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Abstract 
 

This study examines the socio-political and cultural contributions of artworks 

that address the memory of Poland’s Jews, produced by Polish-born and -based artists 

since the beginning of the 21st century. It is the first in-depth study to consider the 

memory of Poland’s Jews through the lens of contemporary art. Employing an 

interdisciplinary approach, the study interrogates these artworks in the context of three 

discourses and theoretical/historical frameworks: [a] the dynamics of Jewish memory 

in Poland; [b] Memory Culture; and [c] Global and East-European art. In reading the 

artworks under investigation at the intersection between these three realms, the study 

addresses these works not only as expressions of the dynamics taking place therein but 

also as constitutive forms that make a substantial contribution thereto, as well as to the 

Jewish memory. 

Through an analysis of representative cases, the study formulates several 

models of artistic responses and praxes through which the artists respond to the 

absence of the Jews from Poland and the trauma of their disappearance (such as 

commemoration, critique, intervention, and imagination) and show their differing 

attempts to reclaim the vanished Jewish memory that was publicly elided under 

Communist rule. The study elaborates on how these artworks stimulate a re-thinking 

of national identity, national narratives, and collective memory in contemporary 

Poland, and analyzes their role as powerful agents of sociopolitical change in terms of 

the Jewish memory in particular, and Polish national identity more broadly. The study 

postulates that these artworks serve as a means of rectification and healing, in that they 

possess the potential to heal trauma and reconcile with the complex Polish-Jewish past. 

The focus of this study is artworks created after the turn of the millennium, a 

time of seismic sociopolitical and cultural shifts in Poland that reshaped collective 

identities, national narratives, and memory. It was around this period that Polish-born 

American sociologist and historian Jan Tomasz Gross published the findings of his 

historical research, which exposes the brutal massacre of Jedwabne’s Jews by their 

Polish neighbors during WWII, in 1941. The publication of Gross’s book Neighbors: 

The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (2000) became a 

watershed moment in Poland, as not only did it ‘shake off the dust’ of a subject that 

had been suppressed in Poland for so many years but also it forcibly undermined the 



very foundations of the longstanding Polish national narrative of martyrdom. In the 

aftermath of Gross’s book, a marked shift in Polish society’s remembrance of its Jews 

has been witnessed, manifested in a host of academic publications, as well as a plethora 

of films, plays, and visual artworks that re-assess the Polish complicity in the 

Holocaust and Jewish-Polish relations, and expose the scale of anti-Semitism and anti-

Jewish violence in Poland. As part of this moral discourse that culminated in the 

aftermath of Neighbors, Polish visual artists, poets, writers, directors, and filmmakers 

were inspired to address their uncomfortable national past through obtaining an ethical 

self-reflection aimed at transforming Polish society into a more powerful, progressive, 

and inclusive one. 

The Polish artists whose works are the subject of this study appear to 

relentlessly awaken the ‘Jewish ghosts,’ reminding Poles of the wrongs committed 

toward the Jews or their memory, thereby holding up an ethical mirror that confronts 

Polish society with its ills and wrongdoings. These artworks, which, as revealed in this 

study, ‘speak to’ or are directed first and foremost to the Poles, further compel 

introspection through demanding justice on behalf of the Jews, a demand that is highly 

challenging to Polish national narratives. Yet as will be argued throughout this study, 

the Polish artists that address the Jewish memory are not interested solely in 

contradicting official historical narratives, exposing sociopolitical ills, and directly 

critiquing existing power mechanisms shaping histories and memories. Rather, their 

works reflect a shift toward alternative models of Polish-Jewish relations through 

physical or sensible interventions and formulations of alternative knowledge as a 

means to rectification and healing. This shift coincides with changes occurring in the 

global contemporary art sphere, which with the decline of post-structuralism at the end 

of the 20th century, shifted its focus from the critique of power relations to 

interventions in the processes through which history is remembered, and formulation 

of counter-memories and counter-histories, which provide political and ideological 

alternatives to hegemonic historicizations of the past. Seeking to initiate alternative 

models of Polish-Jewish dialogue, the Polish artists discussed in this research take on 

additional roles: as healers, therapists, or imaginers; driven by an imperative to 

‘repair,’ ‘resolve,’ or ‘cure,’ and to effect a profound change in Polish-Jewish identities 

and relations, their artworks are produced, inter alia, as a treatment for the pathologies 



of Polish-Jewish history. Their works accordingly reflect a transition in Polish art from 

a conception of art as a vehicle of political critique to a model of political thought. 

The study is divided into two main parts that are defined by two paradigms or 

principle strategies used by the artists to address the absence of the Jews: [A] 

Documentation; and [B] Intervention. 

Part A: Documentation concerns the works of three contemporary Polish 

artists: Łukasz Baksik (b. 1975), Wojciech Wilczyk (b. 1961), and Karolina Freino (b. 

1978), who follow the traces of the Jews using documentary photography. All three 

document the repurposing of Jewish relics (gravestones and synagogues) into everyday 

objects or functions, revealing and criticizing the resulting secularization, repression, 

or elimination of the Jewish memory. In this section, I approach photography as an act 

and discuss photographic works’ capacity to function as resistances to particular 

sociopolitical ills. Utilizing the critical and theoretical discourse of documentary 

photography, I discuss the ethics and aesthetics of seeing, and elaborate on 

documentary photography’s capacity to facilitate feelings of moral inadequacy, to 

stimulate viewers to act and to become agents of social change. 

Chapter I: The chapter centers around the documentary photographic project 

titled Macewy Codziennego Użytku [“Matzevot for Everyday Use”].1 This project, 

which consists of nearly 1,700 black-and-white photographs taken between 2008 and 

2012, documents Jewish gravestones that were plundered or misappropriated from 

cemeteries in Poland and transformed into everyday uses such as building materials or 

tools. Discussing Matzevot for Everyday Use in light of the critical art genre that 

dominated the Polish art sphere in the first post-Communist decade (the 1990s) and the 

theoretical and critical discourse of photography, the chapter delves into the project’s 

critical crux and extends the discussion on the ethics and aesthetics of seeing, revealing 

an unresolved ethical tangle and tension between objectification and subjectivization. 

Despite the perception of documentary photography as a “non-interventional” medium, 

the discussion of Baksik’s photographs further reveals them to be interventions in the 

sensible, in ways of seeing. 

The final part of the chapter is dedicated to a discussion of another project 

initiated by Baksik, titled Matzeva Return Manual (2010), which encouraged Poles to 

                                                 
1 Matzevót is Hebrew for “gravestones”. 



return Jewish gravestones that are in their possession. In contrast to Matzevot for 

Everyday Use, which critiques Polish attitudes towards the Jews, Matzeva Return 

Manual may indicate that Baksik leaves critique aside and offers a different, more 

tangible interventionist ‘solution’ to repairing the social ills that his first project 

exposes. Despite the differences between them, both projects, I contend, serve as a 

means of correcting past wrongdoings and attempting to change Polish attitudes toward 

the Jews, through interventions in the sensible or in the public space. 

Chapter II. The chapter discusses another documentary photography project: 

Niewinne oko nie istnieje (There’s No Such Thing as an Innocent Eye, 2006-2008), by 

Polish photographer Wojciech Wilczyk, which depicts former synagogues and prayer-

houses that have been transformed into other functions such as warehouses, cinemas, 

and shops. Lacking any recognizable Jewish reference, the buildings depicted by 

Wilczyk appear to tell nothing about the past, contributing thereby further complexity 

to the ethical knot revealed in the first chapter. Drawing on the theoretical discourse 

that points to structural similarity between trauma and the medium of photography, the 

chapter investigates these photographs as photographs of trauma. The discussion on the 

ethics and aesthetics of seeing continues in this chapter, through elaborating on the 

capacity of ‘photography of absence’ or ‘empty photographs’ to figurate the memory 

of the Jews, utilizing the discourse of Late Photography. The main argument made 

throughout the chapter is that Wilczyk’s photographs present us with a model of 

photography that ‘intervenes’ in modes of seeing, as the photographs compel the 

viewers to employ a differing way of looking, which transcends the visual and 

representable. 

In the final part of the chapter, I discuss another work that addresses the Jewish 

memory in Poland via documentary photography: the project Murki i piaskownice 

[Walls and Sandboxes] produced in 2007 by Polish artist Karolina Freino. , Freino 

documented Jewish and German gravestones that have been transformed into everyday 

objects, and later used these photographs to perform an artistic intervention in the public 

sphere via the print media: For a month, four major newspapers serving the Szczecin 

area published obituaries in diptych form, containing a photograph of the fragmented 

gravestone alongside details about its current location and a Polish translation of its 

inscription. Freino’s project presents us with yet another ethical challenge, as it depicts 

not only Jewish gravestones but also German ones. I suggest that, along with its ethical 



tangle, Freino’s project also reflects an attempt to intervene in ways of seeing, as it 

offers a view of Polishness that is multicultural, inclusive, and cosmopolitan. 

 Part B: Intervention Joanna Rajkowska (b. 1968) and Rafał Betlejewski (b. 

1969) are two leading Polish artists who address the Jewish memory through artistic, 

performative interventions. Rajkowska addresses the absence of the Jews through 

physical interventions in Polish public spaces, while Betlejewski’s interventions take 

place in less tangible realms such as language and memory. This section discusses the 

capacity of each interventionist model to grapple with absent and traumatic memory 

and to facilitate the formation of new perspectives of Poles and Jews, self and Other, 

as well as historical and future Polish-Jewish narratives. 

Chapter III: this chapter centers around the public art piece titled Pozdrowienia 

z Alej Jerozolimskich [Greetings from Jerusalem Avenue], produced in 2001 by 

prominent contemporary Polish artist Joanna Rajkowska. This work consists of an 

artificial palm tree placed in the heart of the Polish capital. Despite numerous moments 

of uncertainty regarding its fate, the artificial tree, which was erected as a temporary 

artwork in memory of the absent Jews, is still standing in situ after almost 19 years, 

gradually becoming an unofficial symbol of Warsaw. The chapter chronicles the palm 

tree from the moment of its erection in memory of the absent Jews, through its rejection 

by the city authorities, to its embracing by various groups in Poland and it’s becoming 

both symbol and a trigger of political activism and social struggles, and a site where 

Polish marginal groups find shelter under its leaves. Drawing on theoretical frameworks 

and perspectives from the discourses of Public Art, Relational Aesthetics, and Memory 

Culture, the chapter explores how this artwork commemorates (or counter-

commemorates) the absence of the Jews. I contend that although the Jewish memory 

was pushed under new layers of meanings invested in the tree by the various 

communities and groups who ‘adopted’ it, the Jewish memory transformed via this art 

piece into a cosmopolitan memory that inspires reconciliation and tolerance as a means 

of healing the traumatic Polish-Jewish past and changing Polish society in general. The 

discussion of Joanna Rajkowska’s second work, Dotleniacz [Oxygenator] produced in 

2007-8, further illuminates the argument that through interventions in the public sphere 

while avoiding too-literal references to Jewish symbols, critique, and/or violent 

depictions, both Rajkowska’s works inspired Polish individuals and groups to imagine 



a better present and future realities and to become active producers of their own politics 

and culture. 

Chapter IV: The chapter centers on two interventionist projects by Polish 

performance artist Rafał Betlejewski. As part of the first project titled Tęsknię za Tobą, 

Żydzie! [“I miss you, Jew!”], which ran from January 2010 to January 2011, local 

individuals and groups, either on their own or together with the artist, painted “Tęsknię 

za Tobą, Żydzie!” all over Poland. Also, people across Poland were photographed next 

to an empty chair, as a visual symbol of the absent Jew. The project was accompanied 

by a dedicated website to which people were invited to post photographs and memories 

of Jews that they remember or miss. Beyond being an intervention in the public space, 

I Miss You, Jew! presents another model of intervention: in the spoken and visual 

language. Using the Polish word Żyd [Jew], which in Poland is considered inherently 

derogatory, the artist aimed at neutralizing this word from its negative connotations and 

charging it with a positive message of longings. The use of graffiti – a medium that in 

Poland is almost always used for anti-Semitic inscriptions – was designed to disarm the 

anti-Semites of their ‘weapon’ by transforming it into a non-vandalizing language that 

spread a positive message. Like the other works discussed in this study, this project also 

reveals an unresolved ethical complexity in terms of the figuration of the Jewish 

memory, which on the one hand, becomes an object of longing, but on the other, evokes 

negative emotions derived from the use of the word Żyd. 

The ethical questions are further reinforced in Rafał Betlejewski’s second 

project: reenactment-performance Płonie stodoła [“Burning Barn”] executed in 2010, 

which reenacted the massacre of Jedwabne’s Jews. For this performance, Betlejewski 

purchased a wooden barn and transported it to an open plowed field near Warsaw. On 

the 11th of July 2010, a day after the 69th anniversary of the Jedwabne massacre, the 

artist scattered in the barn white paper sheets that symbolized negative sentiments that 

Poles hold against Jews, poured gasoline, and set the barn on fire. The burning of the 

barn was designed to evoke the memory of the Jedwabne massacre, an atrocity that had 

been suppressed in Poland for so many years, to create a visual ‛memory’ of this tragic 

event and sear it into the Polish consciousness. Although regarded as a culmination of I 

Miss You, Jew!, Burning Barn appears to fundamentally differ from it, being radically 

critical and lacking the conciliatory message that characterized I Miss You, Jew! Yet, 

reading Burning Barn as an artistic reenactment, while drawing on trauma theory and 



the dynamics in Poland surrounding the Jedwabne case, the discussion illuminates that 

what is found at the core of Burning Barn is a rhetoric of healing that underlies all of 

the artworks discussed in this study. 

* 

Through the analysis of a distinct body of artworks that address the memory of 

Poland’s Jews, and the investigation of their ethics and aesthetics of memory, absence, 

and trauma, this study seeks to illuminate these works as constitutive forms that make a 

substantial contribution for reshaping the historical and political identity of the Jews in 

Poland and Polish society more broadly. The varied artistic practices employed by 

Polish artists in addressing the Jewish memory, as outlined in this research, gave rise to 

a new aesthetic language, which instead of criticism and critique, is directed into finding, 

offering, or imagining better and full of hope forms of being and inhabiting the world.  

While Documentary and Intervention are relatively central and established paradigms, 

the study point to the emerging paradigm of Imagination [both visual and political] as a 

basis for future inquiry. 
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