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OVERVIEW
Wąwolnica is a small village in Eastern Poland, located around 35km from Lublin. The presence 
of a Jewish community is said to have started in around 1771. Economic development and 
population growth made this community a very dynamic one.

Jews traded in agricultural produce, carrying out craftwork, and then from the early 1900s  
they worked in shops and workshops, primarily around the markets. The interwar period 
brought economic crisis to the Jewish community. A fire in 1927 forced homelessness upon 
200 people, including many Jewish families (Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

At the outbreak of the war, up to 2500 Jewish people were living in Wąwolnica. The Nazi 
occupation saw many changes and restrictions imposed on the population. In 1941, the 
Judenrat members were appointed and, in February 1942, the initial ghetto was established. 
In March 1942, the Jewish men of Wąwolnica were rounded up in the market square and 
executed. The wives of the murdered men then had to carry the dead up the steep hill 
leading to the Jewish cemetery in order to bury them (Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

Via historical research, non-invasive archaeological survey and 3D visualisation, the 
“Recording Cultural Genocide and Killing Sites in Jewish Cemeteries” project has 
attempted to document the traces of cultural genocide and mass violence in Wąwolnica. 
Via international and local co-operations, the team has also engaged in vital restoration 
and reconciliation work in order to engage with issues connected to racial hatred and 
xenophobia in the present. 

This report outlines the research that was carried out in Wąwolnica in 2017 by the “Recording 
Cultural Genocide and Killing Sites in Jewish Cemeteries” project team.
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[ABOVE] Location map of Wąwolnica © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University

[LEFT TOP] The Jewish cemetery in Wąwolnica. © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire 
University

[LEFT BOTTOM] The memorial in the Jewish cemetery in Wąwolnica. © S.D. Reece, The 
Matzevah Foundation
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RECORDING CULTURAL GENOCIDE AND 
KILLING SITES IN JEWISH CEMETERIES
“Recording Cultural Genocide and Killing Sites in Jewish Cemeteries” is a three-year 
research project funded by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance. The 
project is a collaboration between Staffordshire University, The Matzevah Foundation,  
Fundacja Zapomniane, and a number of local partners and volunteers. The project  in 
Wąwolnica was carried out in co-operation with Studnia Pamięci and local volunteers 
were able to engage with the research due to the financial support of The Institute of 
National Heritage. Professor Caroline Sturdy Colls leads the project, which started in 
2016. 

This project aims to raise awareness of the causes and consequences of cultural 
genocide and mass killings (using Jewish cemeteries desecrated by the Nazis as a pilot 
case study), directly tackling racism, xenophobia and hostility in the present.

[BELOW] Teresa Klimowicz of Studnia Pamięci briefs students and volunteers at the Jewish 
cemetery in Wąwolnica.  © S.D. Reece, Matzevah Foundation 
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[ABOVE] Clearance work was undertaken by Matzevah Foundation volunteers, enabling 
staff and students of Staffordshire University to carry out the archaeological survey of the 
Jewish cemetery. © S.D. Reece, Matzevah Foundation 

Between 4th-7th August 2017, the project team undertook an archaeological survey and 
restoration project in the grounds of the Jewish cemetery in Wąwolnica. Archaeologists, 
historians, forensic scientists, engineers, geographers, experts in restoration and reconciliation, 
and volunteers sought to:

(1) document the traces of cultural genocide and mass violence that still exist there today 
using a wide range of non-invasive survey methods.

(2) explore issues connected to neglect and intolerance in the present

(3) clear and restore parts of the cemetery. 
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[ABOVE] Walkover survey facilitated the locating of matzevot (tombstone) fragments, the 
identification of structural remains and the documentation of vegetation change that may 
indicate the presence of buried remains. © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University

METHODOLOGY
The “Recording Cultural Genocide and Killing Sites in Jewish Cemeteries” project team sought 
to document and analyse the types of damage inflicted upon the cemetery in Wąwolnica 
during the Holocaust and in its aftermath. In-field recording was used to document the 
material traces of the cemetery. Photography was used to record these material traces 
via panoramic photography, HDR photography and image-based modelling. Total Station 
Electronic Distance Measurers were used to map the above-ground remains. All of the 
methods used were non-invasive in order to comply with Halacha (Jewish Law) regarding 
the treatment of Jewish burials. No excavation of any kind was carried out.
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[ABOVE] The initial focus of the search in the cemetery was the matzevot that remain. 
These matzevot varied in condition; some consisted only of a small part of the base, 
others were collapsed and broken, whilst some were more complete and upright. 

EpiCollect 5, an application developed at Imperial College London, was used to 
collect data in the field. EpiCollect 5 was used on Android tablets and a proforma 
was completed for each of the features observed. The application provided the 
means to record a unique ID and characteristics of each surviving matzevah or 
fragments. Alongside the motif, style and text, the condition and evidence of 
damage was recorded. 
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[ABOVE] Panoramic and High Dynamic Range (HDR) photography, and image-based 
modelling were conducted at the cemetery. © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University

HDR photography was completed for selected matzevah where it was identified that extra 
information could be obtained from this technique. This was carried out by capturing a series 
of images using Auto Bracketing (AEB) - taking 3 identical images in succession at different 
exposure. The images were then combined together during processing in Luminance HDR 
2.5.1, resulting in a high-definition image. 

Area overview photographs were taken to create panoramic photographs of the cemetery 
and surrounding areas. The images were captured at 40-degree intervals using a tripod and 
stitched together in Autopano Giga. Where HDR panoramic photography was captured, 
Luminance HDR 2.5.1 was used to prepare the images prior to stitching in Autopano Giga. 

A Canon DSLR T3 camera used to capture high detail image-based models of capstones 
in the upper part of the cemetery. The images were processed using Agisoft Photoscan Pro 
software. This processing followed standard photogrammetry workflows; including aligning 
photographs, building a mesh, and building dense clouds, resulting in 3D models of the 
capstones. 
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[BELOW] A Total Station was used to document the locations of matzevot and other surviving 
structural remains within the cemetery grounds. The Total Station uses a laser to measure 
distances and record the locations of features. This aided in the creation of a plan of the 
site and allowed us to compare surface evidence with other documentary sources. © S.D. 
Reece, The Matzevah Foundation
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JEWISH WĄWOLNICA
The earliest known Jewish community in Wąwolnica dates from the 18th century. 
Jews were first mentioned in 1771, when there were four Jewish houses in amongst 
forty Christian ones in the village. A synagogue and Jewish cemetery were probably 
constructed around this time too. The Jews who lived in Wąwolnica earned their living 
trading in agricultural produce and undertaking craft work. By the early 20th century, 
a number of Jewish businesses and workshops were in existence. In 1921, the Jewish 
community made up 31% of the local population. In addition to the synagogue, the 
Jewish community also had a mikveh, a ritual slaughterhouse, Talmud Tora, a cemetery 
and two private houses of prayer (Spector and Wigoder, 2001; Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

The synagogue was likely built towards the end of the 18th century. Archival 
documentation suggests it used to be located where the Wąwolnica cultural centre is 
now. 

Although there were heders (private Jewish schools) in Wąwolnica, Jewish children 
attended the local primary school and made up around 20% of the cohort (State 
Archive in Lublin, n.d; Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

[ABOVE] The location of former synagogue  © Fotopolska, 2015
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[ABOVE] Former school building in Wąwolnica. © Pardyka, 2007 

[BELOW] Wąwolnica school photograph taken in 1920’s  © Pardyka, 2007
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[ABOVE] Slaughterhouse building in Wąwolnica, pictured here in 1942  © Fotopolska, 2017

[BELOW] Unknown building in Wąwolnica pictured here in 1894  © Fotopolska, 2016
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DECLINE OF THE JEWISH ECONOMY

During the inter war period, the economic situation of the Jews in Wąwolnica became increasingly 
poor. The situation was made worse in 1927 after a fire made over 200 people, who were mainly 
Jewish, homeless. Political life was however flourishing and there were several active political parties, 
among which the Zionists enjoyed the largest support (Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

[ABOVE] Yisroel Lustman, a weaver of linen in Wąwolnica (Not dated- approx 1930’s) © Joesi, 
2014



18

LIVING CONDITIONS IN WĄWOLNICA

In 1939, around 900 Jewish people resided in Wąwolnica. At the outbreak of World 
War II, numerous Jewish refugees from outlying areas fled to Wąwolnica as it was seen 
as a somewhat safe place. The Jewish population lived relatively harassment free in 
Wąwolnica which may have been due to the location of the village, away from the 
main highway between Lublin and Warsaw. The number of Jews rose to approximately 
2,500 by the autumn (Dean & Hecker, 2012).

The peace was broken when in January 1940, registration requirements were enforced 
on all Jews and trading was forbidden. From this point, the Jewish community was subject 
to many forms of harassment and humiliation. These included: beatings by Germans 
who stormed the synagogue during Sabbath, searches of homes and theft of valuables, 
forced labour assignments and being forced to run up and down the Wąwolnica hill 
(Kotlar, 1980; Dean & Hecker, 2012). In early spring of 1940, the administration began 
forcing Jews out of Christian-owned houses. A 2km square ghetto was later established; 
some sources suggest this occurred in February 1942, others in April 1941 (Pilichowski et 
al. 1979; USHMM, RG- 15.019M, reel 15, 49/120, p. 1).

[ABOVE] Wąwolnica in 1940. © Bagnowska, 2016
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“...All the Jews in Wąwolnica were killed...” 

Teenage girl speaking to Abraham Lewin, (Matthäus, 2017)

[LEFT]  Kurt Thomas pictured 
in 1940. © (Schelvis, 2009)

From 22nd  to 24th March 1942, between 40 and 120 men (dates and numbers in sources 
differ) were executed in Wąwolnica. The exact details of the executions are unclear due 
to differing oral testimonies and contemporary documents. Some sources suggest the 
killings were carried out in retaliation for the murder of the head of the local Arbeitsamt 
(labour office) by Polish Partisans; others that they were part of a resettlement aktion. 
The Germans also consumed the village in fire (Ringelblum, 2009, Matthäus, 2017, Virtual 
Sztetl, 2018 and Dean & Hecker, 2012).

Some sources claim that the executions occured in Wąwolnica’s Jewish cemetery; others 
that the bodies of the victims were taken there after the killings. Sara Tregerman-Ryterski 
states that the Nazis rounded up all the Jewish men from Wąwolnica and Nałęczów 
and murdered them in Wąwolnica’s main square, after which the women were forced 
to carry the dead up the hill of the Jewish cemetery and bury them there (Virtual Sztetl, 
2018). Three automobiles of Germans reportedly came to Wąwolnica to carry out the 
executions. All Polish homes were also searched for Jews and, if any were found in the 
house, they were shot on the doorstep (Matthäus, 2017). In other testimony given by 
Sara Tregerman-Ryterski, she describes having to later re-excavate the graves in order 
to recover shoes from the dead. This was reportedly done to prevent others disturbing 
the graves at a later date in their search for valuables (Tregerman-Ryterski, 2013).  

Selections of Jews also resulted in many being sent to labour camps in the Lubelski 
District, while others were taken to ghettos and sent to the death camp at Bełżec. Out 
of around 1000 Jews who lived in Wąwolnica pre-war, only a few dozen survived World 
War II (Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

In 1946 the Security Office (UB) started a fire in the town, in retaliation for the support 
of the Polish Home Army (AK), resulting in further damage to cultural and domestic 
buidlings (Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

EXECUTIONS AND VIOLENCE IN WĄWOLNICA
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[PHOTOS] The 1946 fires of Wąwolnica, set in retaliation to the support Wąwolnica gave to 
the AK (Polish army). Photography by John Vachon, 1946 © Vachon, 2015; Vachon, 2016 
and Vandrey 2017. 
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[ABOVE] Map showing the location of the Jewish cemetery and synagogue in Wąwolnica.  
© Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University

CEMETERY SURVEY IN WĄWOLNICA
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[BELOW] Aerial satellite imagery of Wąwolnica, indicating the location of the Jewish cemetery 
in green. © Google Earth and Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University



THE JEWISH CEMETERY
Established in the early 19th century, the last known burial at the Jewish cemetery was 
in 1942. During the survey (2017), access to the cemetery was made difficult by the fact 
that it had no sign or marker to indicate its location or presence. There is no wall, gate 
or fence surrounding the cemetery and you must pass through private property in order 
to reach it.

There are no marked mass graves, although as previous noted, witness testimony suggests 
that some could exist in or around the Jewish cemetery (Ringelblum, 2009, Matthäus, 
2017, Virtual Sztetl, 2018; Dean & Hecker, 2012). The cemetery has been subject to 
vandalism both during World War II and afterwards. The matzevot were removed and 
were reportedly used in the construction of sewage canals (Witness testimony of Sara 
Tregerman-Ryterski, 2013). 

There are very few documented surviving matzevot. Of those that remain in the 
cemetery, many of them are so severely damaged that it is not possible to read the 
inscriptions or identify the names of those buried.   

There is a monument in the cemetery commemorating the murdered Jews of World War 
II. This was erected in 1993 by Sara Tregerman-Ryterski, who lost her father and brothers 
during the March 1942 Nazi round ups (Virtual Sztetl, 2018).

[ABOVE] The boundaries of the Jewish cemetery, outlined here in black. © Geoportal, 
2018 and Centre of Archaeology, 2018.
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[ABOVE] View of the Jewish cemetery in March 2017.  © S.D Reece, The Matzevah Foundation

[BELOW] View of the Jewish cemetery in August 2017.  © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University
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[PHOTOS] Volunteers working to clear, 
document and restore Wąwolnica Jewish 
cemetery. Clearance work was needed before 
the documenation and archaeological survey 
could be done. © Centre of Archaeology, 
Staffordshire University and S.D. Reece, The 
Matzevah Foundation

RESTORATION EFFORTS
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[PHOTOS] View of lower section of the Jewish cemetery © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University



DOCUMENTING DESTRUCTION
Due to the challenging terrain and the position on top of a steep hill, a geophysical survey of 
the cemetery to identify the location of any mass graves was not possible, therefore the main 
focus of the survey in Wąwolnica was to comprehensively record and document the surviving 
remnants of the cemetery. A thorough walkover survey was carried out over the entire area. This 
resulted in the discovery of additional fragments and matzevot that were previously unknown. 
These newly discovered matzevot were made visible and subsequently documented. 

The matzevot present in the cemetery were all heavily damaged. Much of this damage 
appears to have been inflicted through blunt force, and other damage present was consistent 
with sharp force. This damage, along with the absence of many of the tombstones, is evidence 
of cultural genocide at Wąwolnica Jewish cemetery and it demonstrates the ongoing neglect 
after the war. 

The images that follow on the next pages demonstrate the level of destruction present with 
regards to the pre-war matzevot and the general terrain of the cemetery. Many of the matzevot 
were recorded using HDR photography in addition to the standard photography that was 
carried out. 

[BELOW] Matzevot and fragments showing evidence of damage in the Jewish cemetery in 
Wąwolnica. © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University
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[LEFT and RIGHT] 
Matzevot showing 
evidence of extreme 
force with blunt and 
sharp objects. © Centre 
of Archaeology, 
Staffordshire University



32

MAPPING WĄWOLNICA JEWISH CEMETERY

[ABOVE] A LiDAR image of the Jewish cemetery with the surveyed boundary marked in a broken 
red line. © GeoPortal and Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University (2018) 

Because of the large amount of vegetation present in the cemetery, airborne remote sensing 
data was used to try and identify further remains within the landscape. LiDAR data represents a 
digital, topographic map of a site using elevation data created from laser pulses fired from an 
airborne source, usually mounted onto an aircraft. The laser penetrates the tree and plant cover 
and records the elevation of the ground itself (Historic England, 2018). Due to LiDAR’s ability to 
record the ground surface through the woodland canopy, the analysis of this type of imagery 
can highlight anomalies that could not be identified during the ground survey. An analysis of this 
type of data can sometimes allow elevation changes to be identified that might indicate the 
presence of surface and buried remains. 

On the eastern side of the cemetery, several areas of disturbance can be seen (within the green 
box in the above image). These would be worthy of further investigation if more vegetation could 
be cleared given the aforementioned witness testimonies regarding the presence of mass graves 
within the cemetery grounds.

N

0 30m



33

[BELOW] A map of the Jewish cemetery in Wąwolnica, created with the data collected during the Total 
Station survey, showing the locations of the documented matzevot, fragments and other material traces 
overlaid onto an aerial image. Red indicates the location of the memorial, blue indicates capstones, 
orange indicates a pile of fragments, and yellow indicates matzevot of varying degrees of completeness 
that appear to be in-situ. © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University.

The map shown below, is the first detailed map of the Jewish cemetery at Wąwolnica. It demonstrates 
the extent of the destruction inflicted on the cemetery, and highlights that only very few damaged 
matzevot survived. The clearance of the vegetation and site survey allowed for a thorough record to be 
taken of the material remains.

In total, 49 apparently in-situ matzevot, and 2 tombs were found, compared to an estimated 686 Jewish 
burials (based on death records between 1808-1942, sourced from Ancestry)  
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WĄWOLNICA JEWISH CEMETERY DATABASE

[ABOVE] Example of the matzevot inventory created for Wąwolnica Jewish cemetery. 
© Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University

[RIGHT]  Documentation work being carried out, facilitating the production of cemetery 
maps and databases. © S. D Reece, The Matzevah Foundation and Centre of Archaeology, 
Staffordshire University

Reference Photographs Detail

Overview
Located by 102, it is located closer to 
the now boundary fence.

Motif None present

Damage
Natural ‐ weathering and moss. 
Matzevah cracked

Overview

Located by 101. 102 is located away 
from the others at what is now the 
boundary between the cemetery and 
the farm.

Motif None present

Damage

Natural ‐ weathering and moss. 
Matzevah cracked. Indentations on 
surface in straight lines. Only 3‐4mm 
deep

Overview
No fragments found nearby but they 
could be hidden in the vegetation.

Motif None present

Damage

Natural ‐ weathering and moss. 
Matzevah cracked. Potential 
projectile damage ‐ 3 potential 
projectile holes present

101

102

103
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WĄWOLNICA JEWISH CEMETERY IMAGE-BASED MODELLING 

[ABOVE] Image-based modelling in progress, indicating the locations of the photographs 
taken in relation to the resulting model. © Centre of Archaeology, Staffordshire University
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[BELOW] Image-based model of a tomb  in Wąwolnica Jewish cemetery. The model shows one 
of the two graves of this nature, uncovered when the vegetation at the site was cleared away. 
If viewing a digital copy of this report, click on the image to look around the model. © Centre 
of Archaeology, Staffordshire University

Image-based modelling is a technique that can be used to present an interactive model of a 
subject. The model is built by capturing a series of photographs at intervals, ensuring all angles 
and viewpoints have been covered, by working in a methodological way around the subject 
and establishing a camera network. The image sets were input into the Agisoft Photoscan Pro 
software, processing the images to create a highly detailed model of the two tombs within 
the cemetery.

According to local expert Paweł Sygowski, the two tombs are unique in that they are not 
found in other cemeteries in the Lublin district (Sygowski, 2018). They date to 1854/1855 (5615 
according to the Jewish calendar). As the inscriptions are missing, it is difficult to determine 
who the graves belong to; however, Paweł Sygowski has suggested several possibilities in his 
recent publication about Wąwolnica Jewish cemetery. 

The inscription on the tomb shown below reads “And from this vine, an immature bunch was 
taken away” suggesting that a young person was probably buried here.
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WĄWOLNICA JEWISH CEMETERY PANORAMIC PHOTOGRAPHY 

[PHOTOS] Panoramic photography of the Jewish 
cemetery. If viewing a digital copy of this report, click 
on the image to look around the site. © Centre of 
Archaeology, Staffordshire University
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“The project is relevant for today as it is shining light on the 
religious history of the area that has somewhat been ignored. 
Being able to work on this project has allowed me to learn 
the history of Poland as well as the religion of Judaism.”

Student volunteer, 2017
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The project in Wąwolnica brought together experts and volunteers from all over the world, 
including the locally based Studnia Pamięci, who received financial support from The 
Institute of National Heritage to enable local volunteers to be engaged with the research.
Working together these participants helped to clean, document and restore the 
cemetery. They also participated in discussion groups, considering the causes and 
consequences of racial hatred and genocide. The project team also worked with 
local and international groups to create sustainable strategies for Holocaust education 
and to develop further opportunities for this kind of collaboration in the future.             
 



43

“The project is important to conduct, as cultural genocide 
is still going on in the world. For example, in Syria, where 
families are fleeing the country in order to avoid persecution.”

Student volunteer, 2017
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STATE OF THE CEMETERY (2017-18)
During the fieldwork and restoration efforts in Wąwolnica in 2017, evidence of recent 
vandalism and neglect was witnessed along with litter and general surface debris.  The 
overgrown nature of the cemetery, and its location within private property, restricted access 
and mask the site’s extent and nature. 

Unfortunately, it was not possible to confirm the witness testimony regarding the presence 
of a mass grave(s) in the cemetery grounds. Further surveys would be necessary to confirm 
this, subject to adequate vegetation clearance. It is possible that extensive clearance 
works could make the application of geophysical surveying possible. In the meantime, the 
possibility that mass graves could be present further supports the need for better protection 
of the site.    

At the time of surveying, there was no signposting to the cemetery, although this changed 
soon after. The site is accessed by crossing private land and cutting through trees on a steep 
incline. The boundaries of the cemetery are not clearly marked and no fence is present. The 
memorial had been vandalised with red paint and this had not been cleaned off. 

Due to the position of the cemetery on a steep incline, it does not appear to be used as 
a cut-through or local hang-out, as is often the case with Jewish cemeteries in the region; 
however, urgent protection of the site is required to prevent further damage and allow the 
cemetery to be appropriately memorialised. 

Fortunately, there is local support for commemorative initiatives. The work would not 
have been possible without the fantastic support given by the Wąwolnica mayor’s office, 
who have actively engaged with the memorial process and the protection of the site. 
Commemoration ceremonies are held in Wąwolnica annually during March, remembering 
those that lost their lives in the village. In addition to this ceremony, a conference was held 
on 24th March 2018 to discuss the future of the cemetery. Further information regarding 
this conference can be found at https://www.facebook.com/pg/studniapamieci/
photos/?tab=album&album_id=1561210350581395. Our project partners, Stowarzyszenie 
“Studnia Pamięci”, are working to get the cemetery fenced and a sign was erected at the 
site in 2018 with financial support from Narodowy Instytut Dziedzictwa (Institute for National 
Heritage) marking an important step in acknowledging the importance of the site. The 
Matzevah Foundation and Stowarzyszenie “Studnia Pamięci” returned n 2018 to clean up 
the cemetery and hold a commemoration ceremony. 

It is hoped that the results from the archaeological survey, along with the recent actions 
and developments in Wąwolnica, will raise awareness of the cultural genocide perpetrated 
in the Jewish cemetery and the ongoing vandalism and neglect of this important site. The 
new information that has been brought to light during the investigation should aid (and 
hopefully inspire) future research about the cemetery. The material collected contributes 
towards the memorilisation of Wąwolnica and engages a wider audience with the research. 
The research at Wąwolnica will contribute towards a wider analysis of cultural genocide at 
Jewish cemeteries, and the lasting impact that this has on society.
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[ABOVE] A pile of matzevah 
fragments found in the north 
east of the cemetery. © Centre 
of Archaeology, Staffordshire 
University and [RIGHT] The 
newly erected sign marking the 
cemetery, financially supported 
by Narodowy Instytut Dziedzictwa. 
© Studnia Pamięci.
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