THE CHOSEN BOOK

Reinventing the Jew in Absentia:

Recent Judaica Publishing Trends in Poland*

One of the most striking developments in
the Judaica publishing world during the
past decade has been the appearance in
Poland of scores of books and journals de-
voted to Jews and Judaism (see montage
on cover). The purpose of this paper is to
examine the dimensions of this develop-
ment, as well as its significance. But first,
let us take a quick glance at some recent
Polish—and Polish Jewish—history.

Historical Background

In 1939, Poland was the seat of the largest
Jewish community in Europe; three-and-a-
half million Polish Jews constituted fully
ten percent of that country’s total popula-
tion. Prewar Polish Jewry was a belea-
guered community, menaced by anti-
semitism both within the country and in
neighboring Nazi Germany, and threat-
ened with material ruin during the Great
Depression. The Poland of 1939 was a
multi-ethnic country, with Jews, Ukrai-
nians, Belorussians, Lithuanians, ethnic
Germans, and other nationalities compris-
ing a third of its population. This diversity
was regarded by many Polish nationalists
as a “problem.”

Poland was invaded and occupied by Ger-
many at the very outset of World War II.
For European Jews, the results of that bru-
tal occupation can be summed up by enu-
merating a series of Polish place names
that are now all too chillingly familiar:
Chelmno, Belzec, Sobibor, Maidanek,
Treblinka and Os$wiecim (Auschwitz). Per-
haps 50,000 Jews survived the war in Po-
land proper; afterwards they were joined
by a quarter of a million Polish Jews who
had survived the war in the Soviet Union.

The postwar history of the Polish Jewish
community has been troubled, to say the

*Expanded version of a paper presented at
the Association of Jewish Libraries Con-
vention, Washington, DC, June 1989.

62

Zachary M. Baker
YIVO Institute for Jewish Research
New York, NY

least. Virtually the entire remnant of Polish
Jewry emigrated between 1945 and 1970,
reducing the total current Jewish popula-
tion to fewer than 10,000, mostly elderly in-
dividuals. The last major exodus took
place in the wake of the 1968 antisemitic
campaign. Ironically, now that they have
practically vanished from the Polish land-
scape, Jews are no longer considered a
“problem” by Poles; they have become
part of history.

Or rather, after having been all but written
out of Polish history since 1945, Poland’s
Jews are now finding themselves being re-
incorporated into the Polish literary,
cultural, and historical consciousness.

Since the mid-1970s, groups of young Po-
lish Catholics have devoted themselves to
restoring portions of Warsaw’s gigantic
Jewish cemetery; exhibits on Polish Jewry
have been mounted in many places; for-
mer synagogues in several cities and
towns have been restored and turned into
Jewish museums; plays such as Fiddler on
the Roof and The Dybbuk have been
mounted on Polish stages; and, last but
not least, there has been a veritable flood
of books, journal issues, articles in the
press, and letters-to-the-editor on Jewish
topics since 1980. This Polish-Jewish
“memory project,” as Prof. lwona Irwin-
Zarecka (1989) labels the rediscovery by
young Poles of their country’s Jewish
heritage, amounts to nothing more and
nothing less than the reinvention of the
Polish Jew—this time in absentia.

It is to the proliferation of Judaica publica-
tions since 1980 that we now turn. The ap-
proach taken is both quantitative and
descriptive. Some suggestions relating to
the selection and acquisition of Polish Ju-
daica are also offered. Finally, the publish-
ing trends described here are placed into
the political and social context of Poland
during the 1980s.

The publications discussed in this paper
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are strictly works that have appeared un-
der either official or church auspices in Po-
land proper. Works published underground
are excluded, as are publications issued
abroad, regardless of whether they were
written by Polish residents or by members
of the émigré community. From a distance,
it is hard to gauge the full range of Polish
underground publications, not least be-
cause they are virtually unobtainable here.
On the other hand, even though émigré
publications are accessible to us, they are
not readily circulated in Poland proper. For
these reasons, this discussion is restricted
to works published “above ground,” in Po-
land.

General Overview

The Polish foreign trade enterprise “Ars
Polona” has recently issued two bibliogra-
phies of Polish Judaica, one covering the
years 1980 to 1986, and the second cover-
ing 1987 and 1988. These two bibliogra-
phies, which were prepared by the staff of
the Jewish Historical Institute in Poland
[Zydowski Instytut Historyczny w Polsce],
located in Warsaw, may be regarded as
reasonably comprehensive, though here
and there a book or periodical may have
been accidentally omitted. (For example,
by an apparent oversight, the first list does
not include a citation for the Yiddish- and
Polish-language weekly Folks-sztyme,
whereas that official organ of the Social
and Cultural Society of Jews in Poland [To-
warzystwo Spoleczno-Kulturalne Zydow w
Polsce] is cited in the second bibliography.
Also, the recent Holocaust memoir, / hid
myself in Warsaw [Ukrywalem sie w War-
szawie, 1988], by Stefan Chaskielewicz,
does not appear in the Ars Polona list
covering the years 1987 and 1988.)

In overall terms, what do these two bibli-
ographies tell us about Judaica publishing
trends in Poland since 19807 First there
are the sheer numbers: from 1980 to 1988,
a total of 291 books on Jewish topics ap-
peared in Poland, for an average of 37




titles per year. (Two books published in 1979
are also cited in these lists.) The number of
books appearing annually ranges from a
low of 9 in 1980 to a high of 82 in 1988.
Prior to 1988, the high-water mark for Po-
lish Judaica publications was 1983, when
45 book titles appeared. It was no accident
that the year 1983 saw the largest number
of books on Jewish topics to appear in Po-
land (at least up to 1988); the reason is dis-
cussed below.

In addition to books, the two Ars Polona-

bibliographies list 51 issues of periodicals
devoted to Jewish subject matter. This fig-
ure is somewhat deceptive; of these 51 is-
sues, fully 28, or over half, are accounted
for by the two serial publications of the
Jewish Historical Institute in Poland: its
Biuletyn, in Polish, and Bleter far geszichte,
in Yiddish. In addition, there are four cita-
tions for the annual Jewish calendar [Kal-
endarz zydowski, a literary calendar that
far transcends the format of the pocket luah]
that is issued by the Religious Union of the
Mosaic Faith in the Polish People’s
Republic [Zwiazek Religijny Wyznania
MojZzeszowego w PRL], the official re-
ligious body of Polish Jewry, plus one entry
for the weekly Fotks-sztyme newspaper.
The remaining 18 citations are divided
among 7 general-interest Polish pe-
riodicals. In effect, the bibliographers have
analyzed the contents of these 18 pe-
riodical issues, in order to include them in
these two Judaica bibliographies.

An annual average of 37 Judaica book ti-
tles may not seem like much to the li-
brarian accustomed to scanning the pages
of Kiryat Sefer or the Jewish Book Annual,
but it is a significant figure when compared
with what came before in Poland, in the
dozen years of official silence on matters
Jewish following the antisemitic campaign

of 1968. Moreover, it is an eminently re- -

spectable figure, one conjectures, when
compared with the volume of Judaica pub-
lications appearing in other countries with
a significant Jewish heritage and with
small present-day Jewish populations,
such as Romania, Czechoslovakia, Iraq, or
Tunisia.

Let us turn now to a subject profile of the
Judaica books that are included in the two
Ars Polona bibliographies. In a very rough
attempt to classify their contents in the
broadest terms possible, | counted 69
works of belles-lettres, 135 works of gen-
eral nonfiction (excluding works on the Ho-
locaust), and 86 nonfiction works devoted
to the Holocaust. In addition, three reprints
of prewar historical classics by Majer Bal-
aban and Hilary Nussbaum appear in
these lists. In percentages this breaks

down to 23.5% fiction, 46% general nonfic-
tion, and 29.35% nonfiction Holocaust.

Of course, a number of fictional works de-
voted to the Holocaust also appear in
these bibliographies, but rather than clas-
sify them under Holocaust, | have treated
them as fiction. Other fictional categories
include Polish novels on Jewish themes by
both Jewish and non-dewish Polish au-
thors, translations of fiction, drama and
poetry, and Jewish wit and humor. The
general nonfiction category includes works
on the following subjects: Bible, Judaism,
literary criticism, memoirs, Polish Jewish
history, Polish-dewish relations, linguistics,
and traditional Jewish cookery. The Holo-
caust category includes both scholarly
monographs and works aimed at a more
general readership.

A few examples in each of the three main
categories—fiction, nonfiction, and Holo-
caust—serve to convey an idea of the
scope of these recent publishing develop-
ments in Poland. (Most titles are given in
English translation.)

Fiction

The prolific Polish-Jewish author Julian
Stryjkowski has written several historical
and Biblical novels, bearing such titles as
Judah the Maccabee [Juda Makabi, 1986]
and King David lives! [Krol Dawid zyje!,
1984]. Stryjkowski is best known in the
West for his novel Austeria, about a Polish
Jewish country innkeeper and his entou-
rage. (A film version of Austeria was made
in Poland about five years ago.) The non-
Jewish Polish poet Jerzy Ficowski's name
appears in several entries, including two
editions of his collection of Holocaust
poems, Reading the Ashes [Odczytanie
popioléw, 1983, 1988], his poetic Letter to
Marc Chagall [List do Marc Chagalla,
1988], a collection of letters and literary
fragments by the Polish Jewish writer
Bruno Schulz [Listy, fragmenty, 1984],
which he edited and which has just ap-
peared in English [Letters and Drawings of
Bruno Schulz, 1988], and two editions of
his rendition of the Hebrew and Yiddish
poet Yitzhak Katzenelson’s epic dirge for
Polish Jewry, The Song of the Murdered
Jewish People [Polish edition: Piesn o
zamordowanym zydowskim narodzie,
1982, 1986; Yiddish original: Dos lid funem
oysgehargetn yidishn folk].

Translations of works by Sh. Ansky, Isaac
Babel, Paul Celan, llya Ehrenburg, lItzik
Manger, Bernard Malamud, Anatoly
Rybakov, Isaac Bashevis Singer, and
Philip Roth are also noted in these lists.
(While Roth himself vigorously resists

being classified as a Jewish writer, the Po-
lish bibliographers apparently felt no com-
punctions about including the Polish
translation of Portnoy’s Complaint [Kom-
pleks Portnoya, 1986] in a Judaica list!)

The first Polish anthology of modern
Hebrew poetry, edited by the poet Alek-
sander Ziemny, was published in 1986
[Poezje nowohebrajskie]. An important
collection of Yiddish poetry in Polish trans-
lation, compiled by Salomon Lastik and
edited by Arnold Slucki, was finally pub-
lished in 1983, after having been su-
pressed by Polish censorship for 15 years
[Antologia poezji zydowskiej]. The ubig-
uitous Jerzy Ficowski edited another col-
lection of Yiddish poetry in Polish trans-
lation, Raisins and Almonds [Rodzynki z
migdalami], which was published in 1988.
Under wit and humor we can classify a
1985 collection of Jewish jokes, Only with-
out Miracles [ Tylko bez cuddéw] and a 1988
translation of Ephraim Kishon's Look
Back, Mrs. Lot! [W tyl zwrét pani Lot!;
English edition first published in Tel Aviv:
Tversky, 1960].

General Nonfiction

In the general nonfiction category, it is pos-
sible to highlight only a few of the 135 titles
included in the Ars Polona bibliographies.
First and foremost, there are three photo
albums, all published in 1982, devoted to
relics of the Jewish past in Poland. A
glossy, coffee-table album entitled The
Polish Jewry: History and Culture [Polish
title: Zydzi Polscy: dzieje i kultura], which
was prepared by four leading Polish Jew-
ish and non-Jdewish historians, was pub-
lished in Polish, German, and English-
language editions. This album includes
essays on and illustrations of Jewish life in
Poland up to the Holocaust; the postwar
period is omitted from consideration. An-
other, rather different album, is Monika
Krajewska’s hauntingly beautiful book on
Jewish tombstones and cemeteries, Time
of Stones [Polish title: Czas kamieni]. Like
The Polish Jewry, the Krajewska album
was also issued in several languages: Po-
lish, French, German, and English. All of
these editions of Krajewska’'s work are
rather hard to come by, only seven years
after their publication. The issuing of these
and other translations is an obvious at-
tempt to gain foreign sales and (not inci-
dentally) hard currency, though distribution
channels in the West are somewhat elu-
sive.

The third album, Krakowski Kazimierz, by
Jan Wladyslaw Raczka, is a nostalgic look
at the old Jewish quarter of Krakow, and
was published in Polish only. “It includes
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some lovely pictures,” notes the Israeli
critic Natan Gross, “but a moribund and
Judenrein Kazimierz is depicted therein—
sad and lacking deeper significance.”
(Gross, 1987, p. 36).

Works on Polish Jewish history and Polish-
Jewish relations run the gamut from the
scholarly to the popular. On the one hand,
one finds serious studies of Jewish life in
Poland in the 18th and 19th centuries by
such scholars as Artur Eisenbach and
Marian Fuks. The Republic of Many Na-
tionalities [Rzeczpospolita wielu narodow,
1985], which is the title of a study by Jerzy
Tomaszewski, is an attempt to recall the
multi-ethnic past of Poland. On the other
hand, there are polemical studies such as
Joézef Orlicki’'s monograph on Polish-
Jewish relations between 1918 and 1949
[Szkice z dziejow stosunkow polsko-
Zydowskich 1918—1949, 1983], which our
bibliographers blandly describe as “contro-
versial™—a euphemism, one suspects, for
“antisemitic.” And now, Aleksander Hertz's
classic study The Jews in Polish Culture
[Zydzi w kulturze polskief], which was first
published in Paris in 1961, and recently in
an English translation [Evanston: North-
western University Press, 1988], has fi-
nally been published in Poland proper
[1988].

One rather curious book is a thick 1986
study by Maria Brzezina, based on literary
and folkloristic sources, about the way that
Jews spoke Polish from the 17th to the
20th centuries [Polszcyzna Zydow]. These
are just a few examples of historical works
on Polish Jewry that have appeared in Po-
land during the 1980s.

The memoir category includes two books
by the non-Jewish writer Michal Strzemski,
in which he reflects upon the Jewish
friends of his youth, in his native town of
Pulawy [Nasze Pulawy. kolekcja wspom-
nieni, 1986; W blasku menory, 1981].

Polish works on Judaism, which are clearly
directed at a non-Jewish audience, also
abound, many of them published under
Catholic auspices. Given the painful rela-
tionship that has prevailed in this century
between church and synagogue in Poland,
this development is ironic, to say the very
least. Bible translations include the Books
of Ecclesiastes, Job, Lamentations, and
the Song of Solomon [Przeklady biblijne z
jezyka hebraiskiego, 1983], translated by
the Polish Jewish poet Roman Brandstaet-
ter, who has also produced a fictionalized
version of the Book of Jonah [Prorok
Jonasz, 1983]. These and other books by
Brandstaetter were published by Pax, a
Catholic publishing house. Coincidentally,
Polish translations of the Book of Psalms
and the Five Scrolls were rendered from
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Hebrew and Greek by the Nobel Prize-win-
ning poet Czeslaw Milosz (who lives in
California), and published in 1982 and
1984 by the Catholic University of Lublin
[Ksiega psaimdéw; Ksiegi pieciu megilof].

Translations of books on Hasidism by Mar-
tin Buber [Opowiesci chasydéw, 1986] and
by the Czech Jewish contemporary of
Franz Kafka, Jifi Langer [9 bram do lajemn-
nic chasydoéw, 1988; translated from the
English version of this work, Nine Gates to
the Chassidic Mysteries, New York: David
McKay, 1961], have also appeared in Po-
land. The publication in 1983 of a special
issue of the Catholic monthly Znak,
devoted exclusively to Catholic-Jewish re-
lations [no. 2-3: Zydzi w Polsce i w $wiecie:
Katolicyzm - Judaizm], was a landmark
event in the Polish rediscovery of the Jews.

Even more striking, perhaps, in light of the
general disdain with which Catholicism
has traditionally regarded Jewish Oral
Law, was the publication in 1988 of a col-
lection of Talmudic quotations [Z madrosci
Talmudu]; one year earlier, the journal
World Literature [Literatura na swiecie]
devoted an entire issue [no. 4] to the Tal-
mud and its history. World Literature, as
the title implies, is a journal that features
translations from and appraisals of literary
creativity the world over. In recent years,
there have been at least two other issues
of this journal that have been devoted to
topics of Jewish interest, including one is-
sue on Isaac Bashevis Singer [no. 12/137,
1982] and one on other major Yiddish writ-
ers [no. 12/161, 1984].

The predicament of the “Polish writer of
Jewish descent” was discussed in a 1982
book of essays by the critic Arthur San-
dauer [O sytuacji pisarza polskiego
pochodzenia zydowskiego w XX wieku:
rzecz, ktora nie ja powinienem byl napisac
.. .]. The three authors discussed in San-
dauer’'s book are the poets Julian Tuwim
and Antoni Slonimski, and the fiction writer
Bruno Schulz. Schulz, in turn, is the sub-
ject of a critical monograph by Wojciech
Wyskiel, published in 1980 [/nna twarz
Hioba: problematyka alienacyjna w dziele
Brunona Schulza].

Finally, among works of nonfiction we must
not neglect the essential realm of cookery.
‘Im en kemah en forah, as the saying goes;
“where there is no food, there is no learn-
ing.” In 1988, the bookstore windows in
the Old City of Warsaw prominently dis-
played a rather pricey (by Polish stan-
dards) Jewish recipe book, Cooking the
Polish Jewish Way [Polish edition: Kuchnia
Zydéw polskich, by Eugeniusz Wirkowski,
1988], published in four languages—Po-
lish, French, German, and English—and
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obviously aimed at the passing tourist
trade. Around the same time, a less ex-
pensive cookbook, apparently intended
for local readership, was published in
Polish only. This book by Katarzyna
Pospieszyriska bears the title Cymes
[1988] (pronounced tsimes, a classic Jew-
ish dessert).

Holocaust

So many books on the Holocaust have ap-
peared in Poland that it is hard to do justice
to this subject category. We note, in pass-
ing, the latest and least expurgated Polish
editions of Emanuel Ringelblum’s Warsaw
Ghetto Chronicle [Kronika getta war-
szawskiego: wrzesieri 1939-styczeri 1943],
published in 1983 and reissued in 1988,
along with the first Polish edition of his
monumental study, Polish-Jewish Rela-
tions during the Second World War
[Stosunki polsko-zydowskie w czasie
drugiej wojny swiatowej, 1988; first pub-
lished in English by Yad Vashem, 1974]. A
number of books on wartime assistance
rendered to Jews by Poles have been pub-
lished, as well as the first Polish edition of
Adam Czerniakow’s Warsaw Ghetto Diary
[Adama Czerniakowa dziennik gefta war-
szawskiego: 6 IX 1939-23 VIl 1942, 1983;
English-language editions: Warsaw Ghetto
Diary, 6.9.1939-23.7.1942, Jerusalem:
Yad Vashem, 1968; The Warsaw Diary of
Adam Czerniakow: Prelude to Doom, New
York: Stein and Day, 1979)], and a 1982
book by Roman Zimand inspired by the or-
deal of reading that diary, “/ Did Not Sleep
from Midnight to 5 a.m.”[“W nocy od 12 do
5 rano nie spalem”: dziennik Adama Czer-
niakowa - proba lektury]. Jack Eisner's
bestselling memoir The Survivor has been
translated into Polish [Przezytem, 1988;
first published in New York: Morrow, 1980],
and a number of other Holocaust memoirs
and diaries from that period have also
been issued. Last but not least, there is
what has been described as the first novel
by a non-Jewish Pole to be devoted ex-
clusively to the experiences of Jews in war-
time Poland, Umschlagplatz, by the young
novelist Jaroslaw Marek Rymkiewicz
[1988]. The book, which is set in the War-
saw Ghetto, properly belongs in the fiction
category, but is mentioned here because it
is a fact-based historical novel.

Selection and Acquisition

Having given a brief overview of Judaica
publishing developments in Poland, let us
now consider ways of finding out about
these books and serials and methods of
acquiring them. Besides the two bibliogra-
phies that were issued by Ars Polona, the
principal current bibliographic source is the
weekly Polish national bibliography,




Przewodnik bibliograficzny [Bibliographical
guide], which is issued by the Polish Na-
tional Library. While this source is naturally
in Polish, its arrangement according to
broad Universal Decimal Classification
categories makes it accessible to Amer-
ican librarians who are familiar with the
closely related Dewey classification. Biblio-
graphical registration in the Przewodnik is
not always punctual, and the weekly lists
usually arrive several months after their
publication dates. For these reasons, in
addition to the limited print runs of most
Polish publications (which can be ac-
counted for by paper shortages and by the
fact that until January 1990, market factors
did not ordinarily play a focal role in deter-

mining the print runs of books in Poland),-

many of the books listed in the Przewodnik
are out of print by the time it arrives.

As for acquisitions, | can write only from
our own experience at YIVO. We have ac-
quired Polish materials (1) through per-
sonal contacts in Poland, (2) by means of
exchange agreements with Polish librar-
ies, and (3) by purchasing them from Po-
lish booksellers outside of Poland. We
have not dealt with Ars Polona, which is an
official Polish government export enter-
prise. Exchange agreements are eagerly
sought by Polish and other East Bloc librar-
ies, which view them as a means of acquir-
ing Western publications that would
otherwise be impossible to obtain because
of their high cost. (A $25 book is the equiv-
alent of a month’s salary for a Polish li-
brarian.)

There is one bookseller outside of Poland
who maintains particularly close relations
with the Polish book trade, and who makes
an effort to stock Judaica titles from Po-
land: Edmond Neustein in Tel Aviv. By
Western standards, Neustein’s prices are
eminently reasonable—between $2 and
$15 for most recent imprints; by Polish
standards these prices represent a consid-
erable markup. The advantage of using
Neustein is that, unlike other Polish book-
sellers in Poland or abroad, his business is
specifically tailored to a Jewish clientele,
and it operates according to familiar, mar-
ket-oriented principles. To American Juda-
ica librarians accustomed to dealing with
the Israeli book trade, Neustein represents
a comfortable alternative to more cumber-
some and time-consuming methods of
book acquisition. Even so, there are many
recent Polish publications that are not
readily available through Neustein.

Significance of the Publishing
Phenomenon

How are we to interpret the Polish Judaica
publishing developments that have been

examined here? The trials of World War ||
in Poland and, specifically, the trauma of
the Final Solution, are the events that
bracket this discussion of trends in Judaica
publishing in that land. It is no coincidence,
surely, that prior to 1988, the year that saw
the publication of the greatest number of
Polish books on Jewish topics was 1983.
That was when the Polish government
organized major commemorative events,
on the occasion of the Warsaw Ghetto up-
rising’s 40th anniversary. Though the mili-
tary regime of General Jaruzelski played a
crucial role in facilitating the publications’
appearance, the books and journals un-
leashed by the government’s green light
were responding to a pent-up curiosity in
Poland about Jewish matters, a curiosity
that was awaiting an opening.

Signs of this interest are evident as early
as the mid-1970s, with the formation of un-
derground “flying university” seminars on
Jews and Judaism. “Jewish memory work”
has proceeded on all levels of Polish so-
ciety—in the official, government-sancti-
oned sector, in the semi-official domain of
the Roman Catholic Church, and in the un-
official, private, underground arena.

The existence of this phenomenon needs
to be placed into its historical context.
While culturally, Poland is very much ori-
ented to the West, for geopolitical reasons
it has been yoked to the economic, politi-
cal, and military interests of its Soviet
neighbors. The election of a Polish pope,
John Paul Il, in 1978 and the tremendous
success of the Solidarity trade union
movement in 1980 and 1981 were power-
ful boosts to Polish national pride. For a
brief period before the imposition of martial
law in December 1981, the preoccupations
of Poland’s unofficial, underground sector
were allowed to surface. These preoc-
cupations included a reassessment, on
many fronts, of the Polish past.

When martial law was introduced, the Po-
lish government was not able to make
effective use of an age-old weapon, anti-
semitism, for the simple reason that Jews
could no longer be reckoned as a threat to
anyone in Poland. Indeed, one of the first
official acts of the Jaruzelski regime under
martial law was to invite the American Jew-
ish Joint Distribution Committee to resume
its relief and welfare activities in Poland for
the first time since the 1960s. The Warsaw
Ghetto anniversary ceremonies in 1983,
and the gradual rapprochement of the Po-
lish People’'s Republic with the State of Is-
rael are further signs that there has been
an easing of official, state-sanctioned anti-
semitism.

On the unofficial level, Poles have con-

tinued to contemplate the messages of
Polish history. The ethnic homogeneity
that was “gained” by Poland as a result of
postwar border changes and population
transfers, and by the wartime Nazi gen-
ocide of Poland’s Jews, has not proven to
be the panacea to that country’s problems
that was preached by prewar Polish na-
tionalists. Poles, particularly those belong-
ing to the intelligentsia, have begun to look
back nostalgically to what, in retrospect,
now seems to be the “golden age” of the
Twenties and Thirties. They find there a
country whose ethnic and religious blend
added more than a touch of the cos-
mopolitan variety so lacking today. Jews
are part and parcel of the cultural land-
scape of the reinvented Poland’s idealized
past. Cultural and political pluralism have
finally become positive values in today’s
Poland.

On the other hand, a Polish-born col-
league of mine—a member of the 1968
generation of Polish-dJewish émigrés—has
cynically summarized the contemporary
Polish attitude towards Polish Jewry in the
following way: “Those Jews, they were a
bunch of scoundrels, but you know, maybe
there was something to them . . .” He pre-
dicts that interest in Jewish matters will
soon dissipate, that it amounts to a tempo-
rary intellectual fad. .

| am not so sure. Perhaps the next genera-
tion of Poles, removed by five decades
from the climactic events and fateful out-
come of World War I, will feel less of a
compulsion to come to grips with the van-
ished civilization of Polish Jewry. On the
other hand, the Jewish presence in Poland
provides Poles with a mirror to their coun-
try’s past, and any serious contemplation
of that past is incomplete without a solid
awareness of that presence. [The recent
controversy surrounding the Carmelite
convent at Auschwitz (which peaked dur-
ing the autumn of 1989, shortly after the
accession to power of the first non-Com-
munist government in Poland since the
war) certainly underscores the potency of
both the Polish and Jewish collective
memories.] The books and journals that
have been published over the past decade
are a further indication of the powerful grip
that the past has on today’s younger Polish
intellectuals. Given the obsession that so
many Poles have with their country’s fate,
the present-day rediscovery of the Jewish
skeletons in their nation’s closet may mark
only the beginning of a long voyage of self-
exploration.
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