THE SHTETL: MYTH AND REALITY,
THEN AND NOW
A One-Day Conference of the Institute for Polish-Jewish Studies
at the Polish Embassy, 47 Portland Place, London W1
Thursday 25 November 2004
to mark the launch of The Shtetl: Myth and Reality
(Volume 17 of Polin: Studies in Polish Jewry)
published by the Littman Library of Jewish Civilization

The shtetl is one of the key concepts for our understanding of the Jewish past in Poland. Today, most Jews live in big cities, but in Poland before the Holocaust the majority of Jews lived in the villages and small towns known as shtetls. Even as recently as 1931, only 43% of the Jews in Poland lived in towns with a population of more than twenty thousand. The shtetl was thus the main context and arena for Jewish life in Poland. 

This conference examines the subject not only from a historical point of view but also explores how the lost world of the shtetl is being remembered and presented in Poland today. Speakers will include the editor of the volume, Professor Antony Polonsky (Brandeis University, USA), as well as experts from England and Poland. The conference concludes with the screening of a relevant new film which has been very widely acclaimed, followed by a discussion. 

Convenor:  Prof. Jonathan Webber (University of Birmingham)
 A copy of the programme, including notes on the speakers, is attached, together with a registration form and a discount order form for Polin vol. 17 and other recent publications of the Littman Library relating to Poland. 
 Pre-registration is essential. Use the order form attached or contact the Institute's Conference Secretary, Dr Michael Fleming:
 66 Esmond Road, London W4 1JF 

Tel. 07799 875901 fleming_m11@hotmail.com  

 

 This conference is co-sponsored by the Embassy of the Republic of Poland and the Polish Cultural Institute. 
                        

Please note that the programme may be subject to change. 

The Institute for Polish-Jewish Studies is an associated institute of the Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies
THE SHTETL: MYTH AND REALITY

THEN AND NOW
A One-Day Conference of the Institute for Polish-Jewish Studies
at the Polish Embassy, 47 Portland Place, London W1
(nearest tube stations: Regent’s Park, Great Portland St, Oxford Circus)
Thursday 25 November 2004
PROGRAMME
MORNING SESSION
Chair: Mr Ben Helfgott, Chairman of the Institute for Polish-Jewish Studies
 9.15 a.m. 

Registration and Coffee

[1]
9.45 a.m. 
Welcome 

His Excellency Mr Zbigniew Matuszewski, 

Ambassador of the Republic of Poland
Opening Remarks

Sir Sigmund Sternberg, 

President of the Institute for Polish-Jewish Studies
[2]
10.00 a.m. 
 The Shtetl: Myth and Reality
Prof. Antony Polonsky (Brandeis University, USA), founding editor of Polin
[3]
10.35 a.m. 
Closed Worlds, Open Minds: The Shtetl and the Rise of the 




Auto-Didact
            

Mr Theo Richmond (London)
11.10 a.m. 

Morning Coffee

[4]
11.35 a.m. 
The Shtetl as the Setting for Polish Hasidic Spirituality
Dr Naftali Loewenthal (University College London)
[5]
12.10 a.m. 
The Shtetl Then and Now: Present-Day Photographs of 




Galicia
Mr Chris Schwarz (Brighton / Krakow) 

(Illustrated with photographs)

12.45 p.m. 

Buffet Lunch (by courtesy of the Polish Cultural Institute)

 

 

                                                AFTERNOON SESSION

                    Chair: Prof. Jonathan Webber (University of Birmingham)

[6]
2.00 p.m. 
The Shtetl as Reflected in Yisker-Bikher (Memorial Books): 



An Excursion into the Geography of Jewish Poland
Ms Zosia Sochańska (London)
[7]
2.35 p.m. 
The Image of the Shtetl in Present-day Poland: The Case of 




Kozienice

                                    Ms Zuzanna Sołakiewicz (Warsaw)
            

[8]
3.10 p.m.
The Shtetl as a Fragment of Memory: Material and Legal         

Aspects of Jewish Heritage
Adw. Monika Krawczyk (Warsaw)
            

 

3.45 p.m. 

Afternoon Tea

 

 
[9]
4.15 p.m. 
Screening of film:  Hiding and Seeking: Faith and Tolerance 

after the Holocaust  

(USA, 2003; English, Yiddish, Polish with English subtitles, 97 mins. Directors Menachem Daum and Oren Rudavsky)
A deeply personal and exceptionally moving story. While proud of his two sons, who are Orthodox yeshiva students in Israel, filmmaker Menachem Daum (A Life Apart: Hasidism in America) is concerned that their life is too insular and disconnected from the non-Jewish world:  September 11 made him aware of the real dangers of religious intolerance. He takes them on a journey to Poland in search of the Polish farm family who for more than two years risked their lives by hiding their grandfather. What happened in that trip would change their lives in big and small ways and will deeply affect anyone who watches the film.
 

                                   

Winner of the Jewish Image Award in the Documentary Film category (2004); the Grand Prix of the Warsaw Jewish Film Festival (2004); and the Best Interfaith Film of 2004 in the North American Interfaith Network Film Festival.
 

[10]     5.45 p.m. 
Response by Mr Rex Bloomstein (London)
followed by discussion
 

6.15 p.m.

Conference ends

NOTES ON SPEAKERS
Rex Bloomstein began his career as a director of documentaries in 1970 with cinema verite studies of British life for the BBC. Later films went on to expose the realities of prison life, including an eight-part study of Manchester's high-security prison, Strangeways, which won two British Academy Awards in 1980 and the Broadcasting Press Guild Award. His historical documentaries have included Traitors to Hitler, for the BBC,  Martin Luther King: The Legacy, for Thames TV,  and a trilogy on the history of antisemitism and its manifestation in modern society,The Longest Hatred, which has been shown in over twenty countries. 

Monika Krawczyk, a property lawyer, has for the past five years been specializing in the practicalities of the restitution of Jewish property in Poland. She is currently the chief executive officer of the Foundation for the Preservation of Jewish Properties in Poland, an organization jointly established by the World Jewish Restitution Organization and the Union of Jewish Communities in Poland to carry on the restitution process, manage the returned properties, and protect the material Jewish heritage in Polish towns and former shtetls.

Naftali Loewenthal wrote his Ph.D. at University College London on the history of hasidism and since 1988 has lectured there on Jewish spirituality.  He is currently working on a research project on hasidism, modernity, and post-modernity.  His publications include Communicating the Infinite: The Emergence of the Habad School of Hasidism (University of Chicago Press, 1990) and numerous articles on the history of hasidism, one of which appears in Duchowość Żydowska w Polsce (Krakow, 2000). 

Antony Polonsky is Albert Abramson Professor of Holocaust Studies at Brandeis University and at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. He is chair of the editorial board of Polin and has edited or co-edited most of the 17 volumes published to date. He has also published numerous books and articles about Poland. His most recent published works are Contemporary Jewish Writing in Poland: An Anthology, which he co-edited with Monika Garbowska; and The Neighbors Respond: The Controversy over the Jedwabne Massacre in Poland, which he co-edited with Joanna Michlic-Coren.

Theo Richmond's study of a Polish shtetl, published as Konin: A Quest, was critically acclaimed on both sides of the Atlantic. It was listed by the New York Times as a 'Notable Book of the Year'; won the Jewish Quarterly's non-fiction award, the Royal Society of Literature's Heinemann Award, and the Omegna award (Italy); and has been translated into Dutch, German, Hebrew, Italian, and Polish (Uporczywe Echo: Sztetl Konin, 2001).

Chris Schwarz is a professional documentary photographer. He has spent a number of years in Poland working together with Jonathan Webber to document what remains of the Jewish heritage in the former Austro-Hungarian province of Galicia. Some 150 of his photographs are on show at the Galicia Jewish Museum, a vibrant new development on the Cracow cultural scene which he opened in June 2004 (see www.galiciajewishmuseum.org). Many more will be included in a book entitled Traces of Memory: The Ruins of Jewish Civilization in Polish Galicia, to be published by the Littman Library. 
Zosia Sochańska, a native of Sosnowiec, came to England ten years ago to study at the Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies. For several years she was an assistant librarian at the Oxford Centre, where she helped build up a remarkable collection of 700 Yisker-bikher (memorial books, written mainly in Yiddish, compiled by surviving inhabitants of former shtetls), the largest collection of its kind in Europe. She is currently at University College London, writing a Ph.D. on the Yiddish poet Deborah Vogel.

Zuzanna Sołakiewicz is active in the Forum for Dialogue among Nations, a foundation established in Gliwice in 1998  to eradicate prejudice through multicultural dialogue. In this context she has led workshops on the prewar reality of the shtetl in Szydlowiec and is coordinating an exhibition on the shtetl of Kozienice which will link Polish and Jewish memories of the past. She is also writing a Ph.D. on hasidism at the Department of Social Studies of the Polish Academy of Sciences.
