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Abstract
Addressing the work (or, indeed, the lessons) of Memory Studies, Ann Rigney has suggested that the creative 
arts play a particular role as ‘catalysts’ in the cultural understanding of the past. Contrasting an example of 
contemporary theatre repertoire with an officially legislated ‘theatre’ of remembrance, this essay reflects 
on differences between the cultural politics of a creative performance produced by Warsaw’s Nowy Teatr 
– (A)pollonia – and those of commemorative ‘performance’ mandated by the state concerning specifically 
the citation of ‘Righteous among the nations’. In a context where memory wars over ‘the good name’ of 
Poland include recourse to the law intervening in both scholarly and artistic research, how might this theatre 
production offer a form of counter-memorability to claims about national ‘tradition’, especially with respect 
to remembering the Shoah?
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Introduction
In contrast to the West, where the Holocaust has become the symbol of shared responsibility for the crimes 
of the past, most Eastern European countries have not fully succeeded in overcoming the legacy of the 
half-century silence on that subject under the Soviet rule. (Koposov, 2018: 144)

The identity card, with its stamp of Hitler and its photograph of my father, jolted me to a sharp and 
unexpected focus. It brought to the fore every other tiny fissure in my understanding, all the minuscule 
silences and unanswered questions that had been invisible before. (Neumann, 2021: 20)

The title of this essay offers a condensed version of its concerns, evoking relations between a 
set of terms – ‘refraction’, ‘implication’, ‘question’ and ‘silence’ – where each term itself suggests 
a further context of its own. Their relation here, however, indicates a ‘multidirectional’ field of 
enquiry (to adapt Michael Rothberg's account [2009] of cultural memory1), where one might con-
sider the refraction of silence and the question of implication, as much as the silence of implication 
and the refraction of its question. Refraction, here, is exemplary of the play between metaphor and 
concept that orients the following discussion – with its own question of making visible or explicit 
the invisible or implicit. As with the performance to be explored – the Nowy Teatr’s production of 
(A)pollonia – there is no attempt to define the silence in question, but rather to offer testimony to 
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its resonance. It is the potential of such testimony (generated by performance), rather than a review 
of what may have already been written about the production (at least, as it is available in English), 
that is put into dialogue with what Ann Rigney (2021) evokes as the ‘catalyst’ role of the creative 
arts within cultural memory (p. 12); that is, with the motive and dynamic of change in understand-
ing the past. Preliminary to considering the conceptual implications of such reference to a ‘cata-
lyst’, however, the essay attests simply to my own experience of what calls for reflection in  
(A)pollonia, which I have been lucky to see three times ‘live’, as well as many times in its film 
version, which is hosted by the Polish cultural media website, Ninateka.2

As instances of what Eneken Laanes and Hanna Meretoja (2021) have called ‘cultural memorial 
forms’ (p. 3),3 the relation of terms in my title – figured, for example, in the juxtaposition of the 
two epigraphs that interweave the familial and the national, as also the (auto-) biographical and the 
historiographic – refer to contested sites for addressing civic values. Between politicians and artists 
(not to mention historians and lawyers), the proverbial appeal to the ‘conscience of the nation’ 
involves a sense not only of ‘memorial forms’ but ‘counter-memorial forms’, where the past 
appears ‘through the generation of stories that can refigure, and not just express, the identities of 
the actors who encounter and appropriate them’ (Rigney, 2012: 610).4 Furthermore, with respect to 
the context of this special issue of Memory Studies, such forms of cultural memory may also be 
considered through the lens of the ‘local’, as itself a concept of and for enquiry. Broaching a ques-
tion of names – whether mythical or historical, remembered or silenced – the reflections here are 
conditioned by the fact that Memory Studies belongs to the academic Anglosphere, displacing 
cultural refractions of the local and the international into its own field of reference.5 Memory wars 
– or what, in the Polish context, is called ‘history politics’6 – are discussed here in English transla-
tion, where the naming of positions as nationalist and cosmopolitan, exceptionalist and compara-
tive, is already inscribed in their ‘local’ relations (generating claims about both commemoration 
and defamation), regardless of their Anglophone abstraction.7

A ‘local habitation’

In Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Theseus evokes the work of imagination (not to men-
tion the proximity between madness and poetry) as that which ‘bodies forth the forms of things 
unknown’. He describes these forms as giving ‘to airy nothing a local habitation and a name’ 
(V.i.1844–1847) and it is precisely this giving form to cultural memory by ‘aesthetic agency’ (Rigney, 
2021) – as, potentially, of ‘things unknown’ – that is explored here, as offering an example of memo-
rial ‘catalyst’.8 Contrasting an instance of contemporary theatre repertoire with an officially legislated 
‘theatre’ of remembrance, this discussion reflects on differences between the cultural politics of a 
creative performance and those, for example, of a commemorative public holiday – as contested sites 
of and for the ‘lessons’ of memory, specifically with respect to the historical-cultural citation of 
‘Righteous among the nations’. Alongside the recognition of individuals’ courage and sacrifice, there 
is a profound question of temporality in this citation, made by Yad Vashem, through the refraction of 
implication concerning the saving of life (as that of a world) to which it attests. The recognition of the 
Righteous is meant as an example of the past in the present, raising its own questions of and for the 
inter-generational transmission of civic (distinct from religious) values. As Ann Rigney (2021) writes:

For things worth remembering to be constituted as memory, they must also be translated into transmissible 
experience. This entails using available media and calling on a repertoire of cultural forms [memoirs, 
monuments, documentaries, exhibitions, and so on] which act as carriers of memory and structure 
information in a meaningful way. It would seem that memorability-as-relevance [related to social frames] 
and memorability-as-meaning [related to mediation] are co-produced in a mutually reinforcing way that 
we are only beginning to understand. (p. 13)
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Theatre, as a practice of ‘transmissible experience’, offers a manifold understanding of citation 
in the production of ‘memorability’, which contrasts with institutionalised forms enacted by the 
state. The cultural work of learning to remember – where learning about what is (to be) remem-
bered concerns an understanding of how it is (to be) remembered – involves a ‘fundamentally 
dynamic approach to the study both of cultural memory and of the media which shape it’ (Erll and 
Rigney, 2012: 1). Of relevance for the example considered here is that the ceremonial theatre of 
national remembrance – honouring individuals in the name of a nation or state – tends to occlude 
(or, indeed, deny) the ambiguities of implication that artistic agency often engages with explicitly. 
Where Yad Vashem recognises individuals universally, the present Polish government (in 2021) 
recognises the Righteous nationally, in an appropriation that (as we shall see) is as much contested 
as celebrated.

While theatre is often conceived of in terms of a distinction between the ephemeral and the 
archival, or between the corporeal and the documented, these oppositions themselves have long 
been theorised in theatre and performance studies, not least in ways that engage with suppositions 
that are also prevalent within memory studies (to cite only Schneider, 2011 and Auslander, 2018, 
as well as my own work Twitchin, 2016). In the case of (A)pollonia, we are considering a produc-
tion (a ‘catalyst’) that continues to be in the Nowy Teatr’s repertoire more than a decade after its 
premiere (in 2009) and which has been seen all over the world. Although centred on the re-inter-
pretation of plays from the European canon of ancient Greek tragedy, refracted through the experi-
ence of the Nazi occupation of Poland, one index of the production’s extraordinary impact is that 
it is read ‘locally’ where ever it is performed internationally. As the Nowy Teatr’s dramaturg, Piotr 
Gruszczynski, observes:

The production has been presented in many different countries .  .  . [although] we were very much afraid 
that this story is so European that people won’t be interested in it. So, it was very surprising for us that the 
theatre was always full and that many people stayed in the theatre afterwards to discuss it with us. They 
found their own stories that were parallel or similar to what we were presenting. (Twitchin, in press)

Image 1.  (A)pollonia (Sc.xiv) directed by Krzysztof Warlikowski (2009). Photo by Stefan Okołowicz.
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The very title of the production – (A)pollonia – offers a complex, ‘local habitation’ of meaning, 
condensing the names of a historical person (Apolonia Machczynska), a country (Polonia), and an 
ancient Greek god (Apollo). Within this polyvocal palimpsest, each name refracts the others in an 
interplay between the mythical and the historical, the personal and the national. For instance, as the 
director, Krzysztof Warlikowski, observes, the choice of Apolonia as a name for a daughter born 
around 1918 may cipher hopes invested in the founding of the Second Republic following the First 
World War. ‘Her name’, Warlikowski (2015) suggests, ‘is like a conspiratorial symbol of patriot-
ism’ (p. 151). Indeed, the war’s outcome ended the partitions to which Poland had been subjected 
since the late eighteenth century – and in consequence of which Poles had found themselves fight-
ing each other on both sides of the conflict.9 This year of hope is officially commemorated in the 
name of one of Poland’s highest awards, inaugurated in 1921, Polonia Restituta – a combination 
of terms whose resonance changed in 1945, with the end of the Nazi occupation and the country’s 
subsequent incorporation into the Soviet Bloc; and again in 1989, with the end of the Cold War.

Despite this historical conditionality, in which the official sense of Polonia changes, the citation 
also evokes – at least, for ethno-nationalists – an essential meaning; one that would eschew the 
multidirectional refraction of nationality through the title of citizenship. The ‘restitution’ of a mul-
ticultural republic, offering pluralistic legal and cultural recognition of minorities (thereby relativ-
izing claims of and for a majority national identity), contrasts, for example, with the idea of a 
Catholic kingdom reigned over by the Virgin as its queen – a contrast that informs the underlying 
memory politics of ‘honouring the good name’ of Poland, both locally and abroad. Indeed, the 
sense (supposedly) of ‘slandering’ national memory (or its mythology) raises profound questions 
about how cultural memory is localised through the genealogies – and politics – that give it ‘a 
name’ (not least, in law) and evoke, thereby, claims (and, of course, counter-claims) concerning the 
shibboleths of national identity that can often appear paranoid in relation to the international.10

In this context, the legendary example of diasporic Jews settling in Poland is especially poign-
ant. As recorded by Schmuel Agnon (at the end of ‘the long nineteenth century’), this legend is 
presented as a parable of many voices speaking of and to each other across the generations:

We did not know, but our fathers told us how the exiles of Israel came to the land of Polin [Poland] .  .  .  
[T]hose that seek for names say: ‘This is why it is called Polin. For thus spoke Israel when they came to 
the land, “Here rest for the night [Po lin]”. And this means we shall rest here until we are all gathered into 
the Land of Israel’. Since this is the tradition, we accept it as such. (Agnon, 2004 [1916])

Here the history of a name ciphers an understanding of exile, which now includes the homelessness 
of the dead. In the new century, this name has also become emblematic of ‘local’ cultural memory 
politics concerning the ‘restitution’ of Polish identity with the opening of the famous Polin Museum 
in Warsaw in 2005.11

In the transmission of memory, names are never univocal. We are adopted into a genealogy 
when named by our parents, an adoption that is then certified by state and religious institutions. 
The familial and the national intersect (sometimes in conflict), as identity is conditioned by forms 
of recognition that operate as a mode of shibboleth, which can then also be falsified or forged. As 
is reflected in the epigraph from Arianna Neumann, names link us to the histories of others, even 
as these relations are inscribed with ‘a caesura in possibility .  .  . divid[ing] into a possibility and an 
impossibility, into a potentiality and an impotentiality’ (Agamben, 1999: 145).12

In Lost in Translation, for instance, the memoir of her childhood dislocation from Poland to 
North America in 1959 (escaping the experience of ‘local’ anti-Semitism, still prevalent after the 
genocidal war against European Jewry), Eva Hoffman (1998) observes:
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[M]y parents have no lack of the dead to honour, and I am named after both my grandmothers – Ewa, 
Alfreda – two women of whom I have only the dimmest of impressions. There aren’t even any photographs 
which have survived the war: the cut from the past is complete. (p. 8)

Her sister, Hoffman (1998) also explains, is named in honour of an aunt (her mother’s sister), 
another relative who did not survive the Shoah:

My own sister is named after this person who exists like an almost concrete shadow in our lives – Alina 
– and my mother often feels a strange compassion for her younger daughter, as if with the name she had 
bestowed on her some of fate’s terrible burden. ‘Sometimes my heart aches for her’, she tells me, ‘I don’t 
know why. I’m afraid for her’. I inherit some of this fear, and look on my sister as a fragile, vulnerable 
creature who needs all my love and protection. (p. 7)

Others may be remembered in our ‘own’ name, then, often burdened with an ‘inherited fear’. Who 
one is named after may encipher what remains unnameable, a sense of meaning (or of inheritance) 
without a habitation – a citation bereft of testimony. The shibboleth of a name may become, thereby, 
a burden of silence in which one is not allowed to speak for oneself – in one’s own name – given 
the impossibility of speaking for the other in whose memory one was named. Memory is caught up 
here in a set of implications that precede us, in which the silence of the dead echoes in the voices 
of the living. A name may cipher what remains unsaid in what is spoken and it is this that (A)pol-
lonia explores, in its reflections on tragedy and history (addressed in the next section of this essay), 
staging a mutual refraction in and for cultural memory of the figures of Apolonia and Alcestis.

It is in this sense that we might hear the echoes of Apolonia-Polonia in the theatre of Holocaust 
memory in Poland, as constituting a field of ‘cultural memorial forms’ or ‘memorabilities’ that 
condition an understanding of civic space in terms of contested appeals concerning the meaning of 
names in both official speech and artistic agency.13 Both conformism to a ‘patriotic’ myth of the 
‘martyred nation’ and the work of comparative and critical historiography14 are refracted in the 
question of a specific name that simultaneously ciphers the local and the international in this con-
text: that of the ‘Righteous Among the Nations’. Adopted from Talmudic tradition in the citation 
given by Yad Vashem to recognise Gentiles who aided Jews during the Second World War, the title 
of ‘Righteous’ has been inscribed in Polish memory wars in profoundly contested ways.15

In a famous essay from 1987, Jan Blonski (2018 [1987]) (citing the testimony of poems by 
Czeslaw Milosz written in Warsaw during the occupation) proposed that while ‘participation and 
shared responsibility are not the same thing’, nonetheless, ‘one can share responsibility for the 
crime without taking part in it’ (p. 284). Addressing the theme of Poland’s ‘good name’, interwo-
ven with the complex resonances of the ‘Righteous’, Blonski asked:

What about the ‘good name’ of our society? Our concern about the ‘good name’ is ever present and, even 
more so, in public discussion. To put it differently, when we consider the past, we want to derive moral 
advantages from it. Even when we condemn, we ourselves would like to be above – or beyond – 
condemnation. We want to be absolutely beyond any accusation, we want to be completely clean. We want 
to be also – and only – victims. This concern is, however, underpinned by fear – just as in Milosz’s poem 
– and this fear warps and disfigures our thoughts about the past. (280–281)

This relation between responsibility and participation is accompanied for Blonski with a fear of 
being thought to be among the Gentile perpetrators of the genocide by its Jewish victims. It is pre-
cisely this concern with implication that is resisted by official commemorative culture and in 
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particular by what the historian Jan Grabowski has called ‘the Righteous defence’. As Grabowski 
(2016) writes, ‘It is practically impossible nowadays to find any official declaration concerning the 
Shoah that does not make a specific reference to the number of “Polish olive trees at Yad Vashem” 
or some other form of the Righteous defence’ (p. 19).

It is, perhaps, a moot point whether (as Koposov suggests in the first epigraph) there is a 
European-wide sense of ‘shared responsibility’ for the Holocaust; that is, a recognition that the 
Nazis were able to put a Europe-wide logistical infrastructure, and even a Europe-wide complicity, 
into the service of genocide. In Poland, this issue is especially polarising ‘locally’ – with many 
(like Blonski) acknowledging a painful need to address the fact that participation in the Holocaust 
is not confined to the Nazis alone, while others insist on Poland being an exception to what is 
‘shared’.16 The question of silence in this context involves not simply the official post-war ‘amne-
sia’ regarding, for instance, the blackmailers (szmalcownicy) who pursued a form of civilian 
Judenjagd (hunting of Jews); but also the silence taken upon themselves by those who had in fact 
helped Jews. In contrast to recent government marks of remembrance, many of the Righteous 
themselves lived in fear of their neighbours, as is detailed by Anna Bikont (2015 [2004]) in her 
study of Jedwabne. This question of silence in the lived cultural memory of neighbours – of, pre-
cisely, its ‘local’ meaning – is symptomatic of profound questions of implication; that is, for the 
Polish civic space or ‘theatre’, in its expanded (or, indeed, catalytic) sense.

Addressing this context Grabowski (2016) writes: ‘At this stage one could ask: what is wrong 
with celebrating the Righteous? Unfortunately, everything depends on the context and the goals of 
the celebration’ (p. 19). For, as he notes:

Symbolic gestures never occur outside of a broader social and political context. Their meaning and 
influence is always dictated from without. Left-leaners or right-leaners, Poles or Jews involved in the 
Righteous defence, all of them make – given the pervading political climate – an important contribution to 
the fundamental revision of memory of the Holocaust in Poland. .  . (Grabowski, 2016: 25)

Here, the historian sets the scene for a contrast between official memory discourse – institution-
alised, for example, in 2018 with a National Day of Remembrance for Poles who saved Jews under 
German occupation – and what is, in a sense, a form of counter-memorability (already presented 
ten years previously) through the artistic mediation of cultural memory offered by (A)pollonia. For 
one of the spurs to the direction that the production took during its preparation was the company 
members’ experience of an award ceremony held at the National Theatre to honour Poles who had 
aided Jews, which generated a deep sense of ambivalence. As Warlikowski (2015) observes, 
reflecting on this experience:

To show Apolonia’s story could be taken as a statement from a Polish director maybe suggesting that the 
actions of the Poles in relation to the Jews during the war were better than we often think. But in fact I felt 
a lot of unease about this situation, particularly our ‘comfortable’, often complacent attitude to sacrifice 
today. After many years during the communist period when the deeds of those who helped Jews were only 
recognised by the Jewish community and Yad Vashem, there is finally a wider acknowledgement of these 
‘heroes of our society’ – but it’s selective, and it’s never free of interests: political, media, and those of 
‘good conscience’. (p. 172)17

In this case, we see contrasting claims between the state and the arts in conceiving of the ‘con-
science of the nation’ (especially as concerns the supposition of a ‘silent majority’). For both sides, 
however, there is no doubt that what is at stake regarding this civic ‘theatre’ is not simply the past 
but the present, addressing the question of implication (as that of cultural memory) in the under-
standing (or catalysis) of ‘Polish history’.
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An ‘essential lacuna’ and the question whether ‘this world can be 
saved’

Between implication and silence, how is the burden of the one refracted by that of the other – 
broaching, perhaps, a question of complicity? Silence here concerns not only externally imposed 
conditions of censorship and prohibition in memory studies, but the internalisation of secrets and 
taboo – whether familial or national (as is expressed in the two epigraphs). Besides shibboleth, we 
might also consider euphemism, as another mediation of cultural memory in both official and artis-
tic speech addressing the civic space for which theatre provides a metaphor. In wanting to give 
voice to the unsaid (perhaps to give a hearing to the unspeakable), what might be the specificity of 
citation and testimony in these different ‘theatres of memory’ – not least, in the recognition of the 
Righteous? Does citation affirm testimony (above all, that of survivors), as if these were simply 
commensurate with each other? Or does citation gloss over the potential incompatibilities of testi-
mony with itself, eliding (what Agamben calls) its ‘essential lacuna’ (Agamben, 1999: 13)?

In contrast to the official commemoration of the Righteous, now legally mandated by a day in 
the national calendar (24 March), the Nowy Teatr production of (A)pollonia offers a question of 
memory. As a form of counter-memorability to an official theatre, the sense of ‘local habitation’ in 
this production is fractured between history and myth, diaspora and return, Poland and Israel, and 
between the living and the dead. Specifically, the production invokes the memory of Apolonia 
Machczynska and the circumstances of her recognition by Yad Vashem interwoven with a re-
interpretation of the ancient story of self-sacrifice by Alcestis (as told by Euripides).18 Brought into 
the present, these fractured relations between history and myth within the ‘theatre’ (or ‘cultural 
memorial form’) of civic values reach into the enduring dislocation of hopes concerning Polish-
Jewish relations, such as those expressed by the historian Piotr Wrobel (1997) that ‘the burden of 
history will eventually disappear.  .  . and hostility and mistrust will give way to consensus and 
reconciliation’ (p. 560). Referring to a ‘tragic dialogue of the deaf’ (Wrobel, 1997: 567), evoking a 
‘double meaning’ or ‘double truth’ (Wrobel, 1997: 568) as between Jews and Poles in the history 
of the Second World War, Wrobel (1997) poses a question that has become all the more disturbing 

Image 2.  Photo by Stefan Okołowicz of (A)pollonia directed by Krzysztof Warlikowski (2009), Sc.xiii with 
its monologue by Admetus (Jacek Poniedzialek).
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in the present century: ‘Or is it possible that we do not need a common interpretation of history and 
[that] objectivity is neither achievable nor important?’ (p. 567).19

While recent Polish law has even sought to make this painful question one to be tested in the 
courts (albeit now in civil rather than, as originally planned, criminal courts), the refraction of 
implication – as between history and memory (Le Goff, 1992) or archive and witness (Agamben, 
1999) – eludes the consensual and reconciled, concerning fundamentally a question of justice for 
the dead. It is this that (A)pollonia explores with the examples of Iphigenia, Alcestis and the tribu-
nal that concludes the Oresteia. This tragic model of the trial, as a catalyst of and for civic under-
standing, resonates with the enduring – and complex – appeal of and to the cultural memory of 
ancient ‘Athens’ (Loraux, 1991, 1993). Here the ‘airy nothing’ of theatre ciphers the past’s implica-
tion in the present through its inverse – the implication of the present in the past – as a question of 
theatrical agency itself, relating the mythical trial in Aeschylus’ Eumenides to a historical example 
in research by Christopher Browning and Hanna Krall.20

The fictional tribunal of theatre (albeit one evoking a historical reality) is played in (A)pollonia 
as if it were a TV popularity contest, with a judge or show host made up to look like the Joker. With 
the unsettling grotesque of his painted-on smile, this figure addresses the audience directly:

‘Whosoever saves a single life, saves an entire world’, it is written in the Talmud. We engraved those 
words on a medal. We bestow the medal upon Apolonia Machczynska, who has saved a single life. And 
did she save an entire world? Can this world still be saved? (Warlikowski et al., 2014: 45; Ninateka: 
2.52.30-2.59.00)

Perhaps the most resonant refraction of implication here is condensed in the pregnant word ‘still’; 
that is, in the evocation of a future anterior – addressing the past as that which will have been. 
Within such creative memory, the past has yet to have happened – bodying forth the very possibil-
ity of hope for a release from the burden of tragic repetition (as revenge), from what remains unsaid 
in all that has already been said.

This scene, in part two of (A)pollonia, concerning the afterlife of the past (including the burden 
of survival) refers back to a short scene (Sc. XIV) that ends part one, which is itself a transforma-
tion of Euripides’ Alcestis (to which we will return), where roles are paralleled between the mythi-
cal (adapted from Euripides) and the historical (adapted from Krall). The same actor plays the 
father in each, the same actor plays Thanatos in the one and an SS officer in the other, and the same 
actor, Magdalena Cielecka, plays the woman who makes the ultimate sacrifice for others in both. 
That the Alcestis-Apolonia figure is played as pregnant also underlines the gendered aspect of this 
evocation of the ethics of self-sacrifice, one that occasions a profound experience of silence.

In the play text the constitution of this silence is orthographically represented simply by an ellip-
sis (‘.  .  .’), in the absence of any answer to a repeated question, one that implies incrimination. The 
SS officer presents Apolonia’s father with the possibility of taking on himself the death sentence 
entailed by being caught aiding Jews under the Nazis in Poland, of sacrificing himself for her and 
her children, including the one as yet unborn. As in Euripides, the father refuses this possibility of 
self-sacrifice – albeit now by keeping silent (in contrast to the Euripides) – as one scene (Sc. XIII) 
morphs into another (Sc. XIV) through this transition from the story of Alcestis into that of Apolonia:

End of Sc. XIII

Admetus	�
[addressing Alcestis]:	� Wait, don’t leave me alone! Not now! Is that you? Is that you, my love? 

Why won’t you say anything?
Officer:	 Who hid the Jews?
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Apolonia:	 I did.
Admetus:	 Yes. It was you.

Sc. XIV

Officer:	 We know that. Who else?
Apolonia:	 Nobody. I did it alone.
Admetus:	 I’m going to sleep. Are you coming? I’ll make the bed.
Officer 
[addressing the father]:	 Perhaps you will tell us?
Apolonia:	 I assure you .  .  .
Officer:	 I’m asking him! Well?
Apolonia:	 I’ve told you. No one else knew. No one!
Officer	�
[addressing the father]:	� You didn’t know anything either, did you? Only the person who hid the 

Jews is going to be punished. If it was you – your daughter will live. If it 
was your daughter – you will live. All you need to do is say: I hid them, 
my daughter didn’t know about anything. Well.  .  .? (Warlikowski et al., 
2014: 36–37; Ninateka: 2.18.55-2.22.10)

In the performance (this is the refraction of theatre rather than literature, after all), the silence 
(‘.  .  .’) is made palpable by suddenly cutting the ambient underscore that has accompanied the 
whole scene. This makes audible a sense of time and space that is simultaneously fiction and actu-
ality, echoing the mutual refraction of past and present. The silence resonates in the bodies of the 
audience, effecting a catalysis of cultural memory – not just between actors within a scene, but 
between the stage and the auditorium. The audience’s presence provides the testimony of and for a 
creative citation of the past, counter-pointing the question of tragedy (as a structure of repetition in 
the form of myth) with the register of the historical. Here the question of justice (for both the living 
and the dead) is woven through a re-writing of classical mythology in which the question of life 
and death – as that of self-sacrifice for another (but no longer that of tragic ‘fate’) – is echoed in an 
almost unbearably intimate silence.  .  .

The sense that the past could be transformed, that injustice could be recognised and acted upon 
in the future (if not in the present), is key to what is (still to be) remembered culturally. Otherwise, 
the historian (or the theatre maker) simply catalogues an archive of the ways by which lives have 
been destroyed, giving no more meaning to such events than their factual possibility; as if the fact 
of the matter were sufficient justification for it being recorded and as if this by itself constituted 
‘understanding’ (with or without any recognition of the ‘Righteous’). In the Nowy Teatr’s engage-
ment with the work of Hanna Krall – whose writing is itself exemplary of enquiry into the impli-
cations of cultural memory and its transmission21 – this creates an occasion in which to reflect on 
the future anterior, as addressed by Walter Benjamin (writing in 1940). Benjamin (2006 [1940]) 
evokes the sense of ‘fanning the spark of hope in the past’, as concerns the historian ‘who is 
firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he [the enemy] is victori-
ous’ (p. 391). Unsettling any sense of celebration concerning the Righteous, (A)pollonia rehearses 
this memorial hope with and for a present audience.22 The repertoire of the Nowy Teatr in this 
instance aims, precisely, to ‘wrest tradition away from the conformism that is working to over-
power it’ (Benjamin, 2006 (1940) 391), and which still informs nationalistic claims to protecting 
the ‘good name’ of Poland.
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‘To be taught afresh’

At the beginning of this century, the historian Tony Judt (2010 [2005]) observed:

The new Europe, bound together by the signs and symbols of its terrible past, is a remarkable accomplishment; 
but it remains forever mortgaged to that past. If Europeans are to maintain this vital link – if Europe’s past 
is to continue to furnish Europe’s present with admonitory meaning and moral purpose – then it will have 
to be taught afresh with each passing generation. ‘European Union’ may be a response to history, but it can 
never be a substitute. (p. 831)

It becomes increasingly clear, however, that the sense of ‘forever’ in Judt’s invocation of 
Europe’s debt owed to the past (as, precisely, to the dead), with specific regard to the Second World 
War and its aftermath, is already historical, if not yet part of ‘that past’ itself.23 The ‘local’ cultural 
implications (‘admonitory meaning and moral purpose’) of the Shoah and its ‘memorability’ 
(Rigney), within what was until recently called the ‘new Europe’, are manifestly fractured not 
shared.24 For the ‘new’ turns out, in part, to have been a return of the ‘old Europe’, of a desire to 
give ethno-nationalist meaning to what the ‘local’ names. In this context, the question of constitu-
tional rights for minorities remains fundamental to a civic (rather than an ‘ethnic’) understanding 
of citizenship (just as in the inter-war Polish republic); not least, with respect to legal recognition 
of ‘sacral symbols of community’ (Koposov, 2018: 302) and their potential ‘defamation’ by those 
who are said to be ‘anti-Polish’ (and are even denounced as working ‘in the service of Brussels and 
Berlin’ (Machcewicz, 2021: 21)).

As concerns the shibboleths (or, perhaps, the cultural latency) transmitted in the post-war 
‘silence’ referred to by Koposov in the first of my epigraphs, addressing the ‘local’ as if it could be 
winnowed from the international (particularly in the Anglophone conditions of a reading such as 
this one) is itself problematic. Here the question of the historical time of (A)pollonia is sympto-
matic of what may ‘still’ be remembered trans-generationally through its performance, offering  
a counterpoint to the ‘national theatre’ of government-mandated remembrance ceremonies.  

Image 3.  Jacek Poniedzialek (Admetus) and Magdalena Cielecka (Alcestis), Sc.xiii. Photo by Stefan 
Okołowicz of (A)pollonia, directed by Krzysztof Warlikowski (2009).



Twitchin	 589

As Warlikowski (2015) notes, the time both of and for the production was (and perhaps remains) 
the immediate post-war period – when it would have been impossible to produce:

I was searching to create a performance that should have been made in Poland immediately after the 
Second World War, about anti-Semitism and Nazism. Of course, it wouldn’t have been possible to make 
something like (A)pollonia then, but – as a member of let’s say the [first] ‘post-war generation’ – I wanted 
to conduct a reflection about the war and about the different points of view that can be taken towards it. 
And also to incorporate a perspective taking into account the Polish-Jewish relationship that has developed 
since the fall of the Wall, as this theme has been voiced for the first time, from all sides. Before 1989 
[during the communist period], this had been a taboo subject. (p. 150)

It is precisely this sense of anachronism that offers a key to the production’s refraction of impli-
cation and its potential role as a catalyst of and for cultural memory, working through the form of 
theatrical agency particularly.

In Euripides’ eponymous play, Alcestis offers to die in the place of her husband, Admetus, when 
neither of his parents accepts to do so. In (A)pollonia’s version of this myth, the actor playing Admetus, 
Jacek Poniedzialek, addresses the audience directly to pose a question concerning the difference 
between a world that is saved through a desire to save only oneself and a world that is saved through a 
desire to save another, even at the cost of one’s own life. Poniedzialek’s question – concerning the very 
role (Admetus) that he is playing – involves the sense that it is only in actually saving another’s life, 
regardless of the motive or desire, that ‘an entire world’ may be saved. But if this may be a necessary 
condition, one can still only speculate about its sufficient condition – for perhaps only a god could 
judge of its truth. In the Biblical tradition, history is written before and not after the Day of Judgement 
– a day, as the opening of an impossible archive (unsealing the Books of Life and Death), that will 
never arrive in our life time and which, therefore, remains a subject of and for cultural memory.25

In playing Admetus, Poniedzialek speaks to the audience about this mythical role, evoking the 
possibility (or not) of a shared understanding of sacrificing one’s own life for another – as this 
prefigures, within present cultural memory, the question of recognising the ‘Righteous’ and whether 
the world (as the shared, ‘local’ habitation of this very question) may be saved. Tellingly, as con-
cerns the civic resonance of his speech, it ends with a visceral metaphor of silence:

Scene XIII

Admetus: � I am standing here before you. Look at me. Are you looking? With contempt, right? 
Contempt and disgust. And superiority. You would not have agreed to such a sacrifice. 
Someone sacrificing their life. Never. You’d rather die. Would someone here prefer to 
die? You, sir? Madam? You wouldn’t, sir? So that makes two of us: that’s a relief. 
Because all the rest love the life of others more than their own. We love our own life. 
And that’s a sin! Some Jew once said it was a sin to survive if you took a slice of bread 
away from someone. A slice of bread! What if you took someone’s life away? Excuse 
me for wanting to live. But I’m not asking for your pity, I’m not asking you for any-
thing. You can stick your pity up your righteous asses! Why am I even saying all this? 
Words are of no use either, they disappear like water in the sand, this wet sand that fills 
my mouth. I can feel the sand, so I’m alive. I’m alive. (Warlikowski et al., 2014: 35; 
Ninateka: 2.13.12-2.16.05)

In this contemporary version of the ancient play, there is no chorus to discuss the death of Alcestis 
– played by the same actor who plays Apolonia in the scene immediately following (as quoted 
above). Rather, there is a defensive antagonism concerning responsibility and implication, 
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refracting a tragic question of forgiveness in relation to another’s (self-) sacrifice. For this ‘Polish’ 
Admetus, the metaphor of wet sand in his mouth weighs on the tongue of speech, where (in con-
trast to the state’s theatre of remembrance) the refraction of implication is a catalyst of and for criti-
cal reflection – distinct from the denigration by self-proclaimed patriots of a ‘pedagogy of shame’.26

This particular metaphor of and for remaining alive ‘unjustly’ – before the anticipated judge-
ment of the present audience, at least – is drawn from Jonathan Littell’s (2010 [2006]) novel, The 
Kindly Ones, citing the European-wide translatability of what endures of the Nazi legacy (whether 
in French, Polish, Greek, or English). The title of Littell’s novel, Les Bienveillants (The Kindly 
Ones) translates the Eumenides – the title of the third part of the Oresteia. Unlike Aeschylus’ play, 
however, there is no role for Athena in the Nowy Teatr production, no transforming of the Erinyes 
into the Eumenides, the Furies into the Kindly Ones; and the cycle of revenge that is threaded 
through questions of historical guilt, themselves nested in the intimate relation between the perpe-
trating and witnessing of violent crimes (or, in Blonski’s terms, between participation and respon-
sibility), is no longer mediated by a chorus. The Nowy Teatr production explores the refraction of 
the tragic with the civic without any intervention of the divine, even if the same word ‘theatre’ 
appears to apply to both the mythical past and the historical present.

For what and for whom are the dead (to be) remembered; not least, in the context of understand-
ing ‘European union’ today? For whom – and why – is the question of sacrifice, one’s own or that 
of others, significant when re-presented as a question of and for theatre, distinct from the civic 
demands of the state; that is, for a present audience (whether ‘locally’ or internationally)? In this 
creative – or catalytic – refraction of implication, between actor and audience, the past is conceived 
of as what will have been when addressing the question (for both the living and the dead) of ‘sav-
ing an entire world’. This is precisely the potential of theatre as a cultural memorial form (as a 
‘vital link’) regarding what is to be ‘taught afresh’ (Judt). As Rigney (2021) proposes:

Memory Studies needs to understand better the dynamics whereby collective memory can be revised and 
remade in response to changing social conditions and changing social imaginaries .  .  . [T]he creative arts 
can be seen as catalysts in creating new memories, supplementing what has been documented with 
imaginative power and creatively using cultural form to generate vibrant [if not always literally true] 
stories that may then be picked up and reworked in other disciplines. (p. 12)

The translatability of these ‘new memories’ that give to ‘airy nothing’ a name do not necessarily 
honour the shibboleths of the unspeakable. Besides the performative inscription of archival records 
into historical narrative (and its forms of national identification), the ‘silences and unanswered 
questions’ that Ariana Neumann addresses in her memoir (cited in the epigraphs) are transformed 
by the work of contextualisation. The past is never simply what it was; but it is equally never sim-
ply what it will have been – ‘revised and remade’. As Erll and Rigney (2012) observe concerning 
‘the word itself .  .  . “remembering” is better seen as an active engagement with the past, as per-
formative rather than as reproductive’ (p. 2). The once vaunted claim for an ‘end of history’ has 
proved to be as mistaken about 1990 as, therefore, about 1945. The relation between history and 
memory, as between citation and testimony, involves continuing conflict concerning the justice 
owed to the dead – in the present as in the past.

Notes

  1.	 Rothberg (2019) is also, of course, the author of The Implicated Subject, the themes of which are central 
to the discussion in this essay.

  2.	 This 3-hour production, in two parts (18 scenes, with a prologue and an epilogue), brings together ancient 
tragedy – the Oresteia, Iphigenia, and Alcestis – with the twentieth century history of the Nazi occupa-
tion of Poland. While (A)pollonia has been regularly presented live at the Nowy Teatr’s home in Warsaw 
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(as well as on tour around the world), a filmed version is also accessible on the Ninateka website: https://
ninateka.pl/vod/teatr/a-pollonia-krzysztof-warlikowski-english-subtitles/. The specific scenes discussed 
here will refer to this film, with its time code, as well as to the published translation of the text, with its 
page numbers. (For a discussion of this production, in dialogue with its dramaturg, Piotr Gruszczynski, 
see Twitchin, in press).

  3.	 This builds on Laanes’ (2021) citation of Landsberg’s concept of ‘prosthetic memories’ as ‘generated 
by aesthetic media of memory .  .  . [that] let people take on the memories of others .  .  . create empathy 
[and] contribute to an ethical relationship to alterity’ (p. 42). See also Twitchin (2016), especially Part I, 
‘Thinking of the dead through a concept of theatre’ (pp. 17–82).

  4.	 Rigney is addressing here the EU project for a ‘House of History’ that, in fact, demonstrated the impos-
sibility of a ‘shared view of the past’ following its post-1989 expansion to the East. As she, nonetheless, 
continues hopefully: ‘Reconceptualising memory in these terms as an imaginative resource that can be 
shared, rather than a fixed legacy that is inherited or owned by particular groups in an exclusive way, 
provides a better model for Europe and for new forms of postnational citizenship based on the principle 
of affiliation rather than descent.’ (Rigney, 2012: 5)

  5.	 This conditionality is something that I have also discussed elsewhere (Twitchin, 2018).
  6.	 As Pawel Machcewicz (2021) notes, the Law and Justice party in Poland has actively ‘made “historical 

policy” one of the basic elements of its political platform’ since its first period in office in 2005 (p. 24).
  7.	 That this abstraction of local context into the Anglosphere does not necessarily mean an abstraction 

from its politics is evidenced by the Memory Studies Association Executive’s declaration at the time of 
the Association’s 2020 Warsaw Conference concerning the prosecution then underway in a Polish court 
of the historians Jan Grabowski and Barbara Engelking. Expressing solidarity with the two historians 
(aspects of whose 2018 book, Night Without End: the Fate of Jews in Selected Counties in Occupied 
Poland, were deemed libellous in a government-sponsored lawsuit), the Executive Committee warns 
against a ‘chilling effect on other Holocaust research’. This ultimately failed prosecution is but one 
instance of a cultural politics in which memory laws are formulated by politicians attempting to define 
civic space through a politics of naming enacted by the state. (On the prosecution, see, for example, the 
article by the head of the Polish National Security Department, Stanislaw Zaryn (2021), and the reply 
by Jonathan Brent and Jan Grabowski (2021), both published in the Tablet (February). For the statement 
by the Executive Board of the MSA see: https://www.memorystudiesassociation.org/msa-condemns-
lawsuit-holocaust-historians/ (last accessed 30.4.21).)

  8.	 Besides the exploration of the legacy of tragedy as a cultural form in this case, one might also note 
the recent success of a group of Polish lawyers in bringing concerns about their government’s policies 
regarding the judiciary to the attention of the European Parliament by producing a soap opera (Rankin, 
2021).

  9.	 This is addressed through the diverse examples explored in Dorota Sajewska’s (2019) fascinating study, 
Necroperformance.

10.	 This situation is vividly described by Pawel Machcewicz (2021) in his reflections on the founding of the 
Gdansk Museum of the Second World War and the denunciations by government figures of his work as 
being ‘anti-Polish’ and (in a particularly loaded term) ‘cosmopolitan’ (p. 21).

11.	 For accounts of the founding and the work of the Polin Museum, see Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
(2015a, 2015b); and Antony Polonsky (2017). In 2018, the museum cooperated with the theatre company 
TR Warszawa to commission and produce a new work, Where have you gone, Davey?, reflecting on 
the anti-Semitic events of 1968. A review by Marta Brys discussing this production (written by Jedrzej 
Piaskowski and Hubert Sulima, and directed by Jedrzej Piaskowski) can be seen in The Theatre Times: 
https://thetheatretimes.com/where-have-you-gone-davey/

12.	 This is explored, for example, in Michael Steinlauf’s (1997) profound reflections in his book, Bondage 
to the Dead.

13.	 Grzegorz Niziolek (2019 [2013]), in his award-winning study, The Polish Theatre of the Holocaust, 
offers a compelling study not only of examples of Polish film and theatre productions (including (A)pol-
lonia), but of the very concept of ‘theatre’ as a refraction of relations between ‘Polish’ and ‘Holocaust’ 
(see, also, Twitchin, 2019).

https://ninateka.pl/vod/teatr/a-pollonia-krzysztof-warlikowski-english-subtitles/
https://ninateka.pl/vod/teatr/a-pollonia-krzysztof-warlikowski-english-subtitles/
https://www.memorystudiesassociation.org/msa-condemns-lawsuit-holocaust-historians/
https://www.memorystudiesassociation.org/msa-condemns-lawsuit-holocaust-historians/
https://thetheatretimes.com/where-have-you-gone-davey/


592	 Memory Studies 15(3)

14.	 These oppositions are invested in forms of identity politics that Rothberg’s (2009) concept of ‘multidirec-
tional memory’ is aimed at undoing, where ‘many people assume that the public sphere in which collective 
memories are articulated is a scarce resource and that the interaction of different collective memories within 
that sphere takes the form of a zero-sum struggle for pre-eminence . . . [And because they] also believe 
that a direct line runs between remembrance of the past and the formation of identity in the present, they 
understand the articulation of the past in collective memory as a struggle for recognition in which there can 
only be winners and losers, a struggle that is thus closely allied with the potential for deadly violence.’ (p. 3)

15.	 That one would want to resist saying that this citation was ‘implicated’ in and by these memory wars is 
itself a register of what is at stake here concerning its uses ‘locally’ as a shibboleth.

16.	 The impact of studies by Jan Gross (2001 [2000]), particularly that of Neighbours – about the murder of 
Jews by Poles at Jedwabne (on 10 July 1941) – cannot be overestimated. (A collection of responses, trans-
lated from Polish, has been published in The Neighbours Respond (Polonsky and Michlic, 2004).) Anna 
Bikont’s (2015 [2004]) major work of reportage on Jedwabne has also been translated and Jedwabne 
has also been the subject of theatrical representation: in plays by, for example, Tadeusz Slobodzianek 
(2009) and Malgorzata Sikorska-Miszczuk (2014: Pt.1, 2009: Pt.2, 2011)); and in film by, for example, 
Wladislaw Pasikowski (2012).

17.	 This is also explored in my dialogue with Piotr Gruszcynski (Twitchin, in press).
18.	 See the Polin website entry for Apolonia Machczynska: https://sprawiedliwi.org.pl/en/stories-of-rescue/

story-rescue-machczynska-swiatek-apolonia.
19.	 Irena Grudzinska-Gross (2016) suggests that this sense of parallel histories continues the Polish gov-

ernment in exile’s mission of ‘representing ethnic Poles’ in consequence of the exclusion from Polish 
citizenship of Jews under the Nazi occupation (p. 38). This position was, paradoxically, maintained by 
the Communist authorities after the war until fractured in the post-1990 civic politics of cultural memory 
that remains haunted by questions of justice for the dead.

20.	 Browning refers to the case of a father refusing a proposal of self-sacrifice in place of his daughter, drawn 
from testimony by members of the German Reserve Police Battalion 101, in the context of what the 
Nazis called a ‘Jew hunt’ (Judenjagd), locating and murdering Jews who had so far managed to escape 
the process of annihilation. He reports an example of ‘Jews [who] had survived by hiding in towns rather 
than in the woods’ being betrayed and killed at a place called Kock. ‘The German police then went in 
search of the owner of the house, a Polish woman who had managed to flee in time. She was tracked to 
her father’s house in a nearby village. Lieutenant Brand presented the father with a stark choice – his life 
or his daughter’s. The man surrendered his daughter, who was shot on the spot.’ (Browning, 2001 [1992]: 
125–126) This event is also recounted in Hanna Krall’s (2018) dialogue text, Pola.

21.	 To return to the difference between fact and truth (pace Agamben), the mixed genre of Polish literary 
journalism is the specific source for the story of Apolonia Machczynska in the Nowy Teatr production, 
which draws from the work of Hanna Krall. As Zygmunt Ziatek (2018) observes: ‘Of particular signifi-
cance for [.  .  .] Polish reportage was its rapprochement with testimony – an important type of writing 
for Polish literature due to its close connections with historical experience’ (p. 643). Concerning Krall 
specifically, Ziatek (2018) notes that ‘after her two novels of the mid-1980s, she returned permanently to 
writing reportage, although now entirely subordinated to the mission of testimony: the remembrance of 
the Polish-Jewish past and of the Holocaust. By reconstructing successive individual stories of victims 
and survivors who can testify to what occurred, in a sense she speaks for those who cannot speak for 
themselves.’ (p. 644)

22.	 The full text of the sixth of Benjamin’s (2006 [1940]) ‘theses on the concept of history’ reads: ‘Articulating 
the past historically does not mean recognising it “the way it really was”. It means appropriating a mem-
ory as it flashes up in a moment of danger. Historical materialism wishes to hold fast that image of the 
past which unexpectedly appears to the historical subject in a moment of danger. The danger threatens 
both the content of the tradition and those who inherit it. For both, it is one and the same thing: the danger 
of becoming a tool of the ruling classes. Every age must strive anew to wrest tradition away from the 
conformism that is working to overpower it. The Messiah comes not only as the redeemer; he comes as 
the victor over the Antichrist. The only historian capable of fanning the spark of hope in the past is the 
one who is firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he is victorious. And 
this enemy has never ceased to be victorious.’ (p. 391)

https://sprawiedliwi.org.pl/en/stories-of-rescue/story-rescue-machczynska-swiatek-apolonia
https://sprawiedliwi.org.pl/en/stories-of-rescue/story-rescue-machczynska-swiatek-apolonia


Twitchin	 593

23.	 Recent Polish films – such as Marcin Wrona’s (2015) Demon and Wojciech Smarzowski’s (2021) The 
Wedding Day 2 – suggest, nonetheless, an enduring popular concern with the refraction of that past in the 
present, of a ‘post-war' that cannot be simply historicised but which haunts a new generation in Poland 
without its own memory of the last century, but which still feels a burden of debt owed to the murdered 
Jews especially.

24.	 This is also explored by Rigney (2012).
25.	 This question of the Messianic time among the Jews in eighteenth century Poland is explored in the 

extraordinary novel (recently translated into English) by Olga Tokarczuk (2021 [2014]), The Books of 
Jacob.

26.	 This has its corollary in a ‘pedagogy of pride’; see, for example, Irena Grudzinska-Gross (2016: 44–45); 
and also Stanley Bill (2016).
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