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Anthropologist Kamila Baraniecka-Olszewska’s new monograph, pub-
lished in the “Material Culture and Modern Conflict” series by Rout-
ledge, is an intriguing study of “ambient history”, or “history lingering in
the physical matter around us in everyday life”.! In this regard, ambient
history is considered to be part of the memory complex alongside collec-
tive memory, public history, and heritage.

The conceptual framework of ambient history is often difficult to
grasp, but in my case it is not. One of my dominant memories imme-
diately sprang to mind. During my childhood in the 1970s, my family
would often stroll around Wenceslaus Square in central Prague on the
weekend. The square is dominated by the majestic National Museum,
a 19th-century, neo-Renaissance building that represented the newly
constructed idea of a Czech nation. One day, I asked one of the adults
around me about the numerous sinister, discoloured spots and blotches
marring the museum’s facade. After some consideration, I was reluctant-
ly told that they were patched-up bullet holes caused by machine-gun
fire from Soviet troops during the dramatic first days of the Warsaw Pact
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. This revelation abruptly changed
my perception of the National Museum.? Kamila Baraniecka-Olszews-

1 KAMILA BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History. Material Traces of
World War I1 in Contemporary Warsaw, London—New York 2026, p. 1.

2 During the major reconstruction of the National Museum in 2017, it was decided to
preserve the differences in colour of the patches. Thus, these “battle scars” from the
1968 ambient history will presumably remain visible on the building forever. St/ely
ge srpna 1968 budou na fasddé historické budovy Ndrodniho muzea viditelné i po jeji
rekonstrukci [The bullet holes from August 1968 will remain visible on the fagade of
the National Museum’s Historic Building even after its renovation], https://www.
nm.cz/o-nas/novinky/strely-ze-srpna-1968-budou-na-fasade-historicke-budovy-
narodniho-muzea-viditelne-i-po-jeji-rekonstrukei (accessed on 5 June 2026). The
old, patched bullet holes in the building are also a research topic for Baraniecka-
Olszewska. See K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 54.
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ka begins her monograph with a question that is perfectly relatable to my
own childhood experience: “...how is contemporary life lived in a city
that has its history reflected in its material surroundings?”?

Within the conceptual framework of ambient history, history “pre-
vails” in matter. In the case of the book under review, this takes place
in the urban environment. Essentially, it parallels various interpretations
at an actorial level. When material traces appear in the public sphere,
they enter a relationship with collective memory, public history, and so
on. Baraniecka-Olszewska’s text aims to analyse what happens when
individuals “come into contact” with “urban matter”, and how this ini-
tial encounter develops.* Here, the author draws strong inspiration from
conflict archaeology, which maintains that “scars”, left by the histori-
cal conflict in the matter, can transform our interpretation of the various
landscapes and generate various affects through which we relate to them.
In this way, we research history, which is not detached from the mat-
ter and even includes non-humans in the evolving relationship, or rather
co-creates a more-than-human “assemblage”.> The interaction between
matter and actors is of prime importance to the concept of ambient his-
tory, which maintains that there is no diachronic order or hierarchy, and
that the moment of assemblage creation is crucial.

The text is even more valid when these assemblages are considered in
terms of a wide variety of actors, such as municipal representatives, his-
torical reenactors, and hobbyists, all of whom are interconnected regard-
ing the topics of commemorating the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising of 1943
and the momentous Warsaw Uprising of 1944. These were part of the
drastic WWII events which affected the urban environment of Warsaw
in a most impactful manner. The city had to be extensively rebuilt; nev-
ertheless, many physical traces of the conflict remain, including a lot of
“debris and ruins,” which can be seen and experienced.® Theoretically
speaking, when the question of how to access and process the historian’s
own affects arises while conducting fieldwork in a space saturated with
ambient history, the author builds on Ewa Domanska’s earlier analysis,
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which deals with how these emotions relate to subsequent work in terms
of the production of historical knowledge.’

Baraniecka-Olszewska had to navigate existing, influential precon-
ceptions and stereotypical understandings of pre-war Warsaw as an idyl-
lic “ghost” city that no longer exists, generating reflexive nostalgia.®
Warsaw suffered considerably due to Nazi aerial raids as early as 1939,
but the scale of destruction during the suppression of the two uprisings
was unprecedented. Many visitors today are unaware that much of the
Old Town, which they admire for its historical character, was recon-
structed after WWIL. This process began in 1945 and was overseen by
a specialised state agency.’ So, one of the most obvious and earliest in-
stances of ambient history are the various memorial plaques set into the
pavement, marking the locations of older streets and buildings that ex-
isted before 1943/44. They are a kind of Stlpersteine, commemorating
not individual human beings, but entire physical objects.™

The project of actively reconstructing the city did not stop in 1989;
in fact, it accelerated in some areas after the fall of the communist dic-
tatorship. This is one of the book’s strengths, as the author meticulously
analyses the various phases and levels of the reconstruction process,
which has a significant impact on how ambient history is discernible
in Warsaw today. The ambient history that is recognisable today is the
result of a complex, layered, and ongoing process involving, for exam-
ple, numerous historical reenactment and local citizen groups active in
Warsaw.

The author then provides an intriguing analysis of several specific el-
ements of Warsaw’s ambient history, starting with the city’s ruins, which
almost inevitably “evocate associations with the past”.!! The ruins evoke
the absence of the past in a productive way: the Warsaw of WWII was
a veritable metropolis, albeit a ravaged and almost-destroyed one full of
ruins. Even today, many fragments of destroyed architecture are present

7 EWA DOMANSKA, Frank Ankersmit: From narrative to experience, Rethinking
History 13/2009, no. 2, pp. 175-195.

8 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 39. Another divisive line
is the right bank of the Vistula River. The suburb of Praga, located here, suffered
much less and its urban fabric was largely preserved.

9 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 44.

10 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 48—49.

11 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 61. The author here fol-
lows mainly the works and concepts by Pétursdoéttir and Olsen.
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in the form of their incorporation into modern buildings. Post-war re-
construction even created a new building material called “gruzobeton”,
a mixture of cement and pulverised rubble, which was so omnipresent
that it seemed to be one of the few available solutions.'* The rubble ele-
ments even constitute integral parts of several smaller memorials. Some
are more visible than others; some are “assembled” within a memorial in
the form of a mound; and some are present in artistic form, for example
in the form of a bronze statue of a disfigured tree trunk.!®

Next, the author takes us through the curation process, which offers
many opportunities to create the aforementioned assemblages. During
this process, ambient history acquires the strongest agency. The analysis
revolves around several recent initiatives aimed at dealing with WWII-
generated ambient history. These initiatives are often supervised by
the city’s Heritage Protection Department and include the production
of “Wounds of Remembrance” plaques, and the “Balm to the Wound”
artistic project, which involves attaching ceramic symbolic plasters to
WWIlI-related places in a similar manner to plaques. There are also ac-
tivities that occur around existing historical museums. Ambient history
curation often generates conflict, and the author skillfully highlights
discrepancies and falsifications surrounding memorials associated with
the wartime concentration camp KZ Warschau, for example, where the
suffering of those incarcerated in the Jewish ghetto is overshadowed by
general “patriotic” labels attributing the suffering to all “Poles”, catering
to contemporary “Polish chauvinist” views on WWIL' The conflicts are
particularly generated by elements of ambient history that were actively
curated to come to the forefront of public history. Examples include the
city sewers, which were used by insurgents during the 1944 Uprising for
covert military communication. However, the equivalent role that sew-
ers played during the 1943 Ghetto Uprising is barely present in the city’s
public history.

Some of the strongest points are made in the section that discusses
how the public history of the Warsaw Uprising was weaponised under
the former authoritative regime of the Law and Justice Party (PiS) to
serve the right-wing Polish politics of memory, which (re)created the

12 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 71.

13 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 77. This one stands in
front of the Pawiak museum in Warsaw.

14 K. BARANIECKA-OLSZEWSKA, Ambient History, p. 103.
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heroic, martyrological, nationalist narrative epitomised by the 1944 Up-
rising. The author, who has an extensive background in reenactment
studies, undertook valuable fieldwork with historical reenactors in this
regard.

The text convincingly makes the case for showing the potential of
analysing the process through which the ambient history elements were
carefully extricated and, in many cases, transformed into public history.
Alternatively, these elements were sometimes purposefully pushed fur-
ther into the background in post-WWII Warsaw. The stated central aim
of the text was to show the “heuristic potential” of the more-than-human
approaches to the material history. A totally non-anthropocentric history
is according to the author (and many others) of course an unrealistic un-
dertaking. Nevertheless, using the concept of ambient history, when ap-
plied to the dramatic episodes of Warsaw’s WWII history convincingly
demonstrates that a better understanding of this history can be achieved
when we accept the initial postulate that “the history of Warsaw ought to
be regarded as material as its core.” " It certainly enables us to distinguish
the material aspects of history much more clearly. Baraniecka-Olszew-
ska’s recent book is a relevant, provocative, and innovative read.
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