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Pop-Holocaust(s)? Potential 
and Challenges of Pop Cultural 

Representations in the 21st Century

When the call for papers for this special issue was released, we 
thought that the thematic frame for “pop cultural representations of  
the Holocaust” was well defined. With increasing time lag, more and 
more voices have been raised in the past decades about the commer-
cialization of  the Holocaust experience and its memory. The Holocaust 
industry is one of  the clearest and probably the most shocking man-
ifestations of  the phenomenon we tentatively call “(pop)Holocausts”. 
Looking at the versatility of  the concept of  “pop culture” the articles 
in this special issue apply, the question about the appropriateness of  
maintaining the binary system of  “popular” and “high” culture comes 
to the fore. Is it timely to uphold the hierarchy that somehow implies 
artefacts of  popular culture are inferior in terms of  quality? In times, 
where almost anyone can get a discussion started through hashtags 
that might not be long-lasting but can reach hundreds of  thousands of  
recipients while trending, literature, on the other hand, is always tied to 
linguistic barriers in the first place and cannot reach further audiences 
unless it has been translated? Ranging from representations on social 
media to literary metaphors in novels, to digital literature, we realized 
that pop culture’s inherent feature is the power to support transnation-
al thinking about commemoration: English as the dominant language 
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online enables artists and authors with non-native English backgrounds 
to contribute to the discussion and share it with a worldwide audience. 
In that way, narratives about the Holocaust have become diversified. 
However, from a Central European point of  view, one needs to ask about 
the Americanization of  the Holocaust (cf. Holý, 2018, 101–112; Mintz, 
2001) and to which extent the memory of  the Holocaust in countries 
that were the main sites of  the Jewish genocide differ from that per-
spective? And if  the main narratives of  remembrance are dominated 
by English (speaking) discourses, does this also bear the risk of  creat-
ing a perspective on East-Central European cultures of  remembrance 
as something inferior? (Hiemer, Holý, Firlej, Nichtburgerová, 2021, 2).

The notion of  pop culture is more than a discussion about the appro-
priateness of  humor, an element that has been largely acknowledged as 
a powerful tool to deconstruct fear (Steir-Livny, 2017). Numerous stud-
ies accept the variety of  pop cultural representations as rather positive 
since they help to keep Holocaust remembrance alive without judging 
such attempts as constructive or negative,1 thus rather acknowledg-
ing the “collectiveness” (Stratton, 2008). The historian Wulf  Kanstein-
er made an important observation in that regard. “Holocaust culture 
was invented in the era of  analog media […]. But also the renowned 
Holocaust learning sites, like Yad Vashem or the USHMM, have crafted 
thanatouristic entertainment potential, otherwise, they would not be 
as popular as they are” (Kansteiner, 2017, 130).

As editors we believe that all representations are worth considering 
in scientific analysis, even if  this open concept might entail challenges 
for the individual understanding of  esthetic or appropriateness. Cultur-
al artefacts alluding to the Holocaust in their main motif  or metaphor 
indeed can offer a counter narrative to the political memory practices 
(cf. Kołpak, 2023, 65–89) or allude to a lacking awareness in public com-
memoration (cf. Pető, 2019, p. 471–480). This feature however also bears 
the danger of  an instrumentalization of  the Holocaust topic in order 
to shift notions of  victimhood towards a nationalistic memory culture 
(cf. Hiemer, 2023, 118–120).

1 Cf. Demsky, 2021; Tomczok, 2017. 
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Moreover, the change in media consumption in times of  social media 
and the Web 3.0. must be considered when analysing Holocaust repre-
sentations. For humanities and especially for the studies of  literature and 
culture, the changes introduced by the digitalization of  our lives, open 
up a very productive field of  research: Knowledge about the construction 
of  online narratives (Pfanzelter, 2015, 250–271) and ‘traditional’ chan-
nels of  popculture like songs, arts, comics (cf. for example Boswell, 2011), 
or – as the literary scholar Arkadiusz Morawiec suggests – taking the 
Holocaust as a conceptual reference point in the studies of  other geno-
cide literature (cf. Morawiec, 2018). The Polish novelist Sylwia Chutnik 
concludes “All tricks are allowed, including the rhetoric, seemingly dis-
tant to the actual historical event. This is an extreme exercise where the 
results are suspended in a tension between silent contemplation over 
the tragic memory” (Chutnik, 2022, 9–10).

Furthermore, the pandemic unexpectedly added a lot of  questions 
to the discussions about Holocaust remembrance and instrumentaliza-
tion. In the last few years, we can observe the growing trend of  Holocaust 
comparisons, which are, on the one hand trivializing the experience 
of  extermination, while on the other hand drawing attention to other 
deprecated cases of  genocides, crimes against humanity, or social and 
ecological catastrophes: examples are the usage of  Holocaust allusions 
by people involved in animal protection (Cherry 2010, 463), anti-abor-
tion movements or the COVID-19 pandemic.2

The idea of  this special issue is to present case studies from the 
latest research in literary studies that are dedicated to the questions 

2 For instance, during protests and demonstrations against mask and vac-
cination regulations; supporters were misusing of the Holocaust imaginary, espe-
cially to describe how governments were allegedly persecuting citizens by pan-
demic prohibitions and orders. Besides an anti-Semitic rhetoric (suggesting that 
Jews stood behind a global conspiracy to spread the COVID-19 virus to upend the 
world order), some started to wear yellow Stars of David to emphasize their alleged 
marginalized position. The Central Council of Jews in Germany spoke of instru-
mentalization and defamation of the Holocaust victims. Its president, Josef Schus-
ter, declared that when people wear the so-called yellow Jewish stars, this should 
be seen as a relativization of the Holocaust, which could be regarded as incitement 
and a punishable act (cf. for example: Axelrod, 2020). 
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raised above: Limits and possibilities of  remembrance online, the 
distinction between professional and popular works, interpretative 
sovereignties, and minorities. Although in the call for papers for this 
issue we indicated a few thematic areas, the final composition of  texts 
is a kind of  surprise for us. This Central European mixture of  threads, 
themes, problems, reactions, methods, memories, and finally different 
ways of  remembering, confirms that the problem of  the Holocaust in 
pop culture and pop-cultural ways of  depicting the Holocaust expe-
rience, remain, despite the unflagging interest over the last decades, 
a great task of  contemporary humanities. Each article published here 
is a sign of  cultural changes around the depiction and aestheticization 
of  the Holocaust. Some texts in this volume “fit” into the narrative 
about non-traditional and non-obvious literary strategies (articles by 
Agata Firlej, Ewa Szperlik and Sabina Giergiel). Some papers present 
new approaches to literary works that are read and reviewed currently 
in Central Europe (Reinhard Ibler, Andreas Ohme). Zuzana Mojžišová 
looks at the (un)memory of  the Holocaust of  the Slovak Roma. Marzan- 
na Kuczyńska’s article, in turn, shows that not only Central European 
space is marked by the experience of  the Holocaust and endless attempts 
to formulate a testimony. For the memory of  the Greek Spinalon-
ga, passed through the filters of  social networking platforms such as 
Instagram, the Holocaust, and the forms of  its representation in con-
temporary culture remain an important point of  reference, a central 
problem in discussions on memory methodologies characteristic for 
pictorial and virtual reality (Nowak). Clifford Gertz’s “common sense” 
becomes the starting point for Marek Kaźmierczak’s reflections on the 
subject of  understanding and not understanding the past, cognition 
and description of  reality, and “local memory”. The thematic block is 
complemented by texts presenting content analysis on the Wattpad 
platform (Charlotte Kitiznger) and the unusual project of  “memory 
cards”, implemented as part of  the Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
for Holocaust Memory run by Western Galilee College by Katarzyna 
Taczyńska and Kamila Pałubicka.

Our volume closes with an obiturary of  Leszek Engelking, an out-
standing translator and poet, but also an expert on Holocaust literature. 
In his article entitled Dolls for Sale. Playing in the Holocaust and Business 
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with the Holocaust, published in Prague in 2007, the point of  reference 
for considerations on the subject of  “decorum of  art after Auschwitz 
and art about Auschwitz” and its “legislators” (Engelking, 2007, 79–94) 
is a poem written by Václav Burian in 1994.

No bones, no liver, no kidneys and no ribs,
they are made of  corn leaves,
paper, sidelocks of  bristles,
they play violins behind the exhibition glass.
Ah, not until tomorrow, the gas cells will not arrive until tomorrow3

This volume is only an introduction to the discussion, a sketch and 
an attempt, a signal of  the breadth of  the Holocaust imaginarium in the 
Central European cultural space.

Elisa-Maria Hiemer
Urszula Kowalska-Nadolna

3 Václav Burian, Pro panenky, translation into English by Urszula Kowalska- 
Nadolna. 
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