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Przepraszamy, ten wpis jest dostępny tylko w języku Amerykański Angielski.

The history of art in Poland has thus far marginalized the Holocaust—a liminal event and
experience of the modern world. International studies on the Holocaust have included extensive
research into art and there are a growing number of Polish monographs devoted to individual
artists. Nevertheless, the Holocaust and art of (from) the Holocaust1 has not been the subject of
a deeper reflection, one that would expand the scope of the history of art and which might go on to
challenge fundamental assumptions concerning among others mode of research, narrative,
chronology, methodology, epistemological assumptions, and the very self-identity of art history. Art
history in Poland rarely deals with the period between 1939 and 1945 at all, and when it does, it is
to focus primarily on artworks related to World War II—not on the Holocaust and its aftermath.2 On
the other hand, research centers such as the Polish Center for Holocaust Research have prepared
numerous publications and research projects and produced historical, sociological and
psychological studies. These efforts have had considerable success in expanding our
understanding of the Holocaust as it took place on Polish territory, including Polish complicity.3 The
history of art must take into consideration this extremely important work. Recent years in Poland
have witnessed the appearance of equally important work invoking literature, theatre and film. This
work has both helped the humanities regain its memory and has revealed cracks and fault lines in
the foundations of Polish culture—presenting charges and analyzing basic paradigms and
presumptions.4 For instance, Tomasz Żukowski’s book Wielki retusz. Jak zapomnieliśmy, że
Polacy zabijali Żydów [The Great Makeover. How We Forgot That Poles Killed Jews] (2018) has
exposed the cultural framework which structures ongoing processes of denial, processes that
erase both the Holocaust and Polish complicity in it from Polish culture, memory and history.5

A few years earlier, in 2013, Grzegorz Niziołek extended Zygmunt Bauman’s reflections on
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sociology in the following way: “Must not forms of theatre originating in Enlightenment educational
projects and Romantic national ideologies (as well as procedures created within this framework)
become, by their very nature, instruments for practicing defensive strategies, both social and
individual, when faced by an experience such as the Holocaust? Are practices elaborated in Polish
theatrical institutions regarding the initiation of performances, construction of identity (based on the
exclusion of the other) and the establishment of a relationship with an audience (treated here as
part of the common community) genuinely able to measure human experiences, which have
isolated different social groups from one another and, as Jerzy Jedlicki suggests, set the bar of
empathy very high? Has not Polish theatre therefore become, on account of its traditions, fervently
harnessed to participating in ideological projects that deny memory of too painful a past? And in
the same way, has not theatre become—similarly to sociology in Bauman’s critique—‘blind’ to the
Holocaust?”6 We would like to pose similar questions in the context of the history of art in Poland
as well.

The foundations for multidimensional work on Jewish cultural and artistic heritage have been laid
by the years of research and archival work of the Emanuel Ringelblum Jewish Historical Institute,
work that has been carried out in numerous sites of memory like the museums of concentration
camps and of death camps including the Auschwitz Birkenau Museum and, after 2005, the
Museum of the History of Polish Jews POLIN. (We should mention here, among the work of
historians, Renata Piątkowska’s perceptive texts.7) Jerzy Malinowski’s research8 (including on the
War) has also greatly benefitted work on Jewish artistic identity, art and culture. In the 1970s and
80s, Janina Jaworska9 carried out pioneering work on wartime art and art related to the Holocaust
and the camps. Around the year 2000, in publications that have set the tone for the development
of art history in Poland, Piotr Piotrowski and Andrzej Turowski introduced war as a key context for
artistic practice, with Piotrowski’s studies on the work of Andrzej Wróblewski, and Turowski’s on
Teresa Żarnowerówna and Władysław Strzemiński.10 Around the same time, Eleonora Jedlińska11

was carrying out important research on artistic practice after the Holocaust. The publication-
interventions of Katarzyna Bojarska12 and Izabela Kowalczyk,13 in turn, brought critical reflection
to bear on art’s relationship to the Holocaust and the place of memory of the Holocaust in Polish
art history, and the second decade of the 21st century has seen many studies focused on the
period of war. The Holocaust and the aftermath of the war has broadened the scope of sources
used in studies, as exemplified by analytical work on artists from Cracow and Warsaw between
1939-45 and later (Maria Zientara, Magdalena Tarnowska, and Agata Pietrasik).14 Marcin
Lachowski,15 on the other hand, has provided a synthetic conception of the relationship of modern
art to the war and the Holocaust for the period of 1945-60. Finally, individual artists have also been
given new interpretations, ones that have redefined their work or rescued it from oblivion. (These
new interpretations include both Jewish witnesses and non-Jewish Holocaust observers). New
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methodological work has appeared as a result, breaking the previous constraints limiting academic
monographs (the work of Dorota Jarecka and Barbara Piwowarska, Luiza Nader and Piotr
Słodkowski).16 This revaluation in academic thought has been accompanied by important
curatorial gestures and historical exhibitions.17

In spite of this major body of knowledge—developed by the aforementioned work of historians and
artists, both in publications and in expositions—the fact of the Holocaust and the experience of the
Holocaust remain shrouded in the field of Polish art history, not to say excluded. One might sum up
the current situation by saying that the history of art in Poland, when facing the Holocaust, has
remained unmoved, untroubled, indifferent. In preparing this publication, we seek, on the one
hand, to emphasize existing research that has worked towards the visibility of the Holocaust in
both art and the history of art in Poland, as well as to move (in the emotional and physical sense of
the word), perhaps even shake up, our somewhat fossilized discipline, breaking down historical-
artistic discourses, dissembling familiar epistemes, opening up new vistas for research.

In this, the 6th volume of “Miejsce. Studia nad sztuką i architekturą XX i XXI wieku,” our intention is
to treat the Holocaust as the epicenter of a transhistorical and transgenerational experience in
Poland’s history of art, while at the same time remaining sensitive to the distinctions involved in the
many positions occupied by witnesses, bystanders, observers, viewers, onlookers and, finally,
perpetrators.18 We wish to consider carefully the history of art’s vision, impaired vision or lack of
vision as the case may be—as a discipline that is proud of its visual competence, its sensitive and
perceptive eye. How can we, today, define our area of research on artworks when these works
have been created in the face of the Holocaust, understood both as event and experience? How
can we define the horizons of our discipline? How can we think in a new way about artists’
identities when those identities have been distorted, unsettled - or strengthened - by the
Holocaust? How can art history avoid appropriating artworks from the Holocaust as well as those
addressing the Holocaust and post-Holocaust existence? How to uncover these artworks’ vital role
and their function, to understand them as crucial to artists’ experiences of choices (existential,
aesthetic or ethical), and of what can and cannot be expressed? In terms of culture, art,
institutions, etc., what kind of post-Holocaust landscape has emerged in Poland in the period from
the 1940s till today?

The flipside of the inadequate visibility of the Holocaust in art historical studies is the existential
superficiality and feebleness of reflection on the complex (self)identification of artists who are:
Polish / from Poland, Polish-Jewish (or Jewish-Polish), or of other ethnicities.19 In repealing the still
predominant paradigms that view our central categories as avantgarde, modernism and modernity,
we believe that a history of art that can draw conclusions from the Holocaust as an event of far-
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reaching cultural impact must also be sensitive to questions of identity. It must, in other words,
stubbornly consider how aesthetics and artistic practice served—both under communism and after
1989—to express complex, fluid and fragile identifications and experiences, be they individual,
collective or generational. And it must also consider how the history of art, developing both at the
time and later, privileged certain narratives around art and politics, and marginalized other aspects
of art that had the character of testimony or visual forms of biographical exposition. We are
convinced that thought about art that is sensitive to identity must cast off excessively reductive
binary categories (beginning with the old division of modernist versus socialist realist). We need to
overcome the false dichotomy appearing in talk of minority identities: where they are either to be
removed and repressed, or subjected to a kind of ghettoization, being studied as specializations, in
isolation from the main currents of the discipline.

The texts gathered in this volume represent a sort of constellation of performative utterances - with
an effort to both think and act at the same time. They are an attempt to open up a public discourse,
to create a language to achieve this, and at the same time to debate the state of art history (in
Poland, but not only here) by contributing to efforts to reinterpret Polish culture through the many
aspects of the experience of the Shoah. They embark on a “conceptual voyage” (to refer to Mieke
Bal’s term “travelling concepts”), initiating a growing movement involving both theory and
methodology, research objects/subjects, the intertwined areas of art history, artistic research and
the space of transdisciplinary studies on the Holocaust and in other areas of the humanities.

Magdalena Tarnowska’s article perfectly illustrates how the history of art, when confronting the
Holocaust, must not only face the conservatism of the discipline but also much more rudimentary
problems. She sets herself the apparently modest task of establishing the basic facts of the life
and work of Kazimierz Libin (1904-1944)—a forgotten portraitist in the milieu of Tadeusz
Pruszkowski and the Warsaw School of Fine Arts. However, this particular case harbors
a fundamental methodological question touching on a broad area of studies into the work of
Jewish artists who remained in the shadow of the war in various ways: How should we carry out
research into and preserve the memory of artists when there is an almost total lack of historical
sources? Libin’s work was destroyed by fire in the Warsaw Uprising. The initial impulse to reflect
on his art came from memoires taken down by his son, as well as a modest collection of
photographs of paintings, family mementoes, documents, reviews and just two landscapes
preserved in the National Museum. Magdalena Tarnowska takes these scraps of information and
from them reconstructs the outlines of a biography and of the character of Libin, the evolution of
his painting, and his views on national identity. She gives us an example of the detailed
foundational work that is needed for subsequent synthetic work to develop.
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Zuzanna Benesz-Goldfinger writes about the post-war sketches of Izaak Celnikier, one of the
leading artists of the “Arsenal”—the location and informal name of the 1955 Ogólnopolska
Wystawa Młodej Plastyki “Przeciw wojnie–przeciw faszyzmowi” [Nationwide Exhibition of Young
Art “Against War–Against Fascism”]. These are drawings from the 1940s and 50s which the artist
left behind in Poland when he emigrated to France in 1957, a decision influenced by growing anti-
Semitism in the country. Benesz-Goldfinger draws our attention in particular to Celnikier’s
illustrations for a collection of Abraham Reisen’s Yiddish stories that had appeared long before the
war (in 1915, 1916 and 1929) and which were published in the Polish People’s Republic by the
publisher “Idisz Buch.” She convincingly invokes these modest remnants from the artist’s œuvre to
demonstrate that Celnikier interpreted his literary inspiration through the prism of his own wartime
experiences and he illustrated the particular stories he did because they served as a prefiguration
of the Holocaust. In this way little-known work acquires considerable significance in a new
perspective. Instead of assuming contexts, such as the relationship of art to politics, and taking
socialist realism as her point of departure, Benesz-Goldfinger precisely analyzes the distortion and
reinterpretation of the wealth of Jewish culture that took place as a result of the Shoah.

Paweł Michna places the collage albums that appeared in the Łódź Ghetto’s Graphic Office in the
context of a historical sequence of images related to the avantgarde art of the 1930s, at the same
time posing questions about their status as the products of testimonial practice. He undertakes the
task of returning these works to the history of art from which they have been doubly marginalized:
as works issuing both from the Holocaust and from Eastern Europe. He also perceives a variety of
areas of ambiguity in these works: their propagandist nature—the false representation of ghetto
realities—but also the key role they played as part of survival and reparation strategies. He
presents the possibility of perceiving these works as a field for a “prospective historical policy” of
the Judenrat in the Łódź Ghetto, one that would contest Nazi propaganda. He considers them
“modernist marginalia” (here paraphrasing Andrzej Turowski), also claiming that they reveal “the
dark side of modernity.” He draws attention to their ambiguity and the fundamental interpretative
challenges they represent, in the end making use of Dorota Głowacka’s term “negative testimony”
[świadectwo negatywne].

Agata Pietrasik surveys representations of Majdanek in the drawings of the Jewish-Ukrainian
artist Zinowij Tołkaczew. Her analysis leads her to place these works in the extended field of
emerging “cultural texts” that are an attempt to bear witness to recent wartime experiences. At the
same time, she provides a model of research that allows art history to function as an integral part
of transdisciplinary Holocaust studies. All the media used in the 1940s encountered similar
limitations and problems: the powerlessness of descriptive language in the face of extreme events,
advancing oneself as an eyewitness and yet wavering between a cool, objective tone and
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emotional engagement. This is why, as Pietrasik shows, different aspects of statements overlap
here: metaphor, art, evidence, information, testimony. Besides this, the reception of the work also
provided an essential context for its understanding and illustrated the fact that any work was liable
to be politically misappropriated, most typically in an attempt to universalize the Jewish experience
of the war. Adopting a broad perspective, Pietrasik sees Tołkaczew’s drawings and exhibitions in
the context of a network of 1940s’ issues; she brings out clearly what is reflective of this
background in the artist’s work and what is unique. Her article is an important impulse to take up
comparative research on the still unstable image of the war in the initial post-war years.

Marcin Lachowski also presents the confrontation of tradition and war, but his perspective is
broader still. His subject: the postwar landscapes of modernist Polish artists and their relationship
to the heritage and theory of landscape painting. Bronisław Wojciech Linke’s realist scenes
developed two of André Breton’s spatial conceptions (the image-window and image-screen). On
the other hand, Jadwiga Maziarska’s objects, persisting in their oscillation between the visual and
the tactile, worked in a different way—outside of realism’s conventions. They seem to reach the
borders of the modernist understanding of representation, presenting an image as a structure,
a fossil, a crack, a formlessness. Finally, to effect a reinterpretation of landscape painting after the
Holocaust, Jonasz Stern’s landscape work is also paradigmatic. In his work, the painting’s
structure, an object and photography encounter a persistent and personal recollection of place. In
all these cases, landscape is raised to the status of a capacious bearer of signs—the opposite of
the simple imitation of nature. Postwar landscapes, Lachowski claims, function as an embodiment
of the abyss, a threshold or a place to be returned to again and again; they are representations
stretched between vision and the visionary on the one hand, and de-visualization and the
literalness of matter on the other.

Katarzyna Bojarska considers how the collective memory of the war, the Holocaust and the
uniquely Polish attitude of bystanders is communicated in art after 1989. She makes us aware that
art can bring “narrative shocks” (Elżbieta Janicka, Tomasz Żukowski) and is capable of diagnosing
mechanisms of denial in facing shared responsibility for violence towards Jews. This is exactly
how Wilhelm Sasnal’s art works. Katarzyna Bojarska asks key questions in this context: How can
shaming a community and the affect of shame lead to the desirable condition of “precarious
reflexivity” (Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick), and allow a reworking of the past? And how can one speak
from within a community with images, being from there and preserving one’s attachment to that
place, but at the same time rejecting the ideology that the national discourse has become? Facing
up to these problems, Bojarska connects the work of the painter to the thought of the pediatrician
and psychoanalyst Donald W. Winnicott, creating the category of “transitional images.” If toys play
the role of transitional objects because they absorb the child’s accumulated emotions by teaching
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them to connect with an unknown world, then Sasnal’s artistic work—that which comes into
contact with the Holocaust—fulfils an analogous function of providing transitional images, ones
which provoke anxiety and disturb, but which ultimately facilitate familiarity with unassimilated
history.

Izabela Kowalczyk proposes rewriting the history of modern art so that this time the Shoah and
other wartime experiences are taken as key points of reference. We would draw out three aspects
of this project above all others, ones which integrate with or support the other researchers here in
what they are undertaking. First of all: the appreciation and problematization of entangled Polish-
Jewish (Jewish-Polish) identities, including migrating artists, and those who change their names to
live on “Aryan papers,” thereby retaining “Holocaust identities.” Secondly: the expansion of the
researcher’s scope of interest to include completely new and essentially diverse material—
artefacts from camps, ghettos, hideouts, objects related to the Holocaust, and other works that are
not directly related but which have, nevertheless, appeared in its shadow. Thirdly, Kowalczyk’s
diagnosis leads her to posit the need to set aside the traditional periodization of Polish art after
1945—which has today come to seem doubtful to many researchers—and to ask key questions:
What of the artwork produced after 1939? Is the threshold of 1949 (the introduction of socialist
realism by decree) really so significant for art related to the war? Can we hold onto the current
significance that the years 1955 and 1989 hold for us? This project surely challenges a linear and
progressive narrative for Polish art history, as well as joining efforts to rebut accepted research
paradigms that have been defined by the horizons of “avantgarde,” “modernism” and “modernity.”

The complex and ambiguous relationships that hold between the critique of representational and
other underappreciated visual forms of Holocaust testimony, and the structural exclusion of
women’s artistic practice from the discourse of art history—this makes up the territory of Dorota
Głowacka’s reflection. She studies a wide spectrum of work depicting women’s bodies in the
context of violence—work created during the Holocaust and after, both by female and by male
artists. This then leads her to consider how gender has structured both the critique of the western
concept of beauty (related as it is to the ideal of female beauty), and aestheticization in the context
of both representation and the Holocaust. She draws fine distinctions and stratifications in the
representation of women’s bodies by female and male artists. She observes that images of women
made by male artists (especially those that are images of violence against women), often
reproduce objectification, cruelty, involve voyeurism and harmful stereotypes. Images of this sort
do present radical evil and extreme suffering, but at the same time they exclude the perspective of
the victims themselves. To bring balance Głowacka invokes the artistic activities of women who
have been able to give agency back to women to regain their capacity to bear witness, depicting
the human body both as a space of life—of beauty, intimacy and pleasure—as well as a locus of
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the processes of disintegration and death.

In her article, Renata Piątkowska is the first to draw attention to and analyze the drawings of
Elżbieta Nadel—a young woman on the verge of adulthood who was living with her family during
the Holocaust in Lvov. She observes that, with the sole exception of photography, visual evidence
from the Holocaust is rarely taken seriously as a historical source. She also points to the
methodological challenges involved in the interpretation of this kind of work, the need to collate
and combine a multiplicity of research perspectives, including: the approaches of traditional art
history that invoke artistic values; the perspective of history with its analysis of sources and
biographical experience; knowledge and detailed empirical research from Holocaust studies; the
perspective of women’s experience and, finally, a focus on the material and intermedia values of
the work. When Nadel’s drawings are viewed within the framework of the Holocaust of Lvov Jews,
they reveal their real power: their force as a woman’s autobiographical narrative; as an exceptional
record of everyday life in extreme conditions and one that goes beyond a record of trauma; as
a portrait of a family and domesticity; as intellectual and manual work that strengthens the
emancipation of the subject and emboldens it to further existence.

Piątkowska invites the viewer to engage with the Holocaust intimately, but also with its everyday
and local dimensions. Another important vernacular aspect of the Holocaust which has been
ignored by the history of art is brought to light by Roma Sendyka in her article. She approaches
the problematics surrounding “bystander images” - thus described for two reasons. Firstly, she
considers images that have been created not by a witness but by a bystander (“postronny” in
Polish), defined by Sendyka as a subject who has observed crimes against humanity committed
on Jews and who has been “co-present at the scene of violence.” Secondly, the visual afterimages
that Sendyka investigates are “bystanding” precisely because of their vernacular character: they
transgress the boundaries of professional, academic, elite art. She analyzes works of Antanas
Kmieliauskas, Józef Charyton and Roman Lipa and we become deeply aware of their utmost value
as testimonies of the dispersed Holocaust that took place on Polish soil. These works open up
a space for thinking about the multiple and variable practices of visual testifying, materializations of
which we cannot find exhibited in museums of contemporary art. They also don’t figure in
academic syllabuses, being relegated to ethnographic margins as so-called “folk art.” These works
contain within themselves mediations, aporia, as well as “transgressions” (of subject, chronologies,
styles, expressions, disciplines, paradigms etc.) and thereby force us to revise many well
established judgments about visual representations of the Holocaust—to completely rethink the
foundations of art history.

Natalia Romik introduces us to a vernacular “architecture of survival,” a subject which has gone
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completely unnoticed by art history. This architecture poses foundational questions to art history at
many levels—literally as well as figuratively. We encounter the space of hideouts which offered
a means of survival for Jews during the Holocaust. Romik describes how her research has
amalgamated artistic methods with tools drawn from architecture and art history. She focusses on
three case studies: a cellar hideout in a private home in Siemiatycze Śląskie; a bunker in a grave
on Okopowa Street in Warsaw; and the inside of a 650-year-old oak in Wiśniowa. She tells the
stories of the people who were hiding in these places, carrying out a kind of archaeology as well
as a topographical, architectural and affective analysis of the hideouts—including their current
state. She reconstructs their material and emotional layout by means of personal narratives as well
as by a vivisection of the places and what remains of them, and shares her thoughts on the
possibilities for their artistic commemoration.

The last text in this volume is by Jacek Leociak. It takes the reader into the history of things that
have been hidden from view, and which have led an underground existence, on the post-Warsaw-
ghetto site. These things are implicit in places and people by means of metonymy, and Leociak
takes examples, like a pot, with intimate relations to bodily needs, to close and tender
attachments. These things are viewed in their movement, within the space of the practices of
everyday human experience, and also in the passage of their degradation—through time and
events of extreme violence that leave their imprint on both subjects and objects. Leociak outlines
the history of Warsaw’s Muranów district, a neighborhood that has existed for hundreds of years
and which was a main site of the life and death of Warsaw’s Jews. He gathers remnants of
narratives, fragments of poetic images and finally material remains to be able to recreate
a network of relationships all connected to a modest object of everyday life—a pot. Things, in
Jacek Leociak’s fine text, move around the ghetto, go underground, pass beyond the ghetto walls,
finally scattering across the entire city. Used, protected, carefully stored away—only to be burnt,
stolen or dug out of the ground by thieves and looters. Many of these objects remain hidden there,
comprising, as Leociak writes, an “underground Holocaust vault.”

The aforementioned studies either implicitly or explicitly demand a fundamental rethinking of the
state and limitations of our discipline. In considering works from, about or after the Holocaust, we
would like to emphasize the need for re-professionalization on the one hand, and an imperative for
the extreme expansion of art history, on the other.20

The re-professionalization we advocate should lead to the establishment of research inquiries
based on three mutually interrelated assumptions.

First of all, a strategic awareness is required of source and object where the latter possesses the
status of testimony (here see Paweł Michna on Holocaust documents in the Łódź Ghetto). An



15/03/2021, 18*22The History of Art in Poland and the Holocaust. Introduction — MIEJSCE

Page 10 of 17http://miejsce.asp.waw.pl/english-the-history-of-art-in-poland-and-the-holocaust-introduction/

object of this kind can shape our understanding of key biographical trajectories (see Renata
Piątkowska on Elżbieta Nadel, and Natalia Romik on the architecture of hideouts); it can bring
back faded memories of artists on the basis of mere fragments (Magdalena Tarnowska on
Kazimierz Libin) or increase the visibility of the oeuvre of already recognized artists (Zuzanna
Benesz-Goldfinger on Izaak Celnikier).

Secondly, unique material demands an openness to theoretical and methodological inputs from
various domains of the humanities. This cooperation in turn enables familiar artistic gestures to be
re-examined (Marcin Lachowski on the landscapes of the Holocaust), as well as reframing
artefacts and testimonies previously understood too reductively and inadequately (see Agata
Pietrasik on the drawings of Zinowij Tołkaczew). Nowhere else is theoretical sensitivity when faced
with a work as essential as it is for studies on artefacts of (or from) the Holocaust. It is only from
this perspective that the subject of our research “works” most effectively. In other words, the
possibility emerges of sensitizing ourselves to what, following Ewa Domańska, we can call the
“texturing of the past,” and thereby come up with innovative understandings on the basis of “a
historical source as a material artefact.”21

Thirdly, the aforementioned “re-professionalization” of the discipline should encompass an ethic
and practice governing the aspects of research discussed, whereby theory is “grounded” on the
basis of detailed records, rich sources and a close encounter with the image-object.22 With this
postulate we follow the superb example of Ewa Domańska, who has opposed the mechanical
application of received conceptions and concepts, bravely proposing new “bottom-up” research
categories on the basis of source analysis.23 In support of this line of thought, we claim that this
kind of approach is and should be one of the basic points of the re-professionalization of art history
in Poland. We feel that the studies contained in this volume give strength to this attitude, providing
innovative interpretative categories (Katarzyna Bojarska) and mature methodological proposals
(Roma Sendyka), careful and destabilizing readings of older aesthetic concepts (Dorota
Głowacka) and presenting revelatory projects for new research (Jacek Leociak).

In summation: the process of the re-professionalization of the history of art, which we support,
does not amount to a pre-critical or, worse still, uncritical return to the object but a focus on the
subject of research that preserves an alertness to theoretical inspiration (“re-” here means “anew”
and not “again”). We believe that the history of art should strengthen its core disciplinary
competencies: awareness of material specificity, conservation analysis, a sensitivity to what is
idiomatic in the object, detailed description and careful analysis. This perspective, one that
focusses on the subject of research, has the benefit of allowing us to bridge the otherwise
unbridgeable gulf between aspects of our discipline: the museal-expert aspect, in close contact
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with the work itself; and the academic approach, usually methodologically more advanced but
nonetheless working at a physical distance, via the representations of various media.24

In our efforts to make the fact and the experience of the Holocaust a main point of reference for
the history of art in Poland (and beyond), our second postulate is a radical expansion of the scope
of the history of art, so that rather than being an obstacle, marginal phenomenon or curiosity, an
integral element will be the crack/rupture, splitting/tearing, or cleaving/fissure of received artistic
canons, research paradigms, evaluations, chronology, initial assumptions and even terminology
and language. We need to introduce anxiety, tension and friction into the culture of contemporary
historical-artistic discourse. Art history understood in this way strikes one as a blurred discipline,
one occupying border areas and characterized by the demands of transdisciplinary support and
horizons of understanding of the (post)humanities. At the same time, it benefits from artistic
research and provides useful tools and research procedures to analyze visual and material
testimonies, reports, objects and spaces connected to the Holocaust. A radically expanded art
history is open to dynamic influxes of knowledge between other (academic and artistic) disciplines
and conversely impacts those disciplines, developing a variety of transgressive tactics as it does
so: going beyond, above and below the values, procedures and paradigms traditionally attributed
to the “flock of sharp-eyed eagles” [the art history profession].25 The heart of an art history of that
takes the center of its emanation to be the Holocaust—becomes the concept of witness, bearing
witness, witnessing, testimony, testifying (concepts that have been ignored thus far in the history of
art) together with an ever growing galaxy of related thoughts, concepts, methods and theories.

The articles collected here abandon the rhetoric of certainty. They also encourage the reader to go
beyond the existing paradigms of art history which has left the visual records and material remains
discussed here in a limbo of ethnography, archaeology, museal curiosities, court exhibits or
testimonial practices. In light of the brilliant research and reflection the authors present, we can
add a little to the ongoing matter of a radically extended view of the history of art. Let it be
a discipline grounded in: a determined re-professionalization, as well as in care; methodological
openness and a self-critical and self-reflective attitude; the ability to take on multiple perspectives,
combining the techniques, practices and knowledge of the historian of art with the experience,
theories, knowledge and understanding brought by interdisciplinary studies on the Holocaust and
other areas of learning, practice, intuition and the efforts of other subjects to broaden our
understanding (among others: literary studies, philosophy, law, ethnography, archaeology, artistic
research, conservation, biology, botany and the so-called neuro-sciences). This is an ontology of
stable but lost, disturbed or burnt artpieces, fragile works, ephemeral words, mobile things. Hidden
spaces, active landscapes and plants; “unprofessional” artistic practices; objects/subjects of
ambivalent identity, inadequate and doubly marginalized; remains, fragments, obsolete things;
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unnamed, unknown forms of visual testimony; cruelty that reveals itself through material scraps
and visual traces; unthinkable violence, death; emotions, affects, intensiveness, “there and then”
interwoven into the fabric of what remains, what was saved from the Holocaust; the everyday, the
vernacular, the intimate, poly-sensory experience of the world. Care, love, memory, recollection.
Artistic practice as an immersion in the now, directed to the future and a method to investigate the
past. The ethics of art history, facing the Holocaust.

Translated by Patrick Trompiz
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