “memories of Jews,” 
Holocaust.


