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The Square of Polish Innocence: POLINMuseum of the History of
Polish Jews in Warsaw and its symbolic topography

Elżbieta Janicka*

Institute of Slavic Studies, Polish Academy of Sciences, Warszawa, Poland

The text refers to the space around the Nathan Rapoport’s Monument to the
Fighters and Martyrs of the Ghetto and the Museum of the History of Polish
Jews POLIN in Warsaw (Poland). The site of death – at the heart of the former
Warsaw Ghetto – has now become a site overloaded with other symbolic
messages. Two main symbolic centers (the 1948 Monument and the 2013
Museum) are today encircled by ten other, additional memorials. The message
emerging from the content as well as the proportion of commemorations is that
Polish solidarity with the Jews was a fact and it stood the test of terror and death
brought by the Germans. Although it does not undermine the veracity of the few
and isolated exceptions, such a version of events is drastically different from the
actual facts. Both symbolic centers are perceived as emblems of Jewish minority
narrative. Additional artefacts are a message formulated by the Polish majority.
They constitute a kind of symbolic encirclement, block. Emphasizing the
dominant majority’s version of the events in this place is in fact a symbolic pre-
emptive action. It is meant to silence the unwanted narrative or suppress even
the mere possibility that it might emerge. What turns out to be at stake in the
dominant Polish narrative about the Holocaust and Polish-Jewish relations is the
image of Poland and the Poles. This shows not only the topographic and
symbolic situation but also the socio-cultural context of the functioning of the
new Museum.

Keywords: Polish-Jewish relations; representations of the Holocaust; memory war;
symbolic topography; symbolic violence; preemption of the Holocaust; Nathan
Rapoport’s Monument to the Fighters and Martyrs of the Ghetto; Museum of the
History of Polish Jews POLIN; Polish antisemitism

While the eyes of researchers and commentators have been turned to the newly opened
Museum of the History of Polish Jews, the intense transformation of its immediate
environment tends to be overlooked. These changes involve symbolic, commemorative
politics. They have significant consequences for the version of the history of Polish
Jews presented to visitors in that particular fragment of public space. How does this
process of symbolic transformation proceed? What narrative results from it? What is
at stake in this narrative, symbolically speaking? Who is its author and who is its
intended addressee? Who is its subject and who its object? What is revealed? What
is concealed?
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The Museum of the History of Polish Jews (MHPJ) in Warsaw was built on the site
of the former ghetto, where in April 1943 the first uprising against the Third Reich in
German-occupied Europe broke out. During the Jewish uprising and after its suppres-
sion, the Germans razed the ghetto to the ground. After the war, housing estates were
built in the exact same place where the remains of the murdered Jewish insurgents and
civilians still rest. As a result of wartime devastation and post-war construction, a
square was created on the site of the formerly densely built-up area. It is here that
the Monument to the Fighters and Martyrs of the Ghetto designed by Natan Rapoport
and Leon Marek Suzin (1948) was erected. For years it was the only symbolic center in
the area. Completed in 2013, the Museum of the History of Polish Jews, designed by
Rainer Mahlamäki now faces the Monument (Fig. 1). It is the second symbolic center.
The transformation of the site involves commemorative artifacts placed around both
symbolic centers. They might be compared to a symbolic annotation, comment,
maybe even encirclement.

These artifacts have been emerging in two phases. The first phase took place during
late communism and early post-communism, in the 1980s and 1990s. In this phase, four
blocks of black granite were placed at the vertices of the rectangular elevation on which
the 1948 Monument is standing. They are part of The Memorial Route of Jewish Mar-
tyrdom and Struggle built through a joint effort by the democratic opposition and the
authorities of the Polish People’s Republic in 1988. The Route consists of 20 stones
bearing inscriptions in Polish and Hebrew. They emphasize the theme of Polish aid
to the Jews and provide information suggesting that the myth of the Polish-Jewish
brotherhood of arms was a reality. Two of the four blocks bear an inscription about

Figure 1. Monument to the Fighters and Martyrs of the Ghetto (1948) and the building of the
Museum of the History of Polish Jews (2013). On the left: the Tree of CommonMemory (1988).
Photo by the author.
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the Ghetto Uprising. The third one is devoted to Emanuel Ringelblum. The most exten-
sive information concerning Ringelblum – a historian and the founder of the under-
ground archive of the ghetto – is the passage stating that from the beginning in the
summer of 1943 he was hidden by Poles but was eventually shot along with them
on March 10, 1944. The inscription on the fourth block reads: “Tree of Common

Figure 2. The Tree of Common Memory (1988) with commemorative stones. On the right:
stone commemorating joint martyrdom of Jews and the Polish rescuers (1988). On the left:
stone commemorating the Council for Aid to Jews Żegota (1995). In the background: the
main entrance to the MHPJ building. Photo by the author.
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Memory: [dedicated] to the Polish Jews murdered in 1939–1945 by the German inva-
ders and the Poles who died rescuing the Jews – [by] Poles and Jews, April 19, 1988, on
the 45th anniversary of the outbreak of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.” Next to it and on
the same day, the chairman of the Council of State of the People’s Republic of Poland,
Henryk Jabłoński, planted an oak tree. In 1995, another stone block was placed there as
a tribute to the Council for Aid to Jews, Żegota 1942-1945. The inscription in Polish,
Hebrew, and English reads: “The organization established by the Polish underground
state to rescue Jews of the Holocaust. It was the only such organization in German-
occupied Europe which was sponsored and funded [sic] by its government-in-exile –
donated by American friends of Żegota.” “American friends of Żegota” refers to The
Kościuszko Foundation, which operates in America and is “dedicated to increase
American understanding of Polish culture and history.”1 It is here that the entrance
to the MHPJ building is located, on an axis to the symbolic group made up of the
Tree of Common Memory and two blocks dedicated to Polish assistance to Jews
during the Holocaust (Fig. 2).

The second phase of the process of symbolic encirclement took place in the 2000s,
following the announcement of the decision to build the Museum on that site, particu-
larly after its opening. While in the first phase the encircled center was the 1948 Monu-
ment, in the second phase the center of gravity shifted to the building of the Museum of
the History of Polish Jews. Thus, a memorial dedicated to the German chancellor Willy
Brandt was erected in 2000 in its immediate vicinity, followed by the establishment of a
square named after him (Fig. 3 and 4). In other words, at the site of the suffering and
anonymous death of tens of thousands of Jews, a monument remembering one individ-
ual – a German politician – was erected. Given the significance of the site for Jewish
history and memory, this form of individual memory is incongruous, to say the least.

Figure 3. Willy Brandt’s monument (2000). Photo by the author.
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The memorial to Brandt commemorates the moment in 1970 when the German head of
government knelt down in front of the Monument to the Fighters and Martyrs of the
Ghetto. The red structure is clearly visible from afar and mimics the shape of the 1948
Monument. According to the inscription, it was designed as “a symbol of remembrance
in Polish-German relations.” The Polish Prime Minister Jerzy Buzek and the German
chancellor Gerhard Schröder unveiled the monument. The explicit attestation of

Figure 4. Signpost: Willy Brandt Square with the MHPJ building in the background. Photo by
the author.
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German responsibility for the Holocaust was beneficial to Poland in the context of the
problem of Polish complicity in the Holocaust. It was also beneficial to Germany,
which earned political capital on the image of a pioneer in coming to terms with and over-
coming the past. The Jewish victims were thus treated as and turned into objects. At the
same time the Holocaust was reduced to the role of a diplomatic instrument.2

Figure 5. Signposts: The Museum of the History of Polish Jews, Irena Sendler Alley. The Jan
Karski monument can be seen in the background on the left side of the photograph. Photo by the
author.
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Figure 6. The first monument of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (1946) with Jan Karski’s monu-
ment (2013) in the background. Photo by the author.

Figure 7. Jan Karski’s monument (2013) – element. Photo by the author.
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The alley leading from a parking lot to the museum’s entrance was dedicated to
Irena Sendler, a Righteous Among the Nations (2013). In addition to a signpost (Fig.
5) and a plaque devoted to Mrs. Sendler, there is also a statue of the Polish underground
state courier Jan Karski, described as “the man who tried to stop the Holocaust” (2013).
The statue of Karski takes the form of a seated figure on a couch (Fig. 6). Resting on the
armrest is Karski’s book Story of a Secret State with the crowned eagle – a symbol of
Polish statehood – on the cover (Fig. 7). When a visitor presses the button, s/he hears a
recording of Karski’s account of his work in the pre-war Polish Foreign Ministry.
During the war Karski conveyed to the West information about the situation in
German-occupied Poland, including details about the Holocaust. However the fact
remains that in passing on information about the extermination of the Jews, he was
neither the first nor the only one to do so.

The promotion of the figure of Karski also effaces the silence on the part of the
Polish government-in-exile concerning the Holocaust. The government-in-exile had
already known since August 25, 1942, with complete certainty about the industrial
extermination of Warsaw’s Jews. Information about this subject started to get
through to the London headquarters of the Polish government-in-exile as early as the
end of July 1942, and thus from the very beginning of the deportations from the
Warsaw ghetto to the gas chambers at Treblinka (July 22 to September 23, 1942).
The Polish government-in-exile only disclosed its knowledge of this subject three
months later, on November 24, 1942, i.e. the day after the Jewish Agency had
already published the same information through edited testimonies from Jewish refu-
gees who arrived in Palestine on November 16, 1942. David Engel states: “Once this
news was published [by the Jewish Agency], the [Polish] government could no
longer continue to draw the curtain over its own knowledge.”3 He adds, now specifi-
cally about Karski: “Hence the news that the government had possessed at least
since August 25 about the extent of the deportations from Warsaw and the fate of
the deportees appears to have been released only following Karski’s arrival in
London most probably not so much because Karski brought new information (in fact
he added only minor details to what was already known) or because his eyewitness tes-
timony caused previously disbelieved information to be believed [… ], but mainly
because Karski had been charged with delivering his information to [Jewish] circles
over which the Polish Government had no control.”4

It wasWarsaw city councilors’ initiative to name the alley leading to the MHPJ after
Sendler. They also approved the initiative on the part of the Museum of Polish History
to erect a Karski monument at this place, which was subsequently unveiled by the Pre-
sident of the Republic of Poland Bronisław Komorowski. That same year the head of
state was absent for the commemorations of the 70th anniversaries of the Jewish revolts
in the extermination camps in Treblinka and Sobibór where the Germans murdered sub-
stantial numbers of Polish Jews. Indeed, it is not the fate of Jews – their culture, history,
life, suffering and death – that energizes collective emotions in Poland. With regard to
all of these matters Polish public opinion is interested almost exclusively in the image
of Poland and the Poles.

The figures of Karski and Sendler became known in Poland after the year 2000, fol-
lowing the popularity they had earlier achieved abroad. Karski became an iconic figure
thanks to Claude Lanzmann who tracked him down and convinced him to give testi-
mony for Lanzmann’s film Shoah (1985). Irena Sendler became popular as a result
of a theater performance about her life that American female students produced in
2000. Karski’s and Sendler’s fame in America led to the fact that at very old ages
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Figure 8. The first monument of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (1946) with the MHPJ building
(2013) in the background. Photo by the author.

Figure 9. The first monument of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (1946) – element. Photo by the
author.
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they were also “discovered” in Poland. It was their popularity abroad which made them
attractive from a local perspective. As Irena Sendler pointedly and critically put it:
“After Jedwabne a hero is needed.”5 In this context, “Jedwabne” was a metonym for
the nationwide debate on the role of Poles during the Holocaust. The debate took
place in the years 2000–2001, after Jan Tomasz Gross’ book Neighbors was published
in Poland.6 The book examines the July 1941 massacre committed against local Jews in
the Jedwabne village by their Christian neighbors.

As a result of the transformation of place described above, to reach the MHPJ and
the 1948 Monument, visiting groups walk down Irena Sendler Alley, past the Irena
Sendler plaque, the Jan Karski statue, the Żegota stone, the other stone commemorating
Poles who rescued Jews, and the Tree of Common Memory. Waiting in line to be
photographed with the statue of Jan Karski, visitors sit on a small, slightly raised struc-
ture made of red sandstone (Fig. 8), to which no one seems to be paying any attention.
The structure in question is the first commemoration of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising,
and the very first commemorative object to have been placed in the area after the
end of the war in 1946. The small monument designed by Leon Marek Suzin takes
the form of two circles, resembling an entrance into a bunker or a sewer, where most
of the Jewish insurgents and many Jewish civilians died. The inscription reads:
“April 19, 1946. To those who died in an exceptionally heroic struggle for dignity
and freedom of the Jewish people, for a free Poland, and for the liberation of man –

Polish Jews.” Directly under the visitor’s feet is a palm leaf, a symbol of martyrdom
(Fig. 9). Next to it, there is a stylized parchment scroll with the Hebrew letter bet, refer-
ring to the first word of the Book of Genesis: bereshit (“In the beginning…”). Both
here and on the 1948 Monument the inscriptions are in three languages, Polish,
Hebrew, and Yiddish. The commemorative text of 1946 is signed by “Polish Jews”

Figure 10. The first monument of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising (1946) – close up. Photo by the
author.
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(Fig. 10), not unlike the 1948 Monument, which was signed by the “Jewish nation.”
Both these structures were erected at a time when Jews – although decimated by the
Holocaust – acted as rightful hosts of that place.

Today, there are ten accompanying memorials surrounding the Rapoport monument
and the MHPJ building. Three of them are devoted to the Ghetto Uprising. One points
to the Germans as the perpetrators of the Holocaust. Six emphasize efforts by both
Polish society and the Polish Underground State to help the Jews, at the risk of the
helpers’ own lives. Furthermore, in late 2013 a plan was announced to erect at this
very place an additional monument to “the Polish Righteous,” one of the two new
ones that are going to be built on the site of the former ghetto. The message emerging
from the content as well as the proportion of commemorations is clear: Polish solidarity
with the Jews was a fact, and it stood the test of terror and death brought by the
Germans. Such a version of events is drastically different from the actual facts7

(although it does not undermine the veracity of the few and isolated exceptions).
This is a narrative pattern characteristic of the dominant Polish narrative. It has also
been an integral part of Polish education and the politics of memory at least since
19638 – without distinguishing between the communist era and the independent
Third Republic of Poland.

What does the arrangement of this fragment of public space fail to show? For one, it
fails to note that the number of the Righteous from Poland (documented at Yad Vashem
as 6,500) amounts to less than a quarter of one percent of the entire population. It also
does not give the broader context of German occupation policies in which the death
penalty was a fairly common punishment. It was meted out for trading in meat,
foreign currency, or gold, for illegal breeding of animals for slaughter, for possession
of a radio, for involvement in the underground movement, for helping Jews, for making
alcohol, and for many other things. It was the death penalty that was the basis of the
terror of German occupation. At the same time, its deterrent effect was relatively
small.9 German repression, therefore, is not a sufficient explanation for the tragic situ-
ation of Polish Jews during the Nazi occupation. An example of this is the fact that
escape routes from the German mass extermination were cut-off. The ghetto was sur-
rounded by a wall, but – as Jan Karski said – “Entering the ghetto was very easy, people
do not know that now. [… ] It was not that difficult to go out and come back. It was
difficult for the Jews for other reasons.”10 More effective than the wall was in fact
what Israel Gutman dubbed “the wall around the wall.”11 “The wall around the
wall” was the attitude and behavior of the non-Jewish majority. It was the reason
why – in Karski’s words – “the entire Warsaw was the ghetto, the entire Poland was
the ghetto.”

Contrary to dominant assumptions, the main problem with the dominant Polish atti-
tude towards Jews was not a lack of help. Nor was it passivity or indifference. It was the
fact that it was a common occurrence for Poles to identify Jews, expel them from sub-
sequent hideouts, rob them, denounce them, often hand them over to the Germans, and
in many cases murder them.12 Paradoxically, if the Poles had been mostly indifferent
and passive, the majority – not a tiny minority – of Jews seeking refuge from the
Germans on the so-called Aryan side would have survived.13 All of this constitutes
the invisible reverse of the analyzed symbolic topography. Moreover, within the narra-
tive of Polish assistance to Jews in the public space surrounding the MHPJ, there is no
mention of the significant participation of Jews in Żegota, nor is there any information
about their involvement in the much more extensive rescue of Jews outside of Żegota.
There is nothing about funding Żegota with the money of American, British, and
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Palestinian Jews. There is no information about how often the money – transferred to
occupied Poland via the Polish underground state channels – never reached Żegota or
were paid to Żegota in Polish zlotys, according to the official German rate instead of the
much higher black market one.14 There is no trace of the reflections of Jan Karski,
which I quoted above. There is no trace of Irena Sendler’s explicit objection to being
used as an instrument of the Polish politics of memory.

The great extent of memorialization of Polish help to the Jews obfuscates the evi-
dence of the fate of Jews who in fact perished in extreme loneliness in this very place
and in other places. Here, just beside the square described above, on neighboring Miła
Street, under a mound of rubble, lie the corpses of women and men whose names are
partly known, over 100 people altogether. Among these, apart from civilians, are
female and male soldiers of ŻOB (Żydowska Organizacja Bojowa – the Jewish Fight-
ing Organization) – together with their commander Mordecai Anielewicz. On the last
day of April 1943 the command of ŻOB –while Anielewicz himself and his group were
still alive – sent couriers to the leadership of the Polish pro-independence anticommu-
nist underground. The ŻOB did not ask the Polish Home Army for military help. It
asked for maps of the sewer system and for help in finding hiding places on the
“Aryan side.” An answer never came. This is the context in which the collective
suicide in the bunker at 18 Miła Street, which the Germans surrounded a week later
on May 8, 1943, took place. “That situation was the shock of my life,” wrote one of
the emissaries of the ŻOB, Symcha Rotem.15 “We were superfluous everywhere on
Polish soil,” added Icchak Cukierman who was responsible for contacts with the
Polish resistance.16 To this day, the Polish context of the tragic events at 18 Miła
Street has not been recognized by Polish historiography and remains absent in the his-
torical consciousness of the Polish majority.

What is being played out then in the space analyzed above?What is the point of pub-
licly presenting exceptions in such a way that they may be perceived as a universal rule?
The two main symbolic centers – the 1948 Monument and the Museum – are seen as
signs of Jewish presence/absence. The same applies to the site of the former ghetto.17

As such, these centers carry the potential of an alternative narrative of Polish-Jewish
relations. The majority of Poles today perceive this potential as a threat. Emphasizing
the dominant majority’s version of the events in this place is in fact a symbolic pre-
emptive action.18 It is meant to silence the unwanted voice or suppress even the mere
possibility that it might emerge. The accompanying memorials resemble a kind of sym-
bolic block or scattered fortification. Citing historian JanGrabowski, they can be defined
as the “cordon sanitaire of Polish memory.”19 Here, the dominant group sends its
message. The intended addressee is a foreign tourist perceived as emblematic of
foreign public opinion. What turns out to be at stake in the dominant Polish narrative
about the Holocaust is the image of Poland and the Poles. Nota bene, the same is true
for the Polish majority narrative about the history of the Jewish minority in Poland.

Symbolic topography is not so much a way of narrating the history of groups related
to a particular place. It is rather a matter of controlling space. Therefore, the symbolic
arrangement of an area exposes power relations between groups (dominance/sub-
mission). The conditions for access to expression in the space surrounding the MHPJ
are today dictated by the majority, which is powerful enough to treat the history of
the minority in an instrumental way. Another case in point is the project of yet
another monument to “the Polish Righteous” at the same place. The Chancellery of
the President of the Republic of Poland initiated this idea. Afterwards the Chancellery
began to look for people identifying themselves publicly as Jews and being ready to

East European Jewish Affairs 211

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

E
lb

ie
ta

 J
an

ic
ka

] 
at

 0
7:

18
 3

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
15

 



present the monument as their own (i.e. Jewish) initiative.20 The plan to erect this
“visible proof of Jewish gratitude” in the immediate vicinity of the MHPJ resulted in
numerous protests. Among those protesting were the Jewish Community of Warsaw,
the Association “Second Generation” in Poland, the Association of the Jewish Histori-
cal Institute, the All-Polish Jewish Youth Organization21 as well as the Polish section of
B’nai B’rith.22 Joining in with these protests was a group of Polish Jewish emigrants
from 1968 who opened a page on Facebook. The page carries the title Czy upamiętnić
Sprawiedliwych na terenie byłego getta? (translated as “Should the monument honor-
ing the Righteous Poles be placed in the former Warsaw Ghetto?”) and contains com-
plete documentation of official and unofficial protests, interviews, and articles from the
Polish press, as well as from abroad, concerning the subject of the proposed location of
an additional monument for the Righteous at the MHPJ.23 However, these protests were
not taken into consideration – neither by the real nor by the nominal initiator of the
monument. This suggests that the Jewish voice only achieves legitimacy in the
public space on condition that the narrative it recounts conforms to that presented by
the dominant group. In the case of the MHPJ’s immediate surroundings, it is, therefore,
difficult to talk about negotiating meaning between equal partners. Instead, we are
dealing here with symbolic violence. Also, in this case, the inclusion of Jews into
the history of Poland is conditional and consists in subjecting them to a permanent
test of submission. This shows not only the topographic and symbolic context but
also the socio-cultural complexity of the functioning of the new Museum.

(Translated from Polish by Katrin Stoll)
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