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O long since the wagons the wagons the wagons
have run over that landscape and killed it
but posthumous it lasts unpunished to this day
there are no witnesses they have perished....
~ From “Posthumous Landscape” in A Reading of 
Ashes, by Polish poet Jerzy Ficowski, 1979

The landscapes of Poland and western Ukraine offer 
substantial rewards to the Jewish traveller seeking a 

connection with what existed before the great catastrophe 
of the Hitler years, but how one feels about what is on offer 
depends on what each traveller is seeking. Many immigrants 
from Europe who left Poland or Ukraine before the Holocaust 
and most who survived those years and settled elsewhere as 
refugees could not bear the thought of returning to lands 
they regarded as vast graveyards. But their children and 
grandchildren, Jews of the post-war generations in North 
America and Israel, have been “returning” to Eastern 
Europe in ever-increasing numbers since the late 1970s and 
especially since the fall of Communism. For many the quest 
is to get a glimpse of or set foot in the ancestral home, or to 
see and touch gravestones in the family memorial plot, or 
to hold in their hands family records in state or provincial 
archives. For some it is thrilling just to breathe the same 
atmosphere as their grandparents or great grandparents, to 
inhabit the same space, to tread the same path. 

For those who set out with avocational or professional 
goals—academics, journalists, filmmakers, artists—the 
quest entails other desires and activities. I have had a dual 
career, as a documentary filmmaker,  including eighteen 
years at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, and as a 
photographer, specializing in architecture-based images. 
For a long time I struggled to express my Jewish identity in 
my work. I made my first trip to Poland in 1992 for CBC’s  
The Fifth Estate to videotape a program about hidden child 
survivors of the Holocaust, and two more trips a decade 
later to make films about the Warsaw Ghetto uprising and 
the Lodz Ghetto. On all these occasions I was unexpectedly 
surprised and deeply moved by both the quality and quantity 
of Jewish material culture, remnants of Jewish life, that I saw 
wherever I went in Poland.

The Jewish cemeteries in Warsaw and Lodz made an 
enormous impression on me. After completing my 
documentary film work in Lodz I returned to Poland 
in late 2007 to begin a long-term project to photograph 
those memorial sites. That was the first of eight visits to 
Poland for still photography, in which I have documented 
numerous Jewish cemeteries, synagogues, and other 
Jewish architecture, former Jewish neighbourhoods and 
ghettos, sites related to the Holocaust, and other artifacts 
of Jewish life. It was a logical progression to continue this 

work in adjacent countries, and in June 2016, over three 
weeks, I explored the western Ukrainian cities of Lviv and 
Chernivtsi and their surroundings, also drawn to the area by 
its abundant Jewish material culture. 

Photographically, I find the subject matter emotionally 
engaging, challenging to depict, and often beautiful. The 
cemeteries especially are remarkable for the quality of 
the memorial art and their forested environments. But 
my motivation for engaging in this work goes beyond the 
aesthetic rewards of creating and exhibiting striking images. 
Outside of the major urban centres, Poland and Western 
Ukraine are mostly devoid of Jewish inhabitants. However, 
the quantity of Jewish material culture is vast, the task of 
cataloguing, preserving, and restoring Jewish artifacts is 
seemingly limitless, and the resources available are largely 
inadequate. For instance, even in cemeteries that are being 
cared for in some fashion, countless brilliant examples of 
carved gravestones are being eroded by time and exposure 
to the elements, with no existing plan to reverse the course 
of destruction and loss of this artistic heritage.

In that context, the act of photographing Jewish sites 
acquires an imperative greater than the realization of 
artistic ambition. Documentation is valuable not only 
for the historical record but also to spur awareness of the 
treasures of a lost, Jewish civilization and to encourage 
efforts at preservation. This is what motivates me and a 
small number of other serious photographers who share 
a love for this subject matter. There is no question that, if 
previous experience is any indication, as time goes on these 
Jewish historical sites will change, many will deteriorate 
and be lost, and decades hence, photographs will be all that 
remain to remind us of many of these places. Seen in that 
light, the images in this exhibition are not only an important 
record of what existed in the past but also a fulfillment of an 
obligation to Jewish generations of the future.

DAVID KAUFMAN, March 2019

Artist’s Statement

Biographical

David Kaufman is a photographer and filmmaker based 
in Toronto. His photographic work focuses primarily 

on architecture and the urban landscape. His 2013 photo 
exhibition depicting Toronto heritage streetscapes, 
Early Sunday Morning, was named a must-see show of 
the prestigious CONTACT Photo Festival by Toronto 
Life and NOW Magazine. His other recent exhibitions 
include: Architectural Devolution: Industrial Buildings in 
a Post-Industrial World, Built to Last: Montreal’s Enduring 
Architecture, and Vessels of Song: Faces of New Jewish 
Music. Other major photographic projects include ongoing 
work in Eastern Europe on Jewish historical sites, work on 
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In central Lviv (known formerly as Lvov and Lemberg), 
if you know where to look, you can see commercial 
inscriptions on the sides of buildings in Yiddish, some 

clear and restored, some faded, some barely legible, often 
referred to as “ghost” signs, left over from the past when 
Yiddish was one of the major  languages of commerce of the 
city. These signs—advertising milk, or coffee, or hats—are 
a tangible reminder of the ghostly Jewish presence in Lviv, 
unrecognized by most of the population, but visible to those 
who have the inclination to study the city’s past or who 
already possess an awareness of the historical importance 
of its pre-Holocaust Jewish 
community. Indeed, 
for the Jewish tourist in 
eastern Europe, of which 
photographers form a 
purposeful subgenus, the 
act of wandering through 
what I have called the 
Posthumous Landscape 
is an exercise in chasing 
ghostly forms, hidden 
spirits and phantoms, all 
remnants of a vanished 
civilization.

Warsaw, Lodz, and Lviv, 
along with Krakow and 
Vilnius (Vilne) were the 
largest centres of Jewish life 
in the reconstituted Polish 
state during the interwar 
period. Chernivtsi (the 
Ukrainian name for Czernowitz) was a major Jewish centre 
in the province of Bukovina under Austro-Hungarian rule, 
which  fell under Romanian control after the First World 
War. Today, among these cities there is a significant Jewish 
presence only in Warsaw but that presence is a tiny fraction of 

the city’s pre-war Jewish population. Krakow sees hundreds 
of thousands of Jewish tourists annually, many on the way 
to or from visits to Auschwitz-Birkenau, but its permanent, 
native Jewish population numbers in the hundreds. And 
the Jewish residents of Lodz, Lviv, and Chernivtsi number 
no more than two thousand each. Yet today, more than 
ever in the post-Holocaust period, these cities and their 
surrounding regions loom large in the Jewish imagination.

For the children of Polish Jews “returning” to Poland, or for 
other Jewish tourists seeking to connect with the land of 

origin of so many families 
in Jewish communities 
both in the Diaspora and 
in Israel, Warsaw presents 
the greatest paradox: The 
largest centre of Jewish 
life in Europe before 
the Second World War 
is the most barren in 
terms of Jewish material 
culture, with one major 
exception—its remarkable 
Jewish cemetery. Warsaw, 
once home to 375,000 Jews, 
was almost completely 
destroyed in the aftermath 
of its two great uprisings, 
the Ghetto resistance fight 
in April-May 1943, and the 
insurrection by the Polish 
underground army in 
August 1944. Hardly any 

buildings or architectural artifacts survive in central Warsaw 
from the pre-war era, just a handful, and the street map of 
the former Ghetto area has been completely altered by post-
war reconstruction layered upon the rubble left over from 
the conflict. Notwithstanding the recent opening of the 

Toronto’s Mount Pleasant Cemetery, and on the Spadina and 
Kensington area of the city.

Kaufman’s first film was the widely distributed biography 
A. M. Klein: The Poet as Landscape. He subsequently spent 
eighteen years at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
working as a producer/director on two of its top programs, 
The Journal and The Fifth Estate, before moving to the 

independent film sector. Kaufman’s documentaries have 
appeared on CBC, PBS, Bravo! and the History Channel and 
include feature programs about the Warsaw Ghetto uprising 
and the Klezmer music revival. His most recent film, Song 
of the Lodz Ghetto, is a feature length work about the Lodz 
Ghetto and its famous street singer, Yankele Herszkowicz, 
with music performed by Brave Old World. 

INTRODUCTION: Warsaw, Lodz, 
Lviv, Chernivtsi

Yiddish commercial signage in central Lviv
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impressive Polin Museum of Polish Jewish History, the most 
moving site in Jewish Warsaw today still is the Okopowa 
Street cemetery, a great garden of history, with over 225,000 
burial sites and innumerable monuments, in which the 
community’s past can be deciphered and celebrated.

In stark contrast to Warsaw, in the other great urban 
centres of Jewish life in historic Poland one can walk 

down streets that remain essentially unchanged since the 
Second World War. Lodz is especially remarkable: Just a tiny 
portion of the former Ghetto area north of the city centre 
was destroyed in the war, and a very significant percentage 
of the buildings in Baluty, the poor district at the heart of 
the former ghetto, remain intact and substantially unaltered 
since the conflict. When one walks from St. Mary’s church 
along Wolske Polskiego Street, or along Franciskanska, the 
material landscape is nearly identical 
to that which existed eighty years ago. 
Lodz, which had a pre-war population 
of some 230,000 Jews, also has its great 
cemetery, on Bracka Street, the largest 
Jewish burial site in Europe by land 
area, with 180,000 souls interred there. 
Notably absent in Lodz, as in all the other 
cities mentioned here, are synagogues, 
which the Nazis took special pains to 
destroy wherever possible. Lodz has only 
one small historic synagogue, recently 
restored, and like the other centres, large 
empty lots where the community’s major 
houses of worship once stood.

Though not nearly as remarkable as in Lodz, travels 
through Lviv and Chernivtsi bring similar rewards to the 
Jewish visitor. As in Warsaw and Lodz, the pre-war Jewish 
communities of these cities made up between a quarter to 
more than a third of the total population, so that Jewish 
contributions to general welfare were just as important as 
what the Jewish communities constructed for themselves. 
In Lviv, which has only one functioning synagogue, one that 
is derelict, and the significant remains of another, there are 
many buildings that are standing that were once part of the 
fabric of pre-war Jewish communal life. But, in addition, in 
the city’s historic centre there are numerous commercial and 
residential buildings that were constructed and owned by 
Jews who, as a group, were dominant in the city’s businesses 
and professions. 

A significant lacuna in the Lviv Jewish landscape, in addition 
to empty lots in the city centre once occupied by massive 
synagogues, is the historic Jewish cemetery, substantially 
destroyed by the Nazis and buried by Soviet authorities. On 
a large tract of land that abuts the former Jewish maternity 
hospital stands the city’s major outdoor market, erected in 
the 1950s directly over the Jewish burial site. It is a long-
festering wound in the efforts to improve relations between 
Lviv’s tiny Jewish community and the Ukrainian majority. 

In Chernivtsi prior to the Holocaust, the Jewish community 
made up forty percent of the population. Large areas of the 
city were populated by Jews who were active in every aspect of 
city life. During the war, the mayor, Trajan Popovici, fought 
to preserve the community and managed to save about 
seventeen thousand Jews from deportation to Transnistria 
and almost certain death. There is still a street in the city 
today named after the Yiddish writer Sholom Aleichem, and 
Chernivtsi has one of the largest Jewish cemeteries to have 
survived intact during both the Nazi occupation and the 
post-war Soviet period.

While Jews constituted less than ten percent of the 
population of pre-war Poland, which includes most 

of what is western Ukraine today, they made up about a third 
of the inhabitants of urban areas and towns. Everywhere one 

travels in Poland, from Bialystok in the 
northeast, through the swath of land 
that includes Warsaw and Lodz, then 
down into the historic Austro-Hungarian 
province of Galicia, which encompasses 
much of south central and southeast 
Poland, the remnants of Jewish life are 
everywhere. In virtually every small town 
there are people who can readily direct 
you to the local Jewish cemetery and point 
out the buildings that once served as the 
local synagogue or yeshiva. In contrast, 
in western Ukraine today, while artifacts 
of Jewish life are equally plentiful, the 
general population has little interest in 

or knowledge of the Jews that once were their neighbours 
and are not nearly as responsive to the inquiries of the 
Jewish tourist. Indeed, historic tensions remain, although 
in the last decade, elements of Ukrainian civil society have 
started to make efforts to preserve significant remnants of 
the pre-war Jewish community. 

Although casual anti-Semitism remains a problem in both 
Poland and Ukraine, in my experience incidents of personal 
hostility today on a religious basis (at least for Jews) in 
either country are infrequent. Unexpectedly, while Jewish-
Ukrainian relations continue to improve, Polish-Jewish 
relations have taken several steps backwards because of 
recent political developments in the European Union 
member state. Regardless of the political landscape, both 
countries welcome Jewish visitors and have stepped up 
their resources to assist those seeking information about 
their families and the histories of the numerous Jewish 
communities. As a photographer, I have been welcomed 
everywhere I have travelled and have encountered few 
impediments to my efforts to depict Jewish material culture, 
as people in both countries are placing greater value on 
preservation and documentation of what remains of their 
countries’ illustrious Jewish past. 

Notably absent 
in Lodz, as in all 
the other cities 

mentioned here, are 
synagogues, which 

the Nazis took 
special pains to 

destroy...
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Interior of the Tsori Gilad Synagogue, Lviv, Ukraine, 2016

Once a true multicultural city, Lviv has at various times 
been an influential centre for Poles, Ukrainians, and 
Jews. Jews are thought to have been present in Lviv 

as merchants and traders since its founding in the thirteenth 
century. The development of the modern Jewish community 
began when Galicia fell under Hapsburg rule in 1772 and the 
city, renamed Lemberg, became the provincial capital. 

In the nineteenth century the Jewish population grew 
significantly. The city became an important intellectual 
and religious centre, an outpost of the Haskalah (the Jewish 
Enlightenment) and Reform Judaism and later of Hasidism 
and various strands of Zionism. Jews played leading roles in 
industry, trade, and commerce, and the city became a centre 
for Jewish cultural expression in both Hebrew and Yiddish, 
supporting one of the first daily Yiddish newspapers.

Between the World Wars, Lviv fell under Polish control 
once again. Despite officially sanctioned anti-Semitism, the 
community continued to flourish, supporting many Jewish 
schools and cultural institutions and about fifty synagogues. 
By the eve of the Second World War, the Jewish population 
had nearly doubled to 110,000, representing a third of the 
city’s inhabitants. 

The destruction of this historic community began with the 
Soviet annexation of eastern Poland in September 1939 and 
accelerated with the subsequent German invasion in June 
1941. When Soviet forces liberated Lviv at the end of July 
1944, only a few hundred Jews remained alive within the 
city. While the Jewish population surged again in the post-
war period, reaching a high of thirty thousand, the anti-
Semitism of the Communist era led to a gradual dwindling 
by emigration, which continued after Ukraine regained its 
full independence in 1991. Today Lviv’s Jewish community 
consists of fewer than two thousand people, many of them 
elderly.

During the wartime occupation and the post-war Soviet 
period, the major physical assets of Lviv’s Jewish community 
were either destroyed or badly degraded. The Nazis destroyed 
the city’s major synagogues. They also severely damaged 
Lviv’s two Jewish cemeteries. One of the cemeteries, which 
had been closed in 1855, contained monuments dating back 
to the fourteenth century. These and other gravestones were 
looted and dispersed to be used as building materials. In the 
1950s, the Communist government allowed the construction 

of the city’s main outdoor market over the grounds of the 
older Jewish cemetery. 

The city’s single functioning synagogue is a three-story 
building about two kilometers from the city centre. 

Erected in 1924 for the Tsori Gilad charitable society and 
designed by architect Aba Kornbluth, it is modeled on 
Renaissance synagogues of the seventeenth century. The 
Nazis used the building as a stable and the Communists 
used it as a warehouse until it was returned to the Jewish 
community in 1989. It underwent a major renovation at the 
direction of the Israeli synagogue architect Aron Ostreicher, 
including the restoration of historic wall paintings by 
Maximillian Kugel, an artist who perished in the Belzec 
death camp in 1942. The building reopened in 2007, and is 
known today as the Bais Aron V’Yisroel, under the leadership 
of Mordechai Shlomo Bald, a native of Brooklyn, New York, 
who serves as the chief rabbi of Lviv and western Ukraine.

Historical Notes on the Photographs

Lviv

Vyzhnytsia

Even in a region with a large Jewish population, the 
town of Vyzhnytsia, located seventy-five kilometres 
west of Chernivtsi, was exceptional. At the beginning 

of the twentieth century more than ninety percent of 
the town’s residents were Jewish, including most of its 
government officials, its professional people, its merchants 
and craftsmen. Although there are no Jews in Vyzhnytsia 
today, and most local residents are barely aware of the town’s 
Jewish history, the Yiddish name of the town, Vishnitz, lives 
on as the name of an important Hasidic dynasty.
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M any aspects of life in Chernivtsi, including its 
architectural character, were established during 
the long period of Austro-Hungarian control 

prior to the First World War. The character of its Jewish 
community was also heavily influenced by an orientation 
towards German language and culture. The Jews of the city, 
who were dominant in trade, commerce, and real estate, saw 
German language and culture as a means of social progress 
and modernization, a trend which accelerated with the 
granting of full civil rights to Jews in Austria in 1867. 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Jews constituted 
more than thirty percent of Chernivtsi’s population. They 
were dominant in the city’s business community and were 
active in many fields, including politics, the professions,  
journalism, and the arts. As a result of the increase in anti-
Semitism in the late nineteenth century, Jews embraced 
forms of Jewish nationalism, including Zionism and Yiddish 
secular  and political culture. 

During the era of Austro-Hungarian rule, ethnic groups were 
encouraged to establish communal institutions including 
“national houses” or “people’s houses.” The Jewish National 
House in the province of Bukovina was constructed in 
Theatre Square, one of the most attractive spaces in central 
Chernivtsi. It opened in 1908 and was the site of the historic 
first international conference on the Yiddish language and 
its role in Jewish life. Up until the Second World War it 
served as a focus of Jewish activity in the city, housing many 
communal institutions and organizations.  In the Soviet 
era, the building was given over to workers from the textile 
industry. In the 1990s, the Jewish community was given back 
some space in the building, and in 2008 a small museum of 
Jewish Bukovina life opened on the ground floor.

The Vishnitz dynasty was founded by Menachem Mendel 
(1768-1825) of Kosov, a nearby town. One of his grandsons, 
Menachem Mendel Hager (1830-1884), established a Hasidic 
court in Vyzhnytsia in 1854, which was the fountainhead 
of the dynasty. During the First World War, the sect 
transplanted itself to Transylvania. After the Holocaust, a 
number of surviving Vishnitz leaders were able to resettle 
in Israel, where they re-established themselves, eventually 
becoming the country’s second largest Hasidic community 
and highly influential in the state’s religious affairs. In later 
years a number of leaders of the sect established branches in 
the United States, Canada, and Britain. 

During the Second World War, most of the Jews of Vyzhnytsia 
were expelled by the Romanian military to Transnistria, 
where many perished. In the Soviet era, a significant number 
of Jews returned, but later most emigrated, leaving only a 
few Jewish families in the area. Vyzhnytsia today is a town 
that is mostly unaware of its rich Jewish heritage. There were 
eleven synagogues, and today several of those buildings still 
exist, including the largest of them, which is now the town’s 
cultural centre. There is also a derelict wooden building, 
formerly used for a dairy, which began life as a yeshiva 
(Jewish religious school).

The town had two Jewish cemeteries. The older one was 
damaged by the Nazis and destroyed by the Communists. 
The newer cemetery, dating from 1863, located in a rural 
area on the outskirts of the town, survives to this day. It 
contains some two thousand monuments, including a well-
maintained ohel, or small mausoleum, marking the grave 
of  Menachem Mendel Hager, the founder of the Vishnitz 
dynasty, where Hasidim come to pray. The cemetery has been 
fenced, has a locked gate and a caretaker, and is supported 
both by local funding and contributions from abroad.

Vyzhnytsia’s cultural centre, formerly the town’s largest 
synagogue, Ukraine, 2016

Chernivtsi

The Jewish National House (1908), Chernivtsi, Ukraine, 2016
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Brody today is a small city of 23,000 people located 
about ninety kilometres northeast of Lviv. During 
the 19th century, Brody was the second largest city 

in eastern Galicia (after Lvov/Lemberg), with one of the 
highest proportions of Jews in the population—eighty-eight 
percent—among eastern European cities. During the period 
of Austrian rule, Brody was situated just a few kilometres 
from the Russian border and enjoyed the status of a free 
trading city. This enhanced its capacity for commerce and 
trade, fields in which Jews were dominant. 

In addition to its commercial importance, Brody was a 
religious and intellectual centre, home for a time of the 
young Rabbi Yisroel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov, founder 
of Hasidism. Brody was also a leading locale of the nineteenth 
century Haskalah (Jewish Enlightenment)  in Galicia. The 
cultural and religious currents of the day found expression 
in Brody, from Orthodox observance and scholarship to the 
variety of political tendencies within the Zionist movement.

In the early twentieth century Brody became a key transit 
point for Jews leaving Russia. More than a million emigrants 
passed through the town on their way to the German ports 
of Hamburg and Bremen, where they boarded ships bound 
for  America. 

In 1939, Jews accounted for more than half of Brody’s 
population of eighteen thousand. Nearly all the Jews of Brody 
and the surrounding towns would perish in the Holocaust 
after deportations to Belzec began in the fall of 1942 and 
continued into 1943. Hundreds of Jews were murdered or 
died in the town’s ghetto and the last two thousand Jews 
were sent to Majdanek concentration camp in Lublin. No 
Jewish community was recreated in Brody after the war.

The great fortress synagogue of Brody dates back to 
1742. The building was damaged by a fire in 1859 that 

swept through the town. The building was renovated at 
the beginning of the twentieth century but then suffered 
significant damage again during the Second World War. The 

Busk, a small town about forty kilometres northeast 
of Lviv, is known for its remarkable Jewish cemetery. 
Some of the stones date back to the early sixteenth 

century, evidence of hundreds of years of Jewish settlement. 
In 1939, Busk had about eight thousand residents, of whom 
nearly one third were Jews. During the war, the Germans 
formed a ghetto in the town that was used also to concentrate 
Jews from surrounding villages. As in most of western 
Ukraine, nearly all the Jews who remained in the town after 
the German invasion in 1941 were put to death, the  majority 
by execution near the town, and others by deportation to 
the death camp at Belzec. A number of men were sent to the 
Janowska slave labour camp in Lviv. 

Busk’s “Great” synagogue, a large three story building, 
survived the war and has since been divided in half. The 
front part, completely renovated, houses a richly decorated 
evangelical church, while the rear section, in terribly run-
down condition, has been turned into public housing and 
broken up into a number of small apartment units. 

Busk

Gravestones in the Jewish cemetery in Busk, Ukraine, 2016

The historic Jewish cemetery, which had its last burial in 
the 1930s, is situated on a hillside that slopes down to a 
riverbank. During the war it was vandalized, and stones 
were removed for building material. Today it contains about 
two hundred monuments, many of them beautifully carved 
but unprotected and eroding. The cemetery also contains 
seventeen unmarked mass graves, uncovered in 2006 
through the work of the French priest Father Patrick Desbois 
and estimated to contain the bodies of some 1,750 Jewish 
victims of the “Holocaust by bullets.” The municipality owns 
the site, which is completely open and frequently transited 
by herds of grazing cows or flocks of geese that are allowed 
to feed on the property.

Brody

The ruins of the Great Synagogue of Brody, Ukraine, 2016
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Yurij Davidovich in the synagogue of Khotyn, Ukraine, 2016

In our conversation, we asked Davidovich if there is tension 
between Khotyn’s few Jews and its other residents. His reply: 
“We have nothing and they have nothing. What is there 
to fight about?” Davidovich lives on a meager government 
pension, equivalent to CAD $60 a month, supplemented by 
a stipend from an international Jewish welfare organization.

Site of a landmark fortress, Khotyn is a town of eleven 
thousand people today, located sixty kilometres 
northeast of Chernivtsi in the historical region of 

Bessarabia. The town was in the Kingdom of Poland at its 
founding, but its governance has changed seven times in its 
long history, ruled by Moldavia, Poland-Lithuania, Ottoman 
Turkey, imperial Russia, Moldavia again, Romania, and the 
Soviet Union until Ukraine became independent in 1991.

Jews first settled in Khotyn in the mid-eighteenth century 
and were active as traders and in agricultural management. 
When under Russian control, there was a large influx of Jews 
into the region. By 1897 Jews made up half of the town’s 
eighteen thousand residents. The population later fell due 
to the eviction of Jews from the Russian border zones, but 
after incorporation into Romania, the community began to 
flourish again. In 1930 Jews numbered almost six thousand, 
a third of the population. The Jewish community built 
numerous institutions: many synagogues, an old-age home, 
a soup kitchen, various schools, and a hospital.

At the start of the Second World War, Soviet troops occupied 
Bessarabia and northern Bukovina. The Romanian army 
withdrew in advance of the Soviet occupation but returned a 
year later with the invading German forces. Romanians and 
German mobile killing units, the Einsatzgruppen, murdered 
almost two thousand of Khotyn’s  Jews, the victims buried in 
three mass graves near the town. The remainder of the town’s 
Jews, along with thousands from the district, were deported 
to camps in Transnistria, the area between the Dnieper and 
Bug rivers controlled by Romania, where most perished.

Yurij Davidovich, photographed in the decaying post-war 
synagogue in Khotyn, was a child in 1941 when he was 

evacuated with his parents to Kazakhstan. His family was 
saved because his father was in a Soviet army medical unit. 
Davidovich is one of a small number of Jews who returned to 
Khotyn after the war who still live there today. A number of 
them speak Yiddish, but not Davidovich. Four of the town’s 
Jews attend Sabbath services at the synagogue, where they 
use Russian-language prayer books because none of them 
can read Hebrew. The town also contains a historic Jewish 
cemetery which is fenced and well-maintained by a local 
caretaker, supervised by Davidovich and the other Jews.

building underwent renovation in the 1960s when it was 
used as a warehouse. Later on, the building was abandoned. 
It suffered heavy water damage and partial collapse and is 
now beyond repair. However, with its side walls intact, the 
ruin of the great synagogue continues to loom over the 
residential neighbourhood where it is situated.

Khotyn

Ozarow

Ozarow is a small town in southeast Poland, about 190 
kilometres south of Warsaw. The town was founded 
in the late sixteenth century and from early on in 

its history had a predominantly Jewish population. By the 
late eighteenth century the Jewish population exceeded 
one thousand and accounted for two-thirds of the town’s 
residents. Ozarow Jews were active in a broad range of 
economic activities and supported a variety of communal 
activities, including the creation of a synagogue and a 
school, kosher slaughtering, and care for the poor. During 
the First World War, occupying Russian troops burnt the 
entire village to the ground when the Jewish population 
could not pay a ransom to preserve their homes. The town 
was completely rebuilt from 1916 to 1920.

Polychrome monuments in the Jewish cemetery in Ozarow, 
Poland, 2014
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In 1939, on the eve of the Second World War, the Jewish 
population was greater than four thousand. The Nazis 
created a ghetto in Ozarow not only for the town’s Jewish 
population but also as a centre to incarcerate Jews from 
Radom, Wloclawek, and other surrounding communities. In 
October 1942 most of the inhabitants of the Ozarow ghetto 
were deported to Treblinka, where they perished.

The Jewish cemetery in Ozarow is four hundred years old. 
During the Nazi occupation many of the stones were 

looted for building materials and the cemetery fences were 
damaged. In 2001, the cemetery was restored by Ozarow 
Jews and their families who had settled in the United States 
and Canada. The restoration work uncovered two hundred 
gravestones in addition to the hundred or so that remained 
standing, and involved the reconstruction of the fences and 
building of a red brick mausoleum. Among the gravestones 
that remain are three remarkable, elaborately carved 
monuments bearing clear traces of polychromy—decorative 
painted colour. The stones, all commemorating the lives 
of women, date from 1902, 1892, and 1912. They depict 
traditional memorial iconography—candlesticks, vases, 
flowers, crowns, tzedakah (charity)  boxes—and display a 
high quality of Hebrew calligraphic engraving.

Lodz

The Jewish cemetery in Lodz, established in 1892 and 
the largest by physical area in Europe, has numerous 
artistically interesting monuments. The most famous 

of its large memorials is that of the textile magnate Israel 
Poznanski, apparently the largest Jewish mausoleum in the 
world. But there are many other substantial gravestones, 
especially in the rows near the cemetery’s entrance, which 
exhibit attractive imagery and beautiful calligraphy. 

This photograph shows a row of five classic-early-twentieth 
century gravestones from one of the men’s sections. These, 
like many of the intricately carved stones, have a typical 
architectural design: an upper pediment filled with symbolic 
and decorative images and demi-columns flanking a central 
panel with a personalized epitaph in Hebrew describing the 
qualities of the deceased. The imagery of books or a library 
typically represents a learned person. The tallest stone has 
a carving of two hands making the priestly blessing, which 
indicates that the person buried here, Shmuel Koganshuk, 
was a descendent of the Jewish priestly caste of Kohanim.

The shifting artistic tastes and trends of the period can also 
be seen in these stones. While two of the monuments 

in this photograph feature classical columns with elaborate 
Corinthian capitals, reminiscent of the structure of the 
Temple in Jerusalem, others depict the flanking columns 
in a pared-down modernist style. However, the tomb of 
Moshe Yosef Schrada (second from left) merely sketches the 

columns in Art Deco style, which was taking hold in Europe 
in the 1920s, the time this monument was constructed. The 
materials and scale of these stones, the largest of which is 
about 1.6 metres tall,  suggest that the departed were from 
well-to-do families.

Five gravestones in the Bracka Street Jewish cemetery, Lodz,
Poland, 2013

Several of the stones contain Hebrew verses of praise for 
the deceased, in which the first letter of each line forms an 
acrostic of the person’s name. Two other features, which 
can be found on most Jewish gravestones to this day, are the 
Hebrew letters ּפ׳נ (“peh nun”) at the top of the epitaph to 
denote “poh nikbar” or “po nitman”— “here lies buried.” At 
the bottom are the Hebrew letters  ת נ צ ב ה (“taf nun tzadi 
beit heh”), an acronym for the phrase T’hay nafsho/nafsha 
tzrurah b’tzror hachaim (“May his/her soul be bound up in 
the bond of life”), echoing 1 Samuel 25:29 from the Bible. 

Unlike historic cities such as Warsaw or Krakow, Lodz 
was a village at the beginning of the 19th century that 
underwent explosive growth due to industrialization 

and the development of the textile industry. In the 1820s, 
it was a hamlet of less than 1,000 people, including 259 
Jews. By the end of the century Lodz had been transformed 
into the second-largest city in Poland, with a population 
of 670,000. The Jewish community, second in size only to 
Warsaw’s, made up a third of the city’s inhabitants. 

The family of Israel Kalmanowicz Poznanski (1833– 
1900) relocated to Lodz in this period of growth, intent 
on capitalizing on these new opportunities for Jewish 
merchants. Building upon the textile enterprise first 
established by his father, Israel Poznanski became the most 
successful Jewish businessman in Lodz and one of the most 
powerful industrialists in the country. By 1872, Poznanski 
began constructing his massive textile factory north of 
the city centre. At the same time, he conceived of a grand 
showpiece residence adjoining the factory property—a 
modern-day palace to proclaim his standing and substantial 
accomplishments. 
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The palace of Israel Poznanski, Lodz, Poland, 2013

Design and construction of the monumental Neo-Baroque 
building began in the late 1880s. The upper balustrade is 
topped by a series of allegorical sculptures which include 
depictions of Greek gods: the goddess of wisdom, Athena, 
who was also known for weaving and spinning, and the god 
of commerce, Hermes, seen on the right in this photograph 
wearing his signature winged cap. There are also sculptures 
of builders, workers, and spinners holding objects including 
a ball of wool, a hammer, scissors, and a bolt of outspread 
cloth.

Poznanski died in 1900, followed by his wife in 1914. His 
business enterprise was greatly diminished by the loss 

of markets to the east during the First World War and the 
Russian Revolution. Sometime later the palace was taken 
over by municipal authorities and eventually, in 1975, 
became the site of the Museum of the City of Lodz. There 
are three other lavish residences in Lodz which belonged to 
Poznanski’s children which are also part of his legacy.

Poznanski’s descendents are now spread across the world. 
Israel’s great-granddaughter, Alice, was active as a teenager in 
the 1944 Warsaw Uprising and was consequently imprisoned 
at Bergen-Belsen. After the war she moved first to Paris, then 

to Montreal, where she met and married Jacques Parizeau, 
an economist who would become Premier of the province 
of Quebec. 

Warsaw

Warsaw’s Okopowa Street Jewish cemetery was 
founded in 1806 and still functions today. In size 
it is second only to the Lodz Jewish cemetery but 

contains more burial sites, approximately 225,000 graves. 
The cemetery is covered by a dense patchwork of trees and is 
permeated by a series of long walkways that penetrate deep 
into the site and permit exploration of its far reaches. But 
the cemetery did not always have the appearance of a forest. 
Most of the trees seem to be the same size, about sixty years 
old, and it appears that this treed coverage dates from the 
period after the war when the grounds were neglected for 
many decades during the post-war Soviet era.

One can walk through this immense graveyard for several 
days and encounter a constantly shifting landscape, some 
parts tended like manicured gardens with an array of stone 
sculptures, some in which nature is gaining the upper hand. 
The visual tension one finds here is very appealing: the rows 
of ornate and inscribed stones permeated everywhere by 
the proliferation of greenery that can barely be contained. 
This mixture of order and disorder creates a striking visual 
context for the cultural aspects of these artifacts.

Nearly 150,000 gravesites are intact today, including those 
of many acclaimed and influential leaders representing 

the spectrum of Polish-Jewish society: neurologist Edward 
Flatau (d. 1932), historian Mayer Bałaban (d. 1942), publisher 
of the first Polish Encyclopedia Samuel Orgelbrand (d. 
1868), merchant Ber Sonnenberg (d. 1823), lawyer Joseph 
Goldshmidt, who was the father of Janusz Korczak (d. 1896), 
the inventor of the Esperanto language Ludwik Zamenhof 
(d. 1917). Creative figures buried in the cemetery include 
the actress Esther Rachela Kamińska (d. 1925), researcher of 
Jewish folklore and author of The Dybbuk S. An-sky (1863-
1919), painter Aleksander Lesser (d. in 1884), and Yiddish 
writer I.L. Peretz (1852-1915), whose funeral was attended by 
over 100,000 people. There are numerous small mausoleums 
dedicated to religious figures, such as Rabbi Dov Berush 
Meisels (1798–1870), who served as chief rabbi of Warsaw. 

As the cemetery was part of the Warsaw Ghetto, thousands 
who died in the ghetto are buried here including the head of 
the ghetto’s Judenrat, Adam Czerniaków (1880–1942), who 
committed suicide rather than deport the ghetto’s children. 
There is a special section in the cemetery for participants 
in the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, including Marek Edelman, 
who at his death in 2009, at the age of 90, was the last living 
leader of the revolt. A new walkway into the Okopowa Street Jewish cemetery, 

Warsaw, Poland, 2011
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A fter the First World War, the city, then known as 
Czernowitz, and northern Bukovina became part 
of Romania, The city was truly multicultural: Jews 

were the largest group, followed by Romanians, Germans, 
Ukrainians, and Poles. By 1939, the city’s Jews numbered 
fifty thousand, forty percent of the population. 

Jews were divided across the city by social class. Poorer and 
more Orthodox Jews lived north of the central part of the 
city. Many of their institutions, including the city’s major 
Orthodox synagogue, were on Henri Barbusse Street, known 
at one time as Synagogue Street. Wealthier and religiously 
progressive Jews lived closer to the heart of the city, and 
many of them worshipped at a massive Moorish Revival 
synagogue which was a landmark in the city centre.

This multicultural harmony was shattered by the Second 
World War. During the Soviet occupation, ethnic Romanians 
and Germans either fled or were forced out. When Romania 
retook the city in July 1941, dictator Ion Antonescu ordered 
the creation of a ghetto for the city’s Jews. The mayor of the 
city, Trajan Popovici, fought to preserve the community 
and managed to save about seventeen thousand Jews from 
deportation to Transnistria and almost certain death. 
After the war, many of the city’s surviving Jews emigrated 
to Israel and the city became predominantly Ukrainian. In 
1989 Chernivtsi’s Jewish population still exceeded sixteen 
thousand; today only about a thousand Jews remain.

Prior to the Holocaust, Chernivtsi had more than seventy 
Jewish places of worship. Many of the buildings survived 

the war but were converted for other uses. The magnificent 
Moorish Revival Temple in the centre of the city, built in 
1877, was heavily damaged and converted into a movie 
theatre during the Soviet era. The three-story, Orthodox 
Great Synagogue, built in 1853 in the northern part of the 
city, became a warehouse and factory. Alongside it, on 
Synagogue Street (now Henri Barbusse), are a half dozen 
other buildings that used to house Jewish institutions 

including two other synagogues, a Jewish school, a seniors 
residence, and a Jewish hospital.

Today, the city has only two functioning synagogues, one 
recently renovated under the auspices of the Lubavitch 
Hasidic movement, and a second, the Beit Tefilah Binyamin, 
which is a small two-story building constructed in 1923.
According to the current rabbi, Noah Kofmansky, the 
synagogue has operated from its beginnings without 
interruption. Beit Tefilah Binyamin still has its original pews 
and, like some other synagogues in the region, notable folk-
style wall paintings depicting scenes from the Bible, in this 
case by an artist whose identity has been forgotten.

Former Synagogue (No. 39) on “Synagogue Street,” Chernivtsi, 
Ukraine, 2016

Chernivtsi continued

Interior of the Beit Tfilah Binyamin Synagogue, Chernivtsi, 
Ukraine, 2016

Kofmansky has been the synagogue’s rabbi since 1992; 
prior to that he was an engineer. Every day, people from 
the community, both Jews and Christians, line up to seek 
his advice. Some Christians in Chernivitsi are superstitious: 
they believe that Jews have a direct line to God and that the 
intercession of Jewish prayer can help them solve personal 
problems. They flock to the synagogue to ask Rabbi 
Kofmansky to pray for them and, in appreciation, they 
leave gratuities, which help support both his work and the 
congregation.

Chernivsti has two Jewish cemeteries, an older one 
that was closed in 1866 and a newer one that opened 
the same year. Both were undamaged during the war. 

In 1949, under the Soviet regime, the older cemetery was 
handed over to a textile factory that substantially destroyed 
it, using many of the monuments for building material. 
Though remnants of the cemetery still exist, Jewish efforts  
to reclaim the property have failed.  

Chernivtsi’s “new” Jewish cemetery, on Zelena Street, 
contains fifty thousand burial sites and  remains today one 
of the largest intact Jewish cemeteries in the former Soviet 
Union. Since 1995, the site has been protected as part of a 
cultural district that encompasses a number of community 
burial grounds. The Jewish cemetery contains the graves 
of important figures in the city’s history such as the city’s 
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Interior of the Fortress Synagogue of Zhovkva, Ukraine, 2016

Zhovkva (Zolkiew in Polish) is a town today of 
approximately fourteen thousand people just thirty 
kilometres north of Lviv. It’s more than four hundred 

years old and was named after its founder, a Polish nobleman, 
Stanislaw Zolkiewski. From early on, the population was a 
mix of Poles, Ukrainians, and Jews. In the late seventeenth 
century the town had a Hebrew printing press and a Jewish 
tailors’ guild. The synagogue, built around 1690 in late-
Renaissance style, is one of only four surviving seventeenth 
-century fortress synagogues in Ukraine. A Jewish hospital 
was built in Zhovkva in 1862.  In the twentieth century the 
town had a number of secular Jewish institutions, including 
a Hebrew school, a cultural society, and a football team.

By 1940, Jews accounted for nearly half the town’s population 
of ten thousand. After the occupation of the town by German 

The crumbling funeral hall in Chernivtsi’s Zelena Street
 Jewish cemetery, 2016

first Jewish mayor, Eduard Reiss, the Yiddish poet Eliezer 
Steinbarg, and many other notable members of the Jewish 
community. The cemetery also contains four mass graves, 
one for Austrian Jewish soldiers who died in the First World 
War, one for about nine hundred Jews who were murdered 
during the German occupation in 1941, plus two sites where 
non-Jews are buried—Turkish Muslim soldiers who died 
serving in the Austrian army, and Romanians who were 
executed by the Germans in 1941.

Zhovkva
Wroclaw

The photograph of a family burial site from one of the 
two existing Jewish cemeteries in Wroclaw, the capital 
city of the Lower Silesia province in western Poland, 

reveals much about the history of its Jewish community 
and of the region. The Lazarus family monument was 
constructed in the 1870s, when the city was known as 
Breslau. Like most of Silesia, Breslau had been annexed by 
Prussia in the mid-eighteenth century and became part of 
Germany under unification in 1871. 

Jewish settlement began in Breslau in the early part of the 
thirteenth century. By the end of the eighteenth century, 
the city had become a significant centre for the Haskalah, 
the Jewish Enlightenment movement, which focused on 
Jews’ relationship to wider European culture and aspirations 
to improve the community’s political status and the rights 
of its individuals. Indeed, in 1812 Prussian Jews, including 
those of Breslau, were granted emancipation and gained 

The funeral hall at the cemetery was built in 1905. It contains 
rooms for a mortuary and to conduct funeral services but it 
has not been used in many years. Recently, with funding from 
Germany, work began to completely renovate the building 
and eventually convert it into a Holocaust musueum of the 
Jews of Bukovina. The cemetery continues to benefit from 
the work of college-aged volunteers, both from Ukraine 
and abroad, who have devoted their labour to clearing the 
damaging and rapidly growing vegetation from between the 
rows of gravestones.

forces in June 1941, the Jewish cemetery was destroyed and 
the synagogue was set on fire. Deportations began in 1942 
and continued in 1943, to Belzec and the Janowska camp in 
Lviv. Approximately seventy of Zhovka’s Jews survived the 
war but most emigrated afterwards. 

The Germans did not succeed in destroying the synagogue.  
While most of the interior and the roof were demolished, 
the outer walls and much of the Baroque ornamentation 
survived. The building was used as a warehouse for years, and 
even with periodic renovations it continued to deteriorate. 
However, in 1994 the Zhovka town centre was declared a 
State Architectural Heritage Reserve and six years later the 
synagogue was included in a list of buildings designated for 
preservation by the World Monuments Fund. From 2001 
to 2004, extensive repairs were made to the synagogue, 
including installing a new roof and stabilising the masonry 
walls.
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Lazarus family monument, Slezna Street Jewish cemetery, 
Wroclaw, Poland, 2012

civic rights, which increased their integration into German 
culture and society. 

Bobowa

The town Bobowa (or Bobov) is best known today as the 
original seat of the Bobover Hasidic dynasty. The sect 
was founded by Shlomo Halberstam (1847–1905), who 

moved in 1892 to Bobowa with his disciples from Vyzhnytsia, 
another Galician town, where he had already established 
himself as a Hasidic rebbe. Halberstam, grandson of the 
head of the Sandz Hasidic court, had opened the first 
Hasidic yeshiva, diverging from Sandz practice, which did 
not approve of yeshiva study. His relocation to Bobowa gave 
the dynasty the name it carries until today. Halberstam’s son 
did not survive the Holocaust but his grandson moved to 
New York and was able to establish a new centre of Bobover 
Hasidism there.

The Jewish presence in Bobowa is thought to date back to 
1732 and a synagogue was built there shortly after. In 1880, 
Jews numbered 481 out of Bobowa’s 1,266 residents. In 
1939, almost two-thirds of this small village’s residents were 
Jewish, most of whom perished in the Holocaust.

Today, the synagogue is managed by the Krakow Jewish 
community and was recently renovated with the support of 
a rabbi from New York, reopening in 2003 as a museum and 
a prayer space for visitors. The restored decorative stucco 
mural surrounding the aron kodesh (Torah ark) dates to 1778 
and is a treasured example of Jewish sacred art in Poland. 
With crowned golden lions and eagles flanking the ark and 
set in an elaborate network of stylized vines, flowers, and 
clusters of grapes, this wall painting in relief is a reminder of 
the detailed and exuberantly coloured design schemes that 
embellished Polish synagogues for centuries.  

Interior of the restored synagogue in Bobowa, Poland, 2012

of Communism in 1989, Jewish communal life began to 
be revitalized again. Today, the Jewish cemetery on Slezna 
Street is administered by the city as the Museum of Cemetery 
Art. The city has a second, functioning Jewish cemetery, a 
restored synagogue, and other Jewish institutions. 

The Jewish cemetery on Slezna Street was established in 
this political and social climate in 1856. It follows the 

German cemetery model, and has an environment and 
design scheme entirely different from Jewish cemeteries in 
central Poland and historic Galicia. In the large memorials  
built against the cemetery’s walls, architectural forms 
dominate, drawing on a range of influences from Classical to 
Renaissance to Baroque. On the Lazarus family monument, 
instead of the decorative, folk-art style symbols of Polish 
tombstones, there is an architectural structure with highly 
refined carving and fully articulated classical columns. 
German inscriptions are included alongside Hebrew, 
whereas many other inscriptions in this cemetery are 
exclusively in German. The monument also displays the 
ravages of war in its extensive damage from bullet holes. 

After World War II, Silesia was part of Soviet-occupied 
Poland. Fifteen thousand Jews resettled for a period in 
Wroclaw, creating a communal infrastructure, which lasted 
despite the mass emigration of Jews in 1968. After the fall 

Krakow

The Tempel Synagogue in Krakow celebrated its 150th 
anniversary in 2012, a milestone in the history  of 
progressive Judaism in Poland. As early as 1840, 

Reform Jews began to meet in makeshift prayer spaces in 
Krakow until they constructed this elaborate synagogue, 
which was dedicated in 1862. Further additions to the 
building were made in the 1890s and 1920s. 

The architecture reflects the aspirations and modernizing 
ideals of Jews in the nineteenth century, when grand 
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structures were erected to rival monumental churches and 
to publicly express the equal status of Jews within society. 
The use of the then-fashionable Moorish or Oriental style, 
as seen in the Tempel interior (a notable example of which is 
also in the synagogue in Florence) was a way of distinguishing 
Jewish spaces from the Gothic style prominent in church 
architecture. It also asserted a link between Jews and their 
Middle Eastern origins. But synagogues were sometimes  
influenced by church architecture, as seen in the structure 
of this synagogue where the highly ornamental aron kodesh 
(orah ark) is positioned within a niche that looks distinctly 
like a church apse.

The synagogue was ruined by the Nazis, who used it to store 
ammunition and as a stable. Soon after the end of the war, 

The Torah ark in the restored Tempel Synagogue
in Krakow, Poland, 2011

Lancut

Interior of the restored synagogue in Lancut, Poland, 2012

The Baroque synagogue in Lancut is among the 
best preserved and most remarkable Jewish prayer 
houses remaining in Central Europe. Built in the 

18th century, the synagogue was saved multiple times. The 
Nazis attempted to burn it down but a local noble, Alfred 
Antoni Potocki, intervened to put out the fire. During 
the Communist-era, the Town National Council voted to 
demolish the building. The vote was revoked after an appeal 
by Dr. Władysław Balicki, who was also a supporter of the 
later renovation and conversion of the synagogue into a 
Jewish museum, a project initiated in 1973 by the Lancut 
Castle Museum. This was a rather unprecedented initiative 
in those days. Since 2009, it has been the property of the 
Foundation for the Preservation of Jewish Heritage in 
Poland.

Substantial renovations in the 1980s and 90s brought to life 
the richly detailed and inventive symbolic wall paintings. 
The imposing central bimah (reading platform) structurally 
supports the ceiling and faces the aron kodesh (Torah ark) 
on the east wall, where a rendering of the two tablets with 
the Ten Commandments can be seen with the crown of the 
Torah above. 

A different biblical scene is depicted on each of the four 
arched walls atop the bimah’s columns. Most clearly seen 
in this photograph is the southern side showing sanctuary 
implements from the Temple in Jerusalem: a menorah on 
the right and on the left, a table for the lechem hapanim
(shewbread), loaves which were always present on a 
dedicated table as an offering to God. On the right of the 
western side, which is partially visible in this image, is 
a depiction of Adam and Eve, while Cain and Abel are 
rendered on the left. The north surface depicts the Flood 
and the Sacrifice of Isaac and the eastern wall contains two 
symmetrical niches. 

The rounded arches on the surrounding walls contain texts 
of prayers. At the time the synagogue was built rabbinic 
authorities were critical of the practice of reciting familiar 
prayers by rote, fearing that such recitation lacked spiritual 
intentionality. Their remedy was to decorate the walls with 

Jews began to hold services in the building again, which 
continued up until the late 1970s. The synagogue structure 
had suffered from years of neglect but, eventually, in the 
mid-1990s, the building was carefully restored by the World 
Monuments Fund, with funding from the Municipality of 
Krakow, the Jewish Community of Krakow, and the Citizens’ 
Committee for the Renovation of Krakow’s Monuments. 
Today the building is used only sporadically for prayer but 
more often for cultural events such as concerts during the 
annual Krakow Jewish Festival.
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common prayers so that worshippers could focus more 
consciously on their meaning. Below each wall prayer is a 
painted plaque with the name of a family or person in whose 
memory a bequest was made to pay for the inscription, in 
effect “donating” the prayer to the congregation. 

Brzeska Street, Praga district, Warsaw, Poland, 2011

Warsaw continued

L ocated on the right bank of the Vistula River, Praga 
is a suburb of Warsaw, where Jews began to settle at 
the end of the 18th century. Jews put down community 

roots in the area, establishing a synagogue, a cemetery, and 
a mikveh (ritual bath) in addition to being active in the 
area’s economy. On the  eve of the Second World War, Jews 
accounted for nearly half of the population of the district. 
During the war, Praga’s Jews, like all the Jews of the city, were 
forcibly relocated to the Warsaw Ghetto.

The neighbourhood did not meet the same physical fate as 
Warsaw’s central district on the other side of the river. In the 
summer of 1944 the Red Army drove towards Warsaw but 
was ordered to stop on the east bank of the Vistula, where 
it remained even as the Polish Home Army staged its long 
planned uprising. It was Stalin’s intention to have the Nazis 
destroy the Polish underground forces, to clear the way for 
the Communist party to form a post-war government. After 
the defeat of the Polish insurrection, the Nazis completely 
demolished central Warsaw but the districts on the east side 
of the river remained undamaged, including Praga.

Many streets in Praga retain their pre-war character. After 
1945, approximately 10,000 Jews who survived the war came 
to Warsaw and many lived once again in the impoverished 
Praga area, though most left in subsequent waves of 
emigration in 1945–1947, 1956, and 1968. For decades, Praga 
remained a downtrodden, crime-ridden neighbourhood but 
today it is being gentrified rapidly and now is considered a 
desirable place to live.

Brzeska Street was once considered the poorest and one of 
the most dangerous streets in Warsaw. In fact, it’s a fairly safe 
area which suffers from the ills of poverty, including petty 
crime and public drunkenness. Some of the buildings on the 
street are quite beautiful despite their state of disrepair, with 
ornate ironwork on the balconies and decorative concrete 
around the windows on the façades. There are small stores 
and several restaurants on the street, painted in bright 
colours. But even Brzeska Street faces gentrification and 
some of its buildings are now being repaired.

A building down the block, at #9 Brzeska, was formerly a 
public school. According to the recollection of people who 
live in the area, the entire student body before the war was 
Jewish, which is not surprising given the large size of the local 
pre-war Jewish community. Today, in some of the courtyards 
behind the building facades there are small shrines to the 
Virgin Mary, reflecting the committed Catholicism of the 
street’s current population.

Derelict Ghetto tenement building on Walicow Street, Warsaw, 
Poland, 2011

Before the Second World War, Warsaw’s Jewish 
community of 375,000 was the largest centre of Jewish 
life in Europe. Ninety percent of the community lived 

in the Muranow district, which was sealed off by the Nazis to 
form the Warsaw Ghetto in November 1940. The crumbling 
apartment building shown in this photograph is one of the 
few pre-war structures remaining in central Warsaw, which 
was completely razed by the German army in response to the 
uprisings in the city. 

To come upon this building, and a few other pre-war 
tenement buildings a few blocks away near the city’s main 
synagogue, is astonishing because the building is such an 
anachronism alongside the intensely modern appearance 
of everything else in reconstructed central Warsaw. The 
building’s walls are constructed of rough, misshapen bricks 
in a variety of colours, from light orange to crimson to wine 
red to black. The complex is a stark reminder of the realities 
of Jewish tenement life in the industrial era of the early 
twentieth century. The derelict condition of the building, 
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with its wartime scars, makes 
it possible to visualize the 
environment in which the 
Ghetto Uprising took place.  
The structure looms over 
the street as a silent witness 
to an exceptional chapter of 
Jewish struggle. 

The tenement on Walicow is 
one of the landmarks along 
a Path of Remembrance 
that takes visitors around 
historical reminders of the 
former Ghetto. Walicow 
Street is just a fifteen minute 
walk from both the recently-
opened Polin Museum of 
Polish Jewish History and 
the Okopowa Street Jewish 
Cemetery. 

Lodz continued

R adegast railway station, at the northern edge of the 
Litzmannstadt (Lodz) Ghetto on the outskirts of the 
city, was the main link between the Ghetto and the 

rest of Nazi-occupied Europe. The station was used during 
the war for deliveries of food and supplies into the ghetto 
and for shipping the plethora of goods manufactured in the 
extensive network of Ghetto factories to other outposts of 
the Reich. Starting in 1941, it became the arrival point for the 
transports of Jews and Roma from outside of Poland destined 
for the Litzmannstadt Ghetto and the reception area for Jews 
gathered from the immediate surrounding region sent to the 
Ghetto by train. Beginning in January 1942, transports from 
Radegast carried Jews deported from the Ghetto the short 

Radegast railway station and Holocaust memorial complex, 
Lodz, Poland, 2012

distance to the death camp at Chelmno. The deportations 
continued until late August 1944, when the last Jews living 
in Lodz were sent to Auschwitz. The ghetto in Lodz had the 
longest existence―four and a half years―of all the ghettos 
in Nazi-occupied territory.

Radegast station has been turned into a Holocaust memorial 
complex, which opened in 2005. A wartime steam engine 
with attached Deutsche Reichsbahn wooden freight cars 
are permanently installed on a railway siding near the 
refurbished wooden station, which houses a museum. 
Surrounding the platform are large concrete memorial 
stones with the names of communities whose Jews were 
deported to the Litzmannstadt Ghetto. Behind the station 
platform, a concrete tunnel, containing lists of the names 
of the deported along its walls, snakes along the road to the 
complex entrance and culminates in a small brick building 
with a tall chimney, which completes the memorial. A total 
of two hundred thousand people transited Radegast station 
on their way to the death camps. The memorial project 
was initiated by the Monumentum Iudaicum Lodzense 
foundation, dedicated to the memory of Lodz’s Jews.
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