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Jewish museums in post-Holocaust Poland have a wide range of issues to contend with: a 

long and complex history of 1,000 years; widespread ignorance of this history (the subject 

has barely been taught in Jewish or Polish schools); the demographic and cultural centrality 

of Poland in the Jewish diaspora over several centuries; Poland as the main centre of the 

Holocaust---and the popularity of negative Jewish stereotypes about Poland (i.e. Poland as a 

profoundly antisemitic country, characterized by the death camps). Jewish museums thus 

have an important duty to educate their visitors (who include both foreign Jews and local 

Poles), challenge their thinking, and stimulate them to take a serious interest in the Polish 

Jewish experience. 

This paper will focus on the permanent core exhibition (‘Traces of Memory: A contemporary 

look at the Jewish past in Poland’) which I curated at the Galicia Jewish Museum in Kraków, 

together with a photographer. The concept was radical and innovative -- not to offer a 

chronological presentation of the history, but rather to display a representative sample, using 

colour photos, of the wide scope of what can actually be seen today of the surviving traces 

and fragments of the Jewish heritage in the Polish landscape. The photos, all fully captioned, 

have been carefully arranged into five themes---ruins, survival, original Holocaust sites, 

memorialization and the erasure of memory, and the present-day revival of Jewish culture. In 

other words, this is an exhibition of ideas.    

‘Traces of Memory’ has been on show since the museum was founded in 2004, with a major 

update in 2016. It began as an experimental exhibition, but there is no doubt from visitor 

feedback that this multi-dimensional thematic approach, revealing the paradoxes and 

contradictions inherent in the subject, is certainly successful educationally; and through the 

present-day colour photography, visitors can relate to the main ideas. My paper (illustrated 

with some of the photos) will focus on the museological advantages and disadvantages of 

the five-part structure, and how the exhibition in effect problematizes the subject whilst 

remaining fully accessible intellectually and emotionally to its visitors. 

 


