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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Focused on the post-1944 history of Jewish cemeteries in three Jewish cemeteries; Jewish
towns: IUje (Belarus), Berezne (Ukraine) and Bitgoraj (Poland) this material heritage;
paper examines different local trajectories of repurposing and antisemitism; Poland; USSR
overwriting Jewish cemeteries. This comparative study goes beyond

the top-down policy analysis to include the ways the local

population participated in and reacted to these acts of overwriting.

We complement the historical consideration with an ethnographic

approach that explores how ‘overwritten’ Jewish cemeteries have

been used by the local inhabitants, how they featured on their

mental maps, what myths and narratives they triggered, and what

spatial practices their new status afforded.

Introduction and methodology

The post-Holocaust predicament of Jewish cemeteries in East-Central Europe and the poli-
tics of their systematic destruction and repurposing has attracted a good deal of research
already. Since the early 1980s, historians, local activists and photographers have documen-
ted and mapped Jewish cemeteries, and synagogues in Poland as the last vestiges of Jewish
material heritage." More recently, scholars shifted their attention to the history of their
destruction, which began with the German occupation and continued, at the hands of
the local communities, for many decades after the war’s end.” There is also a substantial
body of literature on the postwar legal situation of Jewish property, including cemeteries,
and on the early attempts of Jewish survivors to save the remaining tissue of the Jewish
necropolises after the war.” We know much less, however, about the local participation
in, and the responses to, the gradual destruction of Jewish cemeteries in the region.
Historical studies of Jewish cemeteries on the territory of the USSR, especially those
addressing the antisemitic politics of the Soviet Union and the context of the Cold
War, were practically impossible in the Soviet period. Serious studies on this topic
began to appear in Ukraine, Belarus and other post-Soviet countries only after 1991,
but they mostly concerned major urban centers, and Jewish cemeteries located in the
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former shtetls still require systematic study.* Few publications on the history of Soviet
Jews addressed the post-war destruction of Jewish cemeteries,” and the Soviet state
policy regarding Jewish cemeteries has, so far, been studied only fragmentarily.®

This article examines the fate of Jewish cemeteries in small towns and from a com-
parative perspective. Focused on three case studies: Bilgoraj (Poland), Berezne
(Ukraine) and Itje (Belarus), which exemplify different local measures of repurposing
the Jewish necropolises, we wish to shed light on the processes that facilitated a full
(or partial) physical erasure of Jewish cemeteries in the former shtetls of Poland,
Soviet Belarus and Ukraine. Looking at state-level legislation, decisions of local auth-
orities, and grassroots initiatives that resulted in reusing, recycling, or preserving
Jewish sites, this comparative study goes beyond the top-down policy analysis to
include the ways the local population participated in and reacted to these acts of over-
writing. Shifting the gaze from the state directives and the motions of local authorities
to the perspective of the inhabitants, we complement the historical consideration with
an ethnographic approach that explores how ‘overwritten’ Jewish cemeteries have been
used by the local inhabitants, how they featured on their mental maps, what myths
and narratives they triggered, and what spatial practices their new status afforded.
This ethnography of overwriting is thus multi-perspective, taking into consideration
both the official optics: archival sources and municipal documentation, and a range of
other positions - of local culture brokers, town inhabitants, Jewish survivors and their
descendants.”

The selected case studies (Itje, Bilgoraj and Berezne) share a few important common
features, in the first place, the high proportion of Jewish population prior to 1939. Jewish
inhabitants of Bilgoraj’s made up sixty percent of the total population of over 8,000 as of
1939; Iije had a Jewish majority exceeding seventy-five percent of the town’s 5,000
inhabitants; and in Berezne Jews made up ninety-three percent of a population of
6,000.% Another similarity is the multidenominational makeup of these towns, which his-
torically included Catholic Poles, Greek Catholic Ukrainians, Orthodox Belarusians, as
well as Tatars. The three shtetls also share a rich history of changing geopolitical alle-
giances. Prior to 1795, Tije was located in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, while Bilgoraj
and Berezne belonged to the Polish Crown. This geography changed in the partition
period, when all three towns became part of the Russian Empire and, after the Treaty
of Riga in 1921, they found themselves within the borders of the Polish Second Republic.”
In 1939, Itje and Berezne were annexed by the Soviet Union and incorporated into Soviet
Belarus and Ukraine, respectively, while Bilgoraj came under the German occupation.
From 1941 on, with the German invasion on Soviet Union, all three towns found them-
selves under the Nazi rule. The area we focus on, comprising today’s western Belarus,
western Ukraine, and eastern Poland, was also the territory where Aktion Reinhardt
and the so-called ‘Holocaust by bullets’ left the most devastating mark.'” This means
that local non-Jewish populations witnessed first-hand the unprecedented brutality of
the Nazi-led genocide, and were sometimes implicated in the process: both through par-
ticipation in locating Jewish fugitives from the ghettos, and, on a truly mass scale, in the
takeover of Jewish property in the aftermath of the killing."' Despite these important
similarities, we also have to keep note of the differences among the three towns, such
as their geographical location,'? war-time occupation experience, post-1944 political alle-
giance, postwar cultural-religious identification of their new populations (Catholics and
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Tatar Muslims in Itje; Catholics and Christian Orthodox in Bilgoraj, and Christian
Orthodox in Berezne), and the different degrees to which surviving Jews were still
present in the three towns (with Itje boasting the largest and the longest-lasting
Jewish community among the three).

This article looks at how the three towns, located in various geographical regions
but with a similar political history and demographic profiles prior to the Holocaust,
have repurposed Jewish cemeteries in the differing political conditions of the post-
1944 new European order. Focusing on varying legal situations in post-1944 Poland
and USSR, differing topographies of the Holocaust (presence of mass graves within
or outside of cemeteries, scattered sites of atrocity on the territory of Holocaust by
bullets), as well as different degrees of pressure from Jewish organizations (landsman-
shaftn, rabbis, descendants of Holocaust survivors), we want to answer the question of
what factors have impacted the fate of Jewish cemeteries in this part of Europe, but
also how the policies of neglect, destruction and ‘overwriting,” pursued both by the
Soviet and the Polish state in relation to Jewish necropolises, have reverberated in
the local communities.

War-time destruction of Jewish cemeteries

Bilgoraj had three Jewish cemeteries prior to the Second World War, two of which were
still in operation as of 1939.'3 The ‘old cemetery,” located near the city center, was
destroyed in 1941 by Germans, who felled the oak trees framing the site, ordered grave-
stones to be used as building material throughout the town, and constructed wooden
stables there.'* The matsevot pillaged from the cemetery were incorporated into the pave-
ments of the central street of the town (Kosciuszki Street), the inner yard of the German
gendarmerie post, and in a churchyard in Puszcza Solska.'” The new structures erected in
the old Jewish cemetery served as a round-up point for Bilgorajan Jews deported to
Belzec during the Aktion on November 2nd and 3rd 1942."° The so-called ‘new cemetery’
on the edge of the town, in turn, served as a site of mass graves for the bodies of hundreds
of casualties shot in the town during the existence of the ghetto. For as long as the town’s
Chevra Kadisha existed, it would collect bodies of Jewish victims killed in the streets and
in their homes to bury them at this cemetery.'” In time, it also became the site of mass
shootings.'® Jews captured in hiding would be brought to the cemetery and executed
there."” In 1948, a group of Jewish survivors came to town to exhume the corpses of
90 Jewish victims from the area, who were then reburied at the ‘new cemetery.” The
photographs of that funeral, published in Bilgoraj’s yizkor bukh, show hundreds of mat-
sevot still visible on the ground.*

The Jewish cemetery in Iiije was, likewise, the site of executions carried out by the Nazi
occupiers and the local auxiliary police.”’ The absolute majority of Iiije’s Jewish popu-
lation (over 2,500 people) were killed in the mass shooting of 12th May 1942, which
took place in the forest near the village of Stanevicy, some 2 km from Iuje. Soon after
the war, Jewish survivors set up a memorial in that location, and, each year, the anniver-
sary of the mass execution gathers the local inhabitants for a commemoration event.

Berezne had two Jewish cemeteries prior to the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, an
‘old’ and a ‘new cemetery’ with predominantly wooden matzevot. The Jewish population
of Berezne, circa 3,000 people, were massacred in August 1942 in the vicinity the ‘new
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cemetery.’”> Berezne’s cemeteries, like those in Iitje and Bilgoraj, survived the war and
underwent a complete demolition only in the 1960s.

Postwar legal situation of Jewish cemeteries

The end of the war did not bring an end to the devastation of Jewish cemeteries in
Poland, Western Belarus and Western Ukraine.> Local inhabitants continued using
gravestones as building material; desecrated cemeteries searching for valuables and
gold; and repurposed the sites into parks, playgrounds, market places, or arable
fields.>* In the immediate postwar years, the Communist authorities in Poland issued
a number of laws regulating the use of private and communal property, which facilitated
further destruction and misuse of Jewish cemeteries. The decree of 8th March 1946
regarding ‘abandoned property’ and ‘formerly German’ property nationalized Jewish
cemeteries. This was possible because the communist state did not recognize the
postwar Jewish Religious Congregations as legal successors of the prewar Jewish commu-
nities who had owned the sites.>® Postwar Jewish organizations were, consequently,
denied the right to claim prewar Jewish communal property. At the same time, represen-
tatives of the Jewish community made an effort to secure legal protection of Jewish burial
sites.”® The new government was initially willing to respect the inviolability and the reli-
gious character of Jewish cemeteries.”” A circular regarding Jewish burial sites, drafted in
1947, made recommendations as to the proper use of such sites, but was never officially
released, nor followed by actual legislation.”® Jewish cemeteries, classified as ‘abandoned’
or ‘formerly-German property,” became the property of the State Treasury. The state
often leased them (przekazaé w zarzgd) to various public entities, including local state-
owned enterprises.”” In the 1950s and 1960s, many Jewish cemeteries became allotted
as areas intended for local investments and development of infrastructure. This hap-
pened despite the fact that the law obliged the authorities to wait a minimum of
fifty,”® and later forty years after the last burial to liquidate a given cemetery.”'
Instead, local authorities often did not pursue any legal procedures to repurpose
Jewish cemeteries, but created fait accompli. In many cases, human remains were not
exhumed and, consequently, profaned. The process of destruction and profanation of
Jewish cemeteries that began already in the first post-war decade took a more institutio-
nalized and systemic form in the late 1950s and 1960s.>>

At the same time, Polish law officially sanctioned vandalism of burial sites.> In 1946, a
decree ‘On Criminal Offences Particularly Detrimental in the Period of the Reconstruc-
tion of the State’ listed desecration of the graves of ‘victims of Nazi crimes’ as one such
state-destabilizing crime that needed urgent curtailment.>* In 1959, Polish Supreme
Court ruled that extraction of human ashes from the areas of former death camps like-
wise constitutes a criminal offence, sanctioned with up to 5 years of prison.’® The project
of the Penal Code from 1956 removed the provision referring to graves of ‘victims of
fascism’ and but the later legislation still penalized grave desecration; the current law sti-
pulates the penalty of up to 2 years for grave desecration, and up to 8 years for grave
robbery.*

In the Soviet case, the legislation enabling the destruction of Jewish cemeteries had a
much longer genealogy. With the imposition of Marxist-Leninist ideology and militant
atheism, official attitudes towards Jewish cemeteries started to change immediately
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after the Bolshevik revolution, as religiously sanctioned piety towards burial grounds
came to be viewed as an anachronism of the pre-Soviet past.”” Already in the 1920s
and 1930s Soviet authorities began to shut down religious cemeteries and repurpose
them into parks and sport fields for children in an attempt to replace ‘the past’ with
‘the future.’” Although the destruction of cemeteries had an ideological justification, it
was usually framed in utilitarian terms, as actions ‘bringing improvements to the fast-
growing cities.®® In practice, however, such initiatives were often implemented
without any plan, were inconsistent and ill-conceived.>

Hostile attitude of the Soviet authorities towards Jewish cemeteries had to do not only
with the general antireligious line of the state but also reflected the intention to forcibly
assimilate the Jewish population. Even before the Nazi German invasion on the USSR,
Jewish cemeteries had been closed down in several Soviet cities and, in some cases,
like in Moscow and Kyiv, subsequently destroyed.*” The Jewish deceased would be
usually buried at the municipal cemeteries, where, in some cases, there would be separate
plots assigned for Jews.*'

Thus, even prior to World War I, Soviet authorities did not view Jewish cemeteries as
cultural heritage and liquidated them for ostensibly pragmatic reasons. After the war, the
systematic destruction of Jewish cemeteries only increased in intensity and the process
expanded into the former Polish territories, incorporated into the USSR after 1939. In
Lviv, for example, the old Jewish cemetery, dating back to the fourteenth century, was
completely destroyed in 1947, and a market place, Krakivs’kiy rynok, was opened on
the site.*” In Rivne, in turn, the authorities repurposed the Jewish cemetery into a
public park in the 1950s.*®

Both in the Soviet era, and in contemporary Belarusian legislation there is no notion of
a ‘historical burial site.” Instead, cemeteries are classified into ‘public’ ones, where the
deceased are buried irrespective of their religion, ‘confessional’ ones and ‘military ceme-
teries.” In Belarus, thanks to a new legislation, historical cemeteries can receive legal pro-
tection as heritage sites, if their territory comprises objects of cultural and historical
importance, or of outstanding spiritual, artistic, or documentary value.** The same
applies to the graves of distinguished people, as well as mass graves. Thanks to these pro-
visions, the Jewish cemeteries in Mahiloil and in the town of Lenin in the Homel region
became recently listed as heritage sites.*’

In the case of closed cemeteries, both Soviet and post-1991 legislation foresaw a
minimum period of twenty years, which would have to pass before a defunct cemetery
could be repurposed into a public park. Since 2015, the Belarusian law expressly
forbids any construction on the sites of former cemeteries.*® And a 2015 resolution of
the Belarusian Ministry of Housing and Communal Services and Ministry of Healthcare
states that the sites of closed cemeteries ‘should remain inviolable’ and ‘existing grave-
stones retained.’*’ A similar provision has existed in Ukrainian law since 2003. Most
recently, during the Covid-19 pandemic, an amendment was passed that allows new
burials at such closed cemeteries.*®

Despite a formal ban on construction, local authorities could bypass it by exhuming
the human remains. This made the site cease to be legally considered a cemetery.
Local authorities could expedite this procedure by publishing an open call to the descen-
dants to rebury the remains of their deceased.”® Given that, in the case of Jewish ceme-
teries, only few, if any, descendants of the deceased could be reached in this way, an
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official call, published in a local newspaper, sometimes served as a sole legal justification
for the destruction. The construction of the Red Banner stadium, built atop of the new
Jewish cemetery of Hrodna in 1964, was preceded by this very procedure. The matzevot
from the cemetery were, among others, reused for the foundations of the Lenin monu-
ment on the city’s main square. In 2003, during the renovation of the stadium, human
bones resurfaced again, raising the question of whether earlier exhumations had been
carried out properly. The newly found human remains were partly reburied at the
‘old’ Jewish cemetery and partly removed, together with the bulldozed soil, and used
in other road works across the city.”

Systematic destruction continued despite the existing legislation prohibiting desecra-
tion of graves. The Penal Code of the Soviet Republic of Ukraine from 1927 and of
Belarus from 1928, which was in force until 1960, did not sanction desecration of
graves.”' In 1960, both republics introduced articles, which stipulated a restriction of
liberty for up to three years or correctional labor for up to one year for desecration of
graves, or the theft of objects located inside a grave.”® The current penal codes of both
Belarus and Ukraine have retained these provisions, increasing the penalty up to five
years for the desecration of graves of ‘defenders of the Fatherland’>® (Belarus) and ‘resist-
ance fighters against National Socialism’ (Ukraine).>*

What prevented the execution of the law was not only the lack of interest on the part of
local law enforcement in investigating the acts of vandalism that were publically
known.>® In small towns, notably in former shtetls, Jewish cemeteries, especially those
where only a handful of tombstones survived, often do not even feature in any cadastral
documents or land registries. Local authorities have little interest in categorizing them as
cemeteries, because their maintenance would require organizational effort and financial
expenses.”® They may be listed, instead, as forests or land for public use and, as such, used
for development.””

Top-down decisions of the authorities

In postwar Bilgoraj, Jewish cemeteries were classified as ‘abandoned property.”®® Conse-
quently, in line with the existing legislation, as of 1st January 1956, their ownership was
formally assigned to the State Treasury. Up to that point, all Jewish cemeteries had been
in the possession of the Central Liquidation Office, which could assign them under the
management of public entities.”® After the war, the area of Bilgoraj’s new cemetery
was divided into a few plots of land. And as early as 1950, the state authorities
decided to build a factory of concrete construction elements on the site.’” Given that
the factory was assigned a state-level importance, the decision to build it on the
ground of the cemetery had to be taken by the Ministry of Construction.®’ Most prob-
ably, prior to construction, the ground had been leveled, but local accounts suggest
that human remains had not been exhumed.®” It appears that an official act liquidating
the cemetery has never been issued. What is more, the construction began just two years
after the last burial took place at the cemetery, which made the construction, de facto,
illegal (Figure 1).%

Malgorzata Bednarek, who studied the legal situation of Jewish cemeteries in postwar
Poland, interprets such actions on the part of state authorities as intentional. They aimed
to deprive Jewish cemeteries of any physical characteristics of burial sites without
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Figure 1. Bird-eye view of the historic area of the new Jewish cemetery of Bitgoraj and the smaller,
fenced off area preserved to this day, July 2022. Photo: Tomasz Cebulski.

formally liquidating them.®* Yet, despite creating fait accompli on the ground, bypassing
the law resulted in ‘unintended consequences.® In the light of Jewish law, the cemetery
still existed, if human remains were still in the ground. The fact that bones would repeat-
edly resurface in such repurposed areas also helped to preserve the status of these places
in the local consciousness. This awareness is reflected even in the official documents.
Photographic survey of the Bilgoraj Jewish cemetery and a site plan created by the
Regional Monument Conservation Office between 1984 and 1986 maps fragments of
gravestones adjacent to the factory building and describes the site as an industrial
object located ‘on the grounds of a cemetery.*®

In 1986, the municipality fenced a small part of the still undeveloped cemetery
grounds, gathering the surviving matzevot and arranging a modest memorial from frag-
mented gravestones. This initiative was put in motion thanks to the pressure on the part
of Jewish actors, both in Poland and abroad, in particular the community of Bilgoraj’s
Jewish survivors in the USA and Israel. Jewish attempts to fence and preserve the cem-
etery date back to the immediate post-war period, but these early preservation efforts
were thwarted by the mass Jewish outmigration after 1945.°” After the 1968 antisemitic
campaign and the subsequent wave of Jewish emigration from Poland, the poor
condition of Jewish sites became of concern to the international Jewish organizations.68
In was only in the 1980s, however, when the communist authorities began to open up to
the West and gradually shift their approach, that such commemoration projects became
easier.”’
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In 1980, the Office for Religious Affairs in Warsaw urged Bilgoraj’s local authorities to
bury human bones scattered across the new cemetery and to prohibit herding cattle or
excavating sand from the ground.”® It also recommended to fence the site as soon as
possible.”" At the same time, the Jewish Religious Union in Poland petitioned the auth-
orities to shut down the concrete factory operating on the site.”* After the official del-
egations of both institutions visited Bilgoraj in 1980, a compromise was reached to
protect a section of the cemetery where some of the war-time mass graves were
located.” Tronically, it was the concrete factory that received the mandate to build the
fence around the burial site. For the next six years, however, the factory stalled the
process.74 Finally, in October 1986, local authorities unveiled the monument, which
read that the Jewish cemetery was ‘destroyed by Hitlerites during the Second World
War, [but] restored by Bilgoraj’s inhabitants.”

After 1989, the Bilgoraj concrete factory was privatized and the enterprise received
the perpetual use rights of both the land and the structures erected thereupon.”
Shortly afterwards, however, the enterprise went bankrupt and the plots of land it
owned, including the former Jewish cemetery, were sold. In the land development
plan of the municipal authorities, drafted in the late 1990s, the area was designated
for services and industry. As the town expanded territorially, the plot became even
more attractive. When the new owner, a transport company, began to demolish the
factory in the 2000s, and human bones resurfaced during the earthworks again,
Jewish organizations demanded an immediate reaction from the local authorities.”®
The owner withdrew from the investment and sold the plot. The Rabbinical Commis-
sion for Jewish Cemeteries in Poland arranged a burial of the excavated human bones
in the memorial part of the cemetery, but human remains continued to resurface in
the following years, too.””

The controversy did not discourage the next proprietors from planning a construction
of a shopping center and a parking lot on the grounds of the former cemetery.”® In 2016,
the Regional Monument Conservation Officer, however, blocked the investment and
listed the whole area as a Jewish cemetery in the regional register of historic monu-
ments.”” The developer sued, arguing that the extent of previous development projects
and earthworks exclude the possibility of human remains being still present on the
site.** The court files of this ongoing legal strife suggest that the municipal authorities
shared that view, referencing the property a ‘former Jewish cemetery.®' Experts of the
Rabbinical Commission, however, insist that, because of the multilayered character of
the cemetery, the exhumation cannot have been complete.*”

The other two Jewish cemeteries of Bilgoraj met a similar fate. Devastated by the Nazi
occupying forces, the old cemetery soon became a construction site of a school. Local
inhabitants still recall how construction work in the 1960s exposed human bones on
the site.®> In the 1980s, a new wing was added, together with a gym, and a new sports
field.** Some local respondents suggested that human remains had not been exhumed
and are still located on the school grounds.®” The oldest Jewish cemetery, located near
Bilgoraj’s synagogue, was used for postwar housing projects, which stretched across
the whole historic ‘synagogal complex,” comprising the mikvah, the heder and other com-
munity buildings. The last material remnants of the mikvah were cleared in 1978 and
garages were built on the site.>
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The Idje Jewish cemetery survived the war, and, just like the new cemetery in Bitgoraj,
was still in active use in the immediate postwar years. Remaining relatively intact into
the early 1960s, it was demolished in the late 1960s to make way for apartment blocks
and a bank, while local inhabitants began using the matzevot to pave their backyards.
Given that several Jewish families still inhabited postwar Itije, there were local attempts
to counteract destruction. Several of our informants reported about a funeral of a Jewish
woman from Lida, at the turn of the 1950s and 1960s, whose body was transferred to
Iije to be buried at the Jewish cemetery.®” “This was to make it clear to the authorities
not to touch the cemetery,” recounts our informant, ‘it was a statement that the ceme-
tery was still being used for burials.”®® The fresh burial, however, did not deter the
municipal authorities to level the ground and start a construction site, just a few
years later.

In the 1970s, the stone wall surrounding the cemetery was dismantled, with just a
small fragment surviving to this day.*” It was also in the 1970s that a bank headquarters
and an apartment block were erected on the site. A center of domestic services, a so-
called bytkombinat, followed in the 1980s. In 2013, the last remaining undeveloped
stretch of green was chosen as the location of an open-air memorial installation. Consist-
ing of fourteen massive boulders placed in a circle, “The Wheel of History’ was intended
to commemorate momentous events in the town’s history, for example, the first mention
of Tiije in historical documents (1444) and the granting of town privileges (1742). In this
monumental town chronicle, the only indirect mention of Jews is a laconic plaque stating
that a synagogue was erected in Iiije in the eighteenth century (Figure 2).”°

The newest project atop of the Jewish cemetery in Iije might be the most poignant
one, because of its ostensibly memorial nature. Placed on the site of the Jewish cemetery,
‘The Wheel of History’ not only reduces the centuries-long history of Jewish settlement
to a vague mention that fails to reflect the immense contribution of Jews to the develop-
ment of the town, but it also performs an act of overwriting. By remaining silent about
the physical location it occupies, and the fact that the site was also the place of mass
killing during World War II, it perpetuates and sanctions urban erasure.

From the point of view of local municipal authorities, however, the project is a
success.”' State run pro-government weekly Belarus Segodnya reporting on the unveiling
ceremony of “The Wheel of History’ noted that the memorial encapsulated the ‘special
aura’ of the town, expressing hope that the monument ‘would become an important
tourist destination on the maps of the Neman region.”> Jewish cemetery was not men-
tioned. Soon, Iiije’s Wheel of History was indeed included into the officially sanctioned
tourist route of the ‘Multiconfessional Ilije region,” which Ije’s district executive com-
mittee noted on the website with pride, again, without mentioning that the memorial
is located at the former Jewish cemetery.”> At the same time, however, Iiije’s State
Museum of National Cultures began offering a walking tour dedicated to the history
of local Jews, which includes stops, among others, at the former synagogues, the mass
grave in Stanevicy, and at “The Wheel of History.””*

Over the last few decades one can thus observe a certain evolution in the attitudes of
the authorities to their use of the former Jewish cemetery in Iiije. They shifted from the
more radical tendency to demolish and use the site for development to the recent more
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Figure 2. The area of the Jewish cemetery in llje, 2021. Photo: Ina Sorkina.

ambivalent efforts to memorialize and capitalize on the town’s multicultural heritage,
while denying the history of its postwar effacement.

%

The overwriting of the Jewish cemeteries in Berezne had the most radical nature, because
it not only led to a full removal of the matzevot, but also durably hid from view the very
terrain they were situated on. Right after the liberation of Berezne, in January 1944, the
new Jewish cemetery still existed. Raaya Shniper, who survived in a partisan detachment
nearby, recalls that, despite some damaged gravestones, the cemetery was still in a good
shape. Later, she witnessed how matzevot were gradually being removed from the cem-
etery, and used for construction work.” Arie Medeved, who returned from the Soviet
interior in the fall of 1945, reports in the yizkor bukh published in Tel Aviv in 1954
that ‘the cemetery, that had existed [in Berezne] for 100 years, was destroyed by the
Ukrainian bandits.”®

In the 1960s, on the initiative of the town authorities, the old and the new Jewish
cemeteries, which used to be adjacent and separated by a small stream, were both
flooded and turned into a pond amidst a stretch of green that got converted into a
public park. The decision was preceded by a circular to local authorities from the regional
government, which recommended a gradual demolition of the cemeteries of national and
religious minorities and their substitution with parks and playgrounds.”” The rec-
ommendation was not adopted indiscriminately in the whole region, as some Jewish
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Figure 3. The area of the flooded Jewish cemetery of Berezne, 2023. Photo: Aleksej Zlatogorskij.

cemeteries, for example one located in a forest, circa 25 km from Berezne, remained
unaffected (Figure 3).%8

Local authorities were not only the driving force behind the repurposing of the ceme-
teries, but also coordinated the recycling of the stone matzevot in municipal construction
work. Tombstones from the Jewish cemetery of Berezne were used, for example, to
strengthen the foundations of an administrative building erected in the 1950s. In the
early 2000s, when the cellar of the building was being adapted for a youth club,
workers laid bare a number of matzevot, lining up the foundations. Natalia Trokhluk,
director of the local museum, recalls that perplexed construction workers brought a frag-
ment of a Jewish tombstone to the museum, reporting that ‘the whole foundation was
made of matzevot.” Trokhluk, however, unsure how to proceed, told them to return
the gravestone back to the place where they had found it.”

Our respondents from Berezne were quick to stress that it was the ‘Communist ideol-
ogy that motivated the decision to repurpose the cemetery and reuse the Jewish tomb-
stones. They also emphasized that, because of the systemic suspicion towards Western
Ukraine as a stronghold of Ukrainian nationalism, Soviet-time local authorities, respon-
sible for these postwar decisions, were comprised of activists from the Soviet interior.'*
The story of the unearthed matzevot demonstrates, however, how post-Soviet local auth-
orities were just as disinterested in rectifying, or even just documenting, the historic
wrongs of their predecessors. Berezne’s history of overwriting still remains buried under-
ground and under water.
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Grassroots perceptions

Despite these radical systemic projects to remove any material signs of Jewish heritage in
the former shtetls, the memory about the Jewish topography of the towns and of the
gradual desecration and destruction of Jewish cemeteries remained. Bilgoraj might be
the most straightforward case in this respect as the preserved fragment of the new
Jewish cemetery has simply continued to function in the collective perception as ‘the
Jewish cemetery.” “There used to be a [Jewish] cemetery and there still is,” noted one
local respondent, ‘there is no doubt about it.'®' Informants born before the war, likewise
saw the continuity in the function of the place: ‘Nothing has happened [to the cemetery].
It is still there.'*?

In the postwar era, the awareness of the site’s history has coexisted, however, with the
readiness to use it as a space where to spend one’s leisure time. Children sledged down
the hill among the gravestones,'*> and teenagers would meet there after school to surrep-
titiously drink alcohol.'”* Multiple informants remembered human bones scattered over
the area.'”® One respondent, reporting about his childhood explorations of the cemetery
admitted that today he would be ashamed of what he did there (Figure 4).'°

The historic function of the old Jewish cemetery, leveled already during the German
occupation, and developed in the postwar decades, likewise remained in the social
memory of our respondents. Most of them described it as a ‘former Jewish cemetery.’
They remembered that wooden stables built by Germans on the site were used as a store-
house for a newsagent after the war.'”” One interviewee recalled that he took an exam for
a cycling license on the site." The area retained an uncanny atmosphere, however. One

Figure 4. An area used as a meeting point for alcoholics, Jewish cemetery in Bitgoraj, July 2022. Photo:
Marta Duch-Dyngosz.
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informant, describing the wooden barrack erected at the cemetery stated that it reminded
him of Auschwitz: ‘there was something gloomy, mean, repulsive [about it] ... It was
unrenovated. No one ever gave it a paint job.'%’

It was during the earthworks for the school building and the adjacent sports field,
which began in the 1950s, that many of our respondents born after the war first realized
that it was the site of a Jewish cemetery. One female interviewee shared:

I remember when boys were digging in the ground to secure volleyball posts and they dug
out bones. I did not know. We, children, did not know what had happened. I came home
upset; I was probably in elementary school. And then I found out that it was a cemetery
and that I need to behave decently there ... [But] my parents could not forbid me [to
play there], ... because it was the school playground.''’

The negotiation between contradictory social norms that apply to a burial ground and a
school playground suggests that, despite the complete destruction of any outer markers
of the cemetery, some local inhabitants felt a sense of unease about the continued process
of desecration that was taking place there. At the same time, however, the protracted
presence of human bones in such repurposed Jewish cemeteries - they continued to res-
urface in the schoolyard well into the 1980s - triggered a process of normalization and
caused a degree of social numbness.

A representative of the local museum, when asked whether human remains were still
present on the site, responded defensively: “There were [there], my goodness, no one con-
ducted exhumations! ... the Germans liquidated [only] the topmost layer.”''" Scattered
human remains in this communal urban space became a fact of life that provoked no
shock, caused no need for redress, and afforded new social practices that only perpetu-
ated the desecration. As one interviewee shared, local children would come to the former
cemetery to play a game of ball with Jewish sculls, which they colloquially called ‘the Jew
game’ (gra w Zyda)."'* For many local inhabitants, the former cemetery area functioned
as an ostensibly ‘empty’ space. The responsibility for its destruction was, in turn, fully
delegated to the Germans. ‘[Germans] dismantled the wall, [and] ... cut down [the
trees] ... and for the last few years of the war there was an empty square there,” stated
one inhabitant. ‘And then the [Jewish] community faded away, in fact, ceased to exist.
It was an empty square, after the war, and practically until the 1980s it was still just a
square ... no sign of gravestones or anything left.”'">

Local narratives divorce the ‘disappearance’ of the Jewish community from violence,
and, by repetitive emphasis on the postwar material void, fend off any responsibility for
the Polish complicity in the demise of Jewish spaces. Despite the fact that the character of
such desecrated Jewish sites is fully evident through the constant resurfacing of bones,
they remain taboo for the local community, who refuses to address its role in their
destruction. In 2014, when a group of educators launched a programme devoted to
Jewish history at the local school, and proposed a debate about the fact that the building
is standing on the grounds of a Jewish cemetery, the idea was dropped as potentially ‘too
distressing’ for the town’s inhabitants.'"*

The majority of our respondents in Bilgoraj did not regard the postwar desecration of
Jewish cemeteries as an infringement of social rules. A representative of the local
museum went as far as to justify the practice by stating it was common to build over his-
torical burial grounds, such as those adjacent to Catholic churches. He also pointed out
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that, because the town has had a long and turbulent history, bones regularly resurface
during construction work in Bilgoraj.'"> Another respondent disputed the fact that the
destroyed part of the new Jewish cemetery had ever been an actual burial ground,
arguing it was an empty lot designated for future burials, but never actually used.''®
Others, just like in Berezne, pointed to the Communist regime as solely responsible
for the desecration,''” or tried to rationalize the practice with postwar poverty, or the
ignorance about Jewish religious laws that had led Bilgorajans to participate in the
destruction of Jewish cemeteries.

It is difficult to say what motivated people after the war. There was nothing. Everything
destroyed. And there were no Jews left, so people did not know Jewish religious laws.
Maybe they did not act in bad faith, maybe they collected and removed part of the bones
... or maybe they didn’t care and thought: “what the hell, it’s just some Jews!”''®

In the recollection of local inhabitants of Iiijje, the Jewish cemetery likewise looms large.
In the first postwar decades, when the cemetery was still largely intact, the area was cut by
footpaths that the locals used as shortcuts.'' T went to school through the cemetery,
recalls our respondent, ‘We [also] went skiing there when we were children. Maybe I
would have been scared then, if we had known there was a cemetery on that site. I
would not have gone there, had I known that”'** The forlorn cemetery, however,
attracted children even when it was still fully evident what this place was. A local man,
born in 1947, remembers what the site looked like in the first postwar decade:

The cemetery was very densely packed with matzevot, they were standing so close to each
other. They were already decaying with many of them falling down. But the thicket was
not very dense there yet. Therefore, we, boys, loved to leap from tombstone to tombstone.
You walked through the cemetery as if it was a stone jungle.'*!

Children from Jewish families still living in postwar Iije, but deprived of any religious
education, let alone contact to Judaism, regarded the cemetery with the same sense of
awe and incomprehension. Lena Bondar, born in 1960 remembers that she and her
friends took an interest in the Jewish inscriptions and symbols on the tombstones:

I kept asking my mom what kind of letters these were and what kind of tombstones. She told
me that this was a Jewish cemetery and that these inscriptions were ... in ancient Hebrew. I
also insisted that mom tell me what that six-pointed star was and why it was six-pointed. She
then explained to me that this was Magen David, the star of David.'**

The cemetery also attracted adults. Local alcoholics would gather there.'** Others would
open the graves in search of gold and valuables. Adults and children alike would partici-
pate in grave robbing. While random searches for ‘Jewish gold’ went on also elsewhere in
town, the cemetery was one place that focalized this activity. ‘Locals dug every bit of land
including the old Jewish cemetery,” shared one respondent.'** ‘My mother told me how,
when she went to school, she passed through the Jewish cemetery and skulls were laying
around, graves were excavated,’” recounted another interviewee. “This was done by the
locals.'*®> The local memory of what was found at the cemetery and in whose hands
such finds ended up may be tainted by myth or exaggerated, the high frequency of
such accounts suggests, however, that the practice must have been widespread.126
‘Many locals found lots of gold and coins on the Jewish cemetery and they brought it
to the militia station,” recounted one respondent, ‘as far as I remember, there was a
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Commission of Minors’ Affairs, which convened every time children brought a handful
of coins.”'*’

As time went by, the matzevot were gradually disappearing from the cemetery. ‘All the
tombstones, the matzevot, were looted,” recalls Tamara Baradach, daughter of a Holo-
caust survivor who lived in the area of Itije until the mid-1990s. ‘One single tombstone
remained lying there for a long time, but before I could take it to bury it at Stanevicy, one
morning it just disappeared.'*® Another respondent remembers that the tombstones
were lying scattered along the road, before they were removed.'* Local inhabitants
used the matzevot in construction (foundations, porches, fences), to pave their back-
yards, or turned them into millstones, etc.'’* A single surviving tombstone from the
Iije cemetery, retrieved during a renovation of a house in the main square, where it
served as a step, is now exhibited at Iiije’s Museum of National Cultures.'”!

Local inhabitants also remember well when regular construction work at the cemetery
exposed human remains. ‘The graves were demolished and they were building a house
there,” one respondent recalled, ‘kids were playing on the site, ... human skulls were
found there.'** ‘T remember how boys were running around our cemetery when the con-
struction of the house of domestic services [bytkombinat] began,” recounts another
interviewee,

there were skulls scattered around it ... The school was opposite of [the cemetery] and we
were running around there. My friends told me that there were teeth there, too. I do not
remember it myself. However, I saw the skulls myself.'*?

This last major construction work on the site of the cemetery, launched in the 1980s,
was never completed and, eventually, the half-ready structure had to be demolished. In
the process, the last remaining matzevot were buried in the ground, together with the
rubble of the unfinished building."** This failure, as well as other misfortunes that alleg-
edly happened during the construction works at the cemetery, fed the local legends about
the divine punishment for the desecration of the cemetery. One of our respondents was
convinced that the bytkombinat building ‘was falling apart all the time [because] the cem-
etery did not let them [the authorities] do it.”'** Local inhabitants were also reportedly
refusing to move into the apartment block built on the site of the Jewish cemetery and
the flats had to be distributed among newcomers, who were not aware of the site’s
history."*® There are also stories of misfortunes that befell those who moved into the
building."*”

The site of the cemetery remains to this day a place of bad aura to some local inhabi-
tants. During our fieldwork in June 2021, and May 2022, we could observe it ourselves
that the “Wheel of History’ square was deserted, and did not seem to be used as a
leisure area. One respondent, who had moved to Iiije in 1984 and therefore had no
memory of the Jewish cemetery when it was still intact, shared that she avoids the
spot: ‘T don’t like to walk there ... I believe that the place has a wrong aura, it’s not a
place to trample on. That is why we never go there.'*®

Our interviews with local inhabitants in Iije demonstrated a deep sense of unease
about the destruction of the Jewish cemetery. All of our respondents unanimously con-
demned the authorities” decision to develop the area, and the legends of divine punish-
ment communicated a sense of a violation of taboo that was more pronounced than what
we could observe in Bilgoraj or Berezne. Although the respondents from Ilije openly
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admitted that the local population participated in the desecration of the cemetery, the
looting of the matzevot, and grave robbing, some mechanisms of saving a positive
group identity were also in place. Reporting about the retrieval of a Jewish tombstone
from a local household, one interviewee commented:

It was non-locals who settled in the houses near the town’s center, people who came to Iije
from other towns, appointed to various positions of power, or as teachers. This meant that
this non-local person [who lived in the house where the matzevah was used as a doorstep]
did not care what it was that he was stepping on his whole life long. One could say it was a
tombstone, though, by its very shape. Probably this person was a hardened atheist. Our
grandmothers and grandfathers told us that it is forbidden to take anything from a
cemetery.'”’

Much like in Berezne and Bilgoraj, the violation of the social norm is ascribed in the first
place to outsiders, and individuals related to the Communist power apparatus. Another
respondent adds that both Soviet and present-day authorities in Itije follow the same
policy of okul’turivanie, or pragmatic ‘productivization’ of religious sites. According to
one respondent, after the construction of the public utility building (bytkombinat) at
the cemetery had failed, the “‘Wheel of History,” became just another measure to okulturit
the site, or render it useful to the collective.'** This ideology-driven agenda thus appeared
to our interviewee as a mental legacy of the Soviet-era.

In the Soviet discourse, the term, okul’turivanie (which has the word ‘culture’ as its
root) denoted a process of optimization of landscape, which was meant to increase its
productivity, flora, fauna, or aesthetics."*' The main rationale was, however, the func-
tional use of the spaces that, in the view of Soviet authorities, were redundant: like
cemeteries of ethnic minorities or religious groups, which - transformed - should
bring political, economic, cultural, propagandistic and other benefits. Connoting the
victory of culture over nature, advance of civilization, but also acculturation or
taming of the alien, the term okul’turivanie frames destruction, overwriting and
erasure of memory as a civilizational mission, the ultimate integration of the Jewish
space into the (post)Soviet ordered, cultivated, and functional urban space. The
Jewish cemetery, transformed into a park, thus becomes not only transferred from
the state of chaos and neglect into structured order, and lifted from the state of a
useless ‘wasteland’ into an urban space that benefits its current population, but also
rendered ultimately un-Jewish.

%%

In the local memory of Berezne’s residents, the references to the Jewish cemetery were
more fragmentary. What is interesting, some respondents seemed to confuse the
Jewish cemetery with the Catholic cemetery, also dismantled after World War II. One
respondent recounted that she used to have a teacher who would take her and other
pupils to the ‘Jewish cemetery.” ‘She must have been Jewish,” the respondent insisted,
‘and she took us all to that cemetery during the after-school activity time. And we
walked among these tombstones. They were very beautiful, they had inscriptions in
Polish and in Jewish.'** Given that the Catholic cemetery and both Jewish cemeteries
of Berezne (old and new) were located within 200 meters from each other and were
destroyed at roughly the same time to make space for a park, they became conflated
into one - a quaint and fascinating space generically marked as alien.
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Just like in Bilgoraj and Itje, the Jewish cemetery in Berezne was a destination for local
children. “‘Whenever we went truant, we would go to play cards at this cemetery and, in
the winter, we went skiing [there],”'*® recalls one informant, born in 1936. The cemetery
also attracted grave robbers. According to one respondent, several people got arrested in
the 1960s for opening Jewish graves in search of gold. He stresses, however that the cul-
prits came from Riga, and were not locals."** Director of the local history museum,
Natalia Trakhluk, likewise emphatically denies any participation of the locals in the
robbing of Jewish graves: ‘This could only have been done by deranged Communists,"**
she insisted. While pointing to Communist authorities, or outgroup members, as those
responsible for grave robbing is a convenient strategy to delegate the most ethically ques-
tionable behavior to agents beyond the boundaries of the ingroup, a number of respon-
dents admit that the matzevot from the Jewish cemetery were recycled as building
materials both by the municipal authorities, and private persons.'*® “There were a lot
of [tombstones] there,” recounts one respondent, ‘then, they got smashed and crushed
and taken away to build foundations or private houses.'*” Another respondent shares:
‘They dug up and took all the matzevot away. Probably someone [from among the
locals] took them for private use.'*®

These local memories of desecration and repurposing of Jewish tombstones for
construction coexist with an urban legend about an ancient Christian cemetery that
allegedly existed on the territory, which later became the Jewish district of Berezne.
According to one respondent (born in 1971), still in the 1960s and 1970s, there
were Christian crosses protruding from the ground in the backyards of the formerly
Jewish houses and, during some construction work, one inhabitant allegedly uncov-
ered two graves, which were identified as Christian because one of them contained
a thurible.'"*” This improbable legend, which contains the remarkable topoi of the
sacrilegious ‘overwriting’ of a cemetery of religious others, of the motif of living
atop of graves, and of finding a buried ritual object, can be qualified as a discursive
act of reversal. In a former shtetl in which Christians took over the Jewish quarters
and desecrated the Jewish cemetery, the legend that ascribes the very same acts of
sacrilege to Jews clearly fulfills a therapeutic function, soothing the collective con-
science by reversing the roles of perpetrators and victims.

Conclusions

Post-1944 legal situation of Jewish cemeteries in Poland and the Soviet Union did not
differ substantially. In both cases there was no separate legislation that would pertain
to Jewish cemeteries specifically. However, while the Polish law spoke of ‘abandoned
property,” the Soviet law was from the onset more definitive in labeling them as
‘closed cemeteries.” While the Polish nomenclature emphasized their status as ‘disinher-
ited heritage,” the Soviet authorities conceived of them as defunct even before the admin-
istrative motions to formally close them were initiated. The letter of the law, stipulating
that a certain amount of time must lapse before a cemetery can formally be repurposed,
or that exhumations must take place prior to its closure, was routinely disregarded by
local authorities on both sides of the Polish-Soviet border.'*® In the case of the Soviet
Union, this was a central policy and thus there were also no differences between the indi-
vidual Soviet republics of Ukraine and Belarus.
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What made the Soviet and Polish cases different was the longer ‘tradition’ of state-
sanctioned policy of dismantling denominational cemeteries, which, in the USSR,
dated back to the 1920s. These pre-existing algorithms of destruction in the name of mili-
tant state atheism could have facilitated more radical forms of overwriting also in
Western Belarus and Western Ukraine where, as of 1944, the Sovietization process
was still comparatively fresh, but the state apparatus had more experience in these
kinds of policies. Another important difference was the topography of the Holocaust.
Existing marked mass-graves within or in the vicinity of the shtetl, which became the
focal point of memorial initiatives by the local authorities and/or survivors and their des-
cendants, partly took over the symbolic function of Jewish cemeteries where these had
been liquidated. Where other sites (such as mass graves) focalized Jewish memory and
official memorial functions, historic Jewish cemeteries could have appeared more
‘redundant.’

Despite the differing intensity of the post-1944 secularization projects in the USSR and
Poland, the longer pre-history of radical overwriting in the Soviet Union, and the
different topography of the Holocaust east of General Government, there is no great
qualitative difference in how the local populations of postwar Poland, Belarus and
Ukraine misused Jewish cemeteries after the war. Jewish necropolises served as sites of
exploration and free play, pastures, quarries of building material, and construction
sites all across East-Central Europe. Their destruction was, to a degree, a universal
phenomenon. It also took place against the background of more wide-scale policies of
urban erasure, aimed to expunge ‘dissonant heritage’ from the face of the cities, refash-
ioned to fit the new postwar order."”"

To a certain extent, the vulnerability of Jewish spaces was akin to that of other ‘disso-
nant’ heritage sites. As sociologist Anna Wylegata notes, the destruction of places aban-
doned due to wartime atrocities, migration and expropriation, such as manor houses,
German bunkers in the so-called ‘Recovered Lands,” or former ghettos, was common-
place. In her view, such sites turned into ‘magical, bizarre, abnormal space a rebours’
where ‘social norms have been suspended.”’** They also afforded ‘carnival-like’ behavior
because they connoted a certain sense of taboo, but, at the same time, provided space
where transgressions would tacitly be accepted by the majority.'*’

The idea of carnivalesque transgression, developed by Victor Turner in his Dramas,
Fields and Metaphors (1974), stipulates that collective rituals incorporating transgressive
behavior will be used by communities to generate their group identity and temporarily
strip the dominant elites of power, by showing irreverence towards them.'>* While trans-
gressive behavior in dispossessed manor houses or on annexed German territories might
have carried an element of a ‘rite of reversal,” in which the former disempowered groups
temporarily claimed control over, and vented hostile energies against, their previous
powerholders, the case of desecrated Jewish spaces escapes this paradigm.'*” First, vio-
lence against the material vestiges of Jewish culture aimed at decimated and dispossessed
victims that never occupied a position of power in relation to the Polish non-Jewish
majority. Instead, the transgressive violence followed on the heels of war-time and
postwar communal violence, in which non-Jewish Poles possessed an unquestionable
position of power over disenfranchised Jews. Second, desecration of Jewish burial sites
was not a temporary phenomenon, a passing outburst of transgressive activity, but a
long-term, sustained and ongoing process, which led to their full and irreversible
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destruction. The logic of the carnival requires a return to normalcy sanctioned by social
norms. In the case of post-Holocaust Jewish spaces, a return to the ‘old order’ is not only
physically impossible — but for large swathes of the Eastern European societies -
unthinkable.

Unlike the mass-scale campaigns of urban erasure, such as the removal of visible signs
of German heritage in the so-called Recovered Lands in the West and North-East of post-
1945 Poland, or the Soviet attempts to remove the material vestiges of the landowners’
culture, the overwriting of Jewish spaces did not follow a political or ideological
agenda.'”® On the contrary, the socialist state had a stake in presenting itself as a defender
of its ethnic minorities and a guarantor of anti-fascist ideals. The obliteration of Jewish
sacred spaces often had a grassroots character and went against the existing legal regu-
lations that were meant to protect them." It should, consequently, be seen less as an
eruption of post-conflict retaliatory vandalism of a carnivalesque character, but a con-
tinuation of violence towards the disempowered ethnic Other. The desecration of
Jewish cemeteries began parallel to anti-Jewish violence unleashed by the Nazi occupying
forces in East-Central Europe. After the war’s end, however, Jewish sacred spaces became
substitute targets of violence, especially after the decimated community of Holocaust sur-
vivors left Poland (as well as Western Belarus and Ukraine) in the wake of continued
anti-Jewish violence by local non-Jews. As Michael Meng noted, writing about the demo-
lition of synagogues in postwar Poland and Germany, the post-1945 wave of destruction
directed at Jewish sites had the function of ‘a post-genocidal expunging of the threatening
and anxious Jewish abject.”’*®

The fresh memory of local complicity in wartime anti-Jewish violence and the mass-
scale participation in the dispossession of Jews likely played a role in the local efforts to
remove the signs of Jewish presence in former shtetls. The cases when destruction had no
other rationale than a physical removal of Jewish material heritage, such as in Berezne, or
when the dismantling of Jewish sites was accompanied by demeaning gestures, such as
downcycling of gravestones or covering mass graves with rubbish, are hard to justify
with demand for development plots and postwar shortage alone. A sense of tension,
denial and unease among the local population in relation to postwar Jewish burial
sites signal the possibility that their destruction was motivated by the will to remove
the last spatial reminders of one’s involvement in genocidal policies. Physical removal
of traces, just as the censoring of unwelcome memories from the communal narratives
of the past, serves ‘mnemonic security’’>” - and is a device protecting a positive group
identity.

The continuity of war-time genocidal violence and postwar violence against Jewish
material heritage is also evident in the language that present-day respondents use to
speak about these sites’ postwar history. What ethnographer Magdalena Lubanska calls
‘residual references’ to ‘bones,” ‘skulls’ or games played with the use of human remains
(gra w Zyda) reify Holocaust victims, picturing them more as objects than people.'®
Polish terms like okopisko, denoting a burial site for animal carcasses, that are still rou-
tinely used by local inhabitants as a synonym of a Jewish cemetery, signal the same binary
logic that casts Jewish burial sites outside of the category of cemeteries, protected by
social norms of respect and inviolability. The unabashed accounts of childhood experi-
ences of playing at the Jewish cemeteries, climbing gravestones or consuming alcohol,
coexist, however, with statements which express, if not a direct moral scorn for
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trespassing a burial site, then a sense of moral discomfort. Accounts that delegate the
responsibility for destruction and desecration to others, myths of reversal, or narratives
of haunting and divine punishment, indeed, suggest a deep-seated collective anxiety
about violating the taboo.'®" Physical obliteration of Jewish sites therefore goes hand
in hand with discursive strategies which, as Roma Sendyka noted in her study of unme-
morialized Holocaust mass-graves, were designed to ‘sustain the differentiation into
humans and non-humans.'®* Such discourses, in a direct way, continue the dehumaniz-
ing Nazi ideology and constitute, per se, a form of violence.

Considering the eventual fate of the Jewish cemeteries in all three towns under
scrutiny here, it is evident, that there are more similarities than differences among
them. All Jewish cemeteries: in Iijje, Bilgoraj and Berezne have undergone post-war
destruction and have been radically overwritten, with just a small part of the Bilgoraj
cemetery still marked as a Jewish burial site and remaining under the jurisdiction of a
Jewish foundation. The grassroots perceptions of the local Jewish cemeteries do not
differ significantly either. Even after the Jewish cemetery had been radically overwrit-
ten, the memory of its location, former function and (sometimes) a sense of unease
about the complicity of the local inhabitants in its destruction remains present in
the former shtetls. These overarching commonalities point to the possibility that it
was not so much the postwar political realities (Soviet or Polish jurisdiction, differ-
ences in legislation, intensity of secularization measures, size of remaining Jewish
population) that played a decisive role for the local erasure of the Jewish cemeteries,
but the pre-war legacies of antisemitism, war-time brutalization, and the local popu-
lations’ witnessing of the Holocaust atrocities that conditioned a common pattern of
overwriting.

Notes

1. Bergman and Jagielski, “Slady obecnosci: Synagogi i cmentarze.” Trzcinski, This Very Stone
Shall be a Witness. Trzciniski, Sladem jest ta stela. It is hard to estimate the scale of postwar
destruction. According to Bergman and Jagielski in the end of the 1930s there were more
than 1500 Jewish communities in Poland which numbered more than a hundred people.
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