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Contextualizing Auschwitz:

The Responsibility and Challenges of Jewish Museums in Poland
Introduction
When Auschwitz was established by the Germans in 1940 next to the small town of Oświęcim in southern Poland, it was intended initially as a concentration camp for the internment of Polish political prisoners. Over the following years, it grew to be the largest of the Nazi German camps established in occupied Poland, with over forty sub-camps.  The biggest of these was Auschwitz II-Birkenau, which was to become the largest of the six death camps established by the Germans, with four huge gas chambers and crematoria.  By the time the camp was liquidated in January 1945 as the Soviet Army approached, at least 1.1 million Jews had been murdered there, from the total of 6 million Jews murdered across Europe by the Nazis during the Holocaust.

Today, Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II-Birkenau operate as a State Museum,
 following an act of Polish parliament in 1947, just two years after the end of the Second World War when former Polish political prisoners returned to set up residence in the camp to draw attention to the need to commemorate the site.  An exhibition was established in Auschwitz I, whose brick-built barracks had largely survived the camp’s liquidation.  Over the following ten years what were to become the permanent exhibitions were expanded and developed, with the exhibition on display today largely unchanged since 1957. ‘National pavilions’, or exhibitions dedicated to particular victim groups, were also added, conservation works undertaken, and the original gas chamber and crematorium – which had been taken out of use following the establishment of the Birkenau camp – were reconstructed. 
At Auschwitz II-Birkenau, almost the entire 175 hectare site lay largely in ruins, including the four gas chambers and crematoria.  Little remained in which to establish exhibitions or other interpretive information, and until today the mass devastation testifies silently to the horror that was Birkenau.
 
How the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum operates, what its exhibitions can (or should) show, whether it is preserved or allowed to fall into complete ruins, whether and how it should even be visited – all of these are questions which have dominated discussions about the site over the last sixty years.  And whilst the debates have been varied, heated, and often painful, the reality is that, since almost immediately following the end of the war, people have come to visit the former camps. 
In the early years after the formal establishment of the museum, the visitors were almost exclusively Poles – from school children on organized schools visits, to older members of society coming to remember loved ones killed or interned there.  Under communism, the significance of Auschwitz was frequently subject to political manipulation and numerous delegations and commemorations of political significance were held there.  But even today, Poles continue to be a significant proportion of the visitors to the museum, and since the fall of communism in 1989 great steps have been taken to correct the previous misinterpretations of history previously portrayed at the museum.
Then there have been the Jewish visitors, primarily now from overseas, a significant group which increased in number over the years as awareness of the Holocaust and willingness to engage with it increased even internally within Jewish communities around the world.  Survivors from Auschwitz and elsewhere have taken the difficult decision to return to visit the camps; second (or now even third and fourth) generations have accompanied them or made their own journey to visit Holocaust sites; and those with no personal connection beyond their own Jewish identity have felt the need to undertake their own personal pilgrimage to Poland.

A third group is the international day visitors, or tourists, to Auschwitz.  Already considerable in number after 1989 and the opening up of Poland, this number increased dramatically following the recent explosion of the tourist market to Poland (with Poland’s accession to the EU in 2004, the improving economy and tourist facilities, and the rise of budget airlines).  Now, the international visitor can come to Kraków – one of central Europe’s best preserved medieval cities, and just one hour away from Auschwitz –  for the weekend as he or she may go to any other major city, and Auschwitz has become ‘accessible’ for anyone who so chooses.

And last year, in total 1.3 million people decided to visit the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum. 

Some of these visitors were part of large, organized tour groups. Others were on day trips departing from Kraków or travelled there independently then joined guided tours once at the Museum. Some visited independently, preferring to visit the former camps in solitude, with just the company of friends or family and perhaps the small museum guidebook for assistance.  The experience of each of these groups would have varied significantly, and much could be said not only about the museological processes that have been undertaken at Auschwitz but also about the guided tours offered and the visitor experience. One thing is clear, however, that the overwhelming experience of visiting Auschwitz is one of tragedy. Of death, pain, and suffering, as these visitors see what is – perhaps – the largest Jewish cemetery in the world.
But, who were these people that were murdered there?  Certainly, we can learn at Auschwitz that they were Jews from all over Europe, transported into Poland to be sent to their deaths. We can learn that at least 1.1 million of them were murdered primarily in the Auschwitz gas chambers, but also through executions, medical experiments, torture, starvation and disease.  We learn that before they died the Nazis attempted to strip them of all belongings, and their dignity, and that even after their death their bodies were exploited for Nazi purposes.  
What is painfully absent, however, is who these people were before they were sent to their deaths.   How did they live, work, and pray? What was their family life like, their political activities, what did they do in their free time? What was it like to be in a Jewish school in France, to be a teenager in Poland with Zionist aspirations, an Orthodox woman preparing for Shabbat on a Friday afternoon in Berlin, or part of an assimilated family in Amsterdam? In Poland, the Nazi occupation and their decision to locate the death camps in occupied Polish territory resulted not only in the almost complete destruction of three million Polish Jews – 90% of Poland’s prewar Jewish population – but also in the almost complete destruction of 1000 years of cultural, social, and religious heritage of Poland’s Jews.   It is these 1000 years that has been largely forgotten.
But in order that people not learn more about how Jews in Poland died than how they lived, over the last ten years new Jewish museums have began to emerge in Poland that are attempting to contextualize Auschwitz: that is, to provide an alternative view of the Jewish past in Poland that attempts to look beyond a view that starts, and finishes, with the Holocaust.  
Certainly, Poland also has its more traditional Jewish museums – Judaica collections, often housed in former synagogue buildings no longer in use for religious purposes, and managed by the State or local city authorities.  But there are at least three other Jewish museums that fall into this category of ‘new’ Jewish museums, that have all been established since the year 2000 and which are all meeting head-on the challenge of enabling visitors to move beyond the stereotypes of what the Jewish past in Poland is.  And whilst debates about the preservation of Jewish heritage in Poland are widespread and complex, with much work still to be done to ensure the appropriate preservation of this heritage, one of the greatest challenges now is how this heritage is interpreted in the 21st century.   
Auschwitz Jewish Center
The first such institution to be opened was the Auschwitz Jewish Center, in the year 2000.  Located in the town of Oświęcim, the town re-named Auschwitz by the Germans and on the outskirts of which the camp is located, the Center is housed in the town’s only synagogue to have survived the war – one of around 20 synagogues and prayer houses from before the war, when Jews comprised 60% of the town’s 14,000 population.  Used as a munitions store by the Germans and then nationalized by the communist government after the war and used as a carpet warehouse, in 1998 it was the first property in Poland to be returned under the new communal property return laws, when it was handed to the nearest Jewish community, some 50km away from Oświęcim.  Around the same time as this, an American business man, Fred Schwartz, travelled to Auschwitz for the first time.  He was shocked, and saddened, that Jews had no where to pray after visiting the camps, and began to search for a suitable property in which to establish a Jewish spiritual, cultural, and education centre.  Just 3km away from Auschwitz and in the centre of Oświęcim town, the synagogue and adjoining house was donated to him, he established an American foundation to administer the Centre, and in September 2000 the doors of the Auschwitz Jewish Center opened – synagogue, Jewish museum, and education center.

The mission of the Center is to teach future generations about the destruction caused by the Holocaust, but also to honour the former residents of the town.  And whilst the synagogue itself may no longer have its own rabbi or any local congregation, it has become filled with people again through the many visitors who come after having visited Auschwitz to then learn about the life that once flourished in this town.   The permanent exhibition, located in the former women’s section of the synagogue, presents the town’s Jewish history, tradition, and culture.  Using photographs, testimony of former residents, documents and artifacts it tells the story of a richly textured Jewish community that flourished in the town for almost 500 years.  The collection also includes the ‘Auschwitz Treasure’ – until four years ago just a myth about the Jewish ritual items from the town’s Great Synagogue, buried deep underground by the local Jews as the Nazis approached the city.  This myth then became confirmed by a survivor living in Israel, which in turn led to excavations of the site and the discovery of the ‘Treasure’ that had been hidden there since 1939, now the property of the Polish State but deposited at the Auschwitz Jewish Center.  In addition, an education center dedicated to public education about the richness of pre-war Jewish life, the Holocaust, and the dangers of xenophobia and antisemitism, along with a documentary film using archival footage and survivor testimony about prewar life in the town; temporary exhibitions about Polish Jewry; and the Kluger House, the former home of the last Jew in the town, Szymon Kluger, whose pre-war family home backed on to the synagogue and which after his death in 2000 was donated to the Center – all of these contribute to bring to life the vital Jewish town that Oświęcim once was.
Galicia Jewish Museum
A very different institution but nevertheless one with a complimentary mission, located some 60km away in the centre of Kraków’s former Jewish district, Kazimierz, is the Galicia Jewish Museum.
 It was established in 2004 with the intention, again, to commemorate the victims of the Holocaust, but also to celebrate the Jewish culture of Galicia, the area of southern Poland in which the museum is located.

The experience the visitor encounters at the Galicia Jewish Museum is very different from than elsewhere in Kraków’s Jewish quarter, which comprises Europe’s most significant complex of surviving pre-war Jewish buildings. Seven synagogues, numerous prayer houses, a ritual bathhouse and two Jewish cemeteries, all survived the destruction of Poland during the Nazi occupation and the cultural neglect later inflicted on such sites during the Communist years.  With the exception of one synagogue in regular usage, the remainder stand largely empty, or house Judaica collections or other small exhibitions.  Other buildings have been adapted for use as Jewish-style cafes, restaurants or bookstores, typically recreated in a style reminiscent of 1930s central Europe, as one might imagine the Jewish quarter in this period to have looked.  Despite frequent criticisms of “Disneyifcation” or the promotion of a “virtual” Judaism,
 the whole district does, to a certain extent, survive as a memorial to pre-war Jewish life, where Jews comprised 25% of Kraków’s population, some 65,000 people, less than 10% of whom were alive by the end of the war in 1945.
Galicia Jewish Museum, however, is located in a renovated pre-war mill, with a modern, semi-industrial feel, utilising glass, metal and dark woods whilst still retaining many of the building’s original elements and structure.  The design of the building is intended to reflect the Museum’s mission – that is, to offer a contemporary view of the Jewish past in Poland.
The Museum houses four exhibition spaces, a Media Resource Centre with film archive, cafe and Poland’s largest Jewish bookshop, and operates one of the country’s most extensive Jewish cultural and educational programmes.  At the heart of the Museum is the permanent exhibition, Traces of Memory, which uses contemporary photographs to piece together the traces of the Jewish past still visible in the Polish landscape, interpreting them in a way which is informative, accessible and thought-provoking.  The aim is to provide the average Museum visitor – 90% of whom are en-route to, or recently returned from, a visit to Auschwitz – with a new iconography: that is, a new set of images for them to place alongside those of Auschwitz, to try and help them begin to understand just what Jewish history in Poland was.
The exhibition begins with images of the abandoned synagogues and destroyed Jewish cemeteries that now litter the Polish countryside.  Because, after all, this is the main truth about the Jewish past in Poland today: it is one which is in ruins.  And Poland is often seen as little more than a landscape of ruins.  But, of course, in 1938, the year before the war, these synagogues would not have been in ruins – they would have been spectacular buildings.  The Jewish communities that built them did so because they believed they had a future in those places. They certainly had a present, but they also had a past.  And for most tourists to Poland, that past has now become overshadowed by Auschwitz.  Of course it is correct that what is understood about the Jewish past in Poland is the Holocaust – but perhaps that is not enough: there is almost 1000 years of Jewish history in this country.  And although when then Holocaust came to Poland it affected every town, and every village, where Jews were living, and in most places that destruction was total, given the speed and the ferocity of the Nazi advance in Poland, it is also amazing just how much survived.
The second section of the exhibition, therefore, looks at Jewish culture as it once was.  The former synagogue buildings that survived and have been painstakingly restored.  The Jewish cemeteries which have been renovated and are still visited today.  The only difference today, is that people praying in these synagogues or going on pilgrimages to the graves of great religious leaders – as generations before them would have done – are now generally coming from abroad.
The third section is entitled the ‘Holocaust: Sites of Massacre and Destruction’, which aims to contextualise Auschwitz even within the broader Holocaust itself.  Thus even in the section on the Holocaust, the first photos are not those of Auschwitz.  Because, from 1941 onwards, Jews were being killed in thousands by the Einsatzgrüppen, the German mobile killing squads.  Probably 1.4 million Jews were killed by the Einsatzgrüppen, which is more than the total number killed at Auschwitz.  The difference here is that these people were taken from their homes and villages, to empty fields and anonymous forests across Poland, where they were shot into their graves.  Then, images of remaining parts of ghetto walls, memorial plaques to Jewish resistance fighters, the river across which Jews attempted to flee the Germans only to be shot at from the other side by the Soviet army, and the empty field that was until just five years ago all the remained of the former camp of Bełżeć.  A site, and a name, that had been all but forgotten, but where the Germans killed 600,000 Jews in just 8 months, and from where less than 10 people survived.
Finally are the images of Auschwitz.  But the purpose here is not to talk historically about how the camp functioned: located just one hour away, there is little need to try and explain in images what can be visited in person. Rather, the idea here is to encourage visitors to think about what Auschwitz may be today.  

Perhaps Auschwitz today has four functions: firstly, it is a museum – there are exhibitions to visit, barracks to walk around. Secondly, it is a memorial, or perhaps the symbol of the Holocaust – when one thinks about the Holocaust, most often it is Auschwitz that is associated with this.  Thirdly, it is a day visitor, or perhaps tourist attraction.  There are cafes, bookshops, guided tours all provided for its million annual visitors.  Fourthly, it is perhaps the largest Jewish cemetery in the world.  But a Jewish cemetery is usually a place where there was a respectful burial, a religious service, and now there is a tombstone to visit.  There are none of those things at Auschwitz.
The final two sections move this contextualisation into the future, looking at how the past is being remembered today in Poland.  Examples of memorials – both Jewish and non-Jewish, local and international – signs of regeneration alongside those of neglect, and, always, the reminder of the colossal amount of Jewish heritage irretrievably lost, of which often barely even traces remain. And then finally the people making memory today – the people who shape the way the Jewish past is being remembered in Poland, the faces of those who ensure the 1000 years of Jewish history in Poland has not been forgotten after the Holocaust. 
Museum of the History of Polish Jews
This desire to contextualise the Jewish past is not limited, however, to independent institutions.  In 1996 the Polish Ministry of Culture and the City of Warsaw, along with the Jewish Historical Institute (Poland’s most significant Jewish archive) agreed to establish the Museum of the History of Polish Jews.
  Due to open in 2011, the museum will be located on land donated by the City of Warsaw, strategically situated in the centre of the former ghetto area, with the official groundbreaking having taken place in summer 2007.  The architectural design for the museum was open to international competition and awarded to a team of Finnish architects, and a London-based exhibitions company have been contracted to create the permanent exhibition. Intended as a ‘multimedia narrative museum and cultural centre’, the museum’s institutional functions have been in operation already for several years, with an active educational and events programme. An international team of leading world experts are working on the core exhibition, being developed as a ‘theatre of history‘, rather than a conventional object-led exhibition, using multimedia and innovative design techniques to create a ‘truly 21st-century institution in every regard’
The permanent exhibition will be structured around seven galleries, progressing in chronological order from the first settlements; the unique guarantees offered to Polish Jews in the 13th century; the ‘golden age’ of Polish Jewry in the 16th and 17th centuries; the Holocaust; and the remnants of the ‘extinguished presence’ in post-war Poland.
The Holocaust, therefore, will certainly feature as an important aspect, but again this will be placed within 1000 years of the history of Polish Jews.  And certainly, the construction of this 1000 year narrative for exhibition purposes has not been an easy one, and many of the discussions concerning aspects of Polish-Jewish history and relations have been difficult ones.  These challenges are being met head-on, and will be presented as openly and honestly as possible in the museum, whilst at the same time ensuring the exhibition distinguishes carefully between Polish antisemitism – both before, during and after the war – from the mass murder of the Jews carried out by the Nazi Germans on occupied Polish territory.
Visitor numbers to the museum are anticipated at around 450,000 annually, with over half of these projected as coming from abroad.  It is envisaged that the museum will become an essential element of any tourist visit to Warsaw, or indeed Poland, and that ‘visitors will be taken on a virtual journey to a lost world in which countless generations lived and flourished’.
Conclusion
As popular interest in the Holocaust continues to grow, Jewish museums are become an increasingly regular stop on established tourist routes.  No longer only the domain of special interest groups, Jewish museums are taking on increasing responsibility for shaping international awareness of Jewish history.  Whilst in Poland their proximity to the former death camps inherently influences the focus of these museums, at the same time they are burdened with the responsibility for exhibiting, interpreting, and educating about the fullness of the Jewish past in the country.  The challenges and possibilities created by this developing interest are significant not only in their own right, but also in their applicability to other developing tourist areas and ‘dark tourism’ industries.
� In addition to the c. 1.1 million Jews murdered at Auschwitz, between 70-75 000 Poles were murdered, 21 000 Roma (Gypsies), and 15 000 Soviet POWs.


� For more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.auschwitz.org.pl" �www.auschwitz.org.pl� 


� Even ruins, however, still require preservation work in order to prevent their complete deterioration.  Over the years, work has been undertaken to secure the perimeter of the site and to preserve selected barracks. In addition, in 1967 an imposing monument was built ‘to the Victims of Fascism’ following an international competition, located at one end of the railway tracks which from 1944 brought Jews to the unloading ramp, where they were selected either for immediate death or to live a little longer as slave labour for the Nazis. The most substantial development at Birkenau in recent years has been the addition of a small exhibition in the former ‘Sauna’ building, where prisoners selected to work in the camp would have been registered following their arrival. Preservation works at both Auschwitz I and Birkenau continue to this day, and the two camps have been on the UNESCO World Heritage List since 1979.





� Jewish visitors to Poland comprise a very specific and separate group to ‘regular’ tourists, and are not discussed in detail in this paper. 


� For more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.ajcf.org" �www.ajcf.org�. Since 2006 the Center has also been an affiliate of the Museum of Jewish Heritage in New York – a Living Memorial to the Holocaust � HYPERLINK "http://www.mjhny.org" �www.mjhny.org�.


� For more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.galiciajewishmuseum.org" �www.galiciajewishmuseum.org� 


� The Galicia region was established following the first partitioning of Poland in 1772, and existed until the end of the First World War, when Poland regained its independence.  It was the largest area of Poland to be annexed by Austria, and although it was governed from Vienna, the region’s capital was Lvov (now Lviv, Ukraine), with Kraków the second city.  Jews were the third largest ethnic group in the region, after Poles and Ukrainians, and many cultural and linguistic characteristics emerged among Jews from this area.  Today, the historic Galicia region encompasses southeast Poland and southwest Ukraine, with the Galicia Jewish Museum focused in particular on the Jewish heritage of Polish Galicia.


� See for example Gruber, Ruth Ellen, Virtually Jewish: Reinventing Jewish Culture in Europe, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press (2002).


� For more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.jewishmuseum.org.pl" �www.jewishmuseum.org.pl� 
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