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Medallions is a collection of eight documentary stories originally published in Poland in 1946 that recount Nazi war crimes under the German occupation of the country.

The author, Zofia Nałkowska, was a member of a special committee for the investigation of Nazi crimes in Poland, and the stories reflect facts she learned from victims and witnesses to atrocities inflicted on Polish civilians. 

Considered a masterpiece of antifascist world literature, Medallions stands as the culmination of Nałkowska's literary style, a style the Polish writer Witold Gombrowicz once described as "the iron capital of her art and one of the very few exportables in our national literature."

More than mere historical record, Medallions offers the reader startling immediacy, the repetition of an event as it persists in the testimonial present, in the scars on the consciousness and conscience of individuals. 

I hope you enjoy this new version.

Steve

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROFESSOR SPANNER


[image: ]


This morning, we were there for the second time. The day was clear, May-like, and a bit chilly. The wind from the sea was brisk, evoking something from the past. Behind the trees of a wide, asphalted avenue stood a wall, and beyond it stretched a vast courtyard. We already knew what we would see.

This time, two elderly gentlemen accompanied us. They came as “colleagues” of Spanner—both professors, both doctors and scholars. One was tall, gray-haired, with a lean and noble face; the other was equally large but stout and heavy. His full face expressed kindness and a sort of concern.

They were dressed quite similarly and not like us, more provincially—in long black spring coats made of fine wool. They wore soft, also black, hats on their heads.

A modest, unplastered brick house stood in the corner of the yard, to the side, like an insignificant pavilion of the large building that housed the Anatomical Institute.

First, we descended into a vast, dark basement. In the slanting light coming from distant, high-placed windows, the dead lay as they had yesterday. Their bodies, naked, white-cream, young, resembling hard sculptures, were in excellent condition, even though they had been here for several months, waiting for the moment when they would no longer be needed.

They lay as if in sarcophagi, in long cement basins with raised covers—stacked, one on top of another. Their arms lay alongside their bodies, not folded on their chests as in burial rites. And their heads had been severed from their torsos so cleanly, as if they were made of stone.

In one of these sarcophagi, lying atop the dead, was the already familiar “sailor” without a head—a magnificent young man, large like a gladiator. On his broad chest was tattooed the outline of a ship. Through the outlines of two chimneys ran the futile inscription: "God with us."

We passed one after another of the basins filled with corpses, and the two foreign gentlemen walked alongside us, also looking. They were doctors and understood better than we what it all meant. For the needs of the Anatomical Institute at the university, a supply of fourteen corpses would have sufficed. Here, there were three hundred and fifty.

Two vats contained only hairless heads, severed from the bodies. 

They lay one on top of the other—human faces, piled up like potatoes in a pit—haphazardly; some sideways, as if resting on a pillow, others turned face down or up. They were yellowish and smooth, also excellently preserved, and cleanly severed from the neck, as if carved from stone.

In the corner of one vat lay, face up, the small, creamy face of a boy who, when he died, might have been eighteen years old. His slightly slanted, dark eyes were not closed, just barely lowered. His full lips, the same color as his face, had taken on the expression of a patient, sad smile. His evenly shaped and distinct eyebrows arched toward his temples as if in disbelief. He seemed to be waiting, in this most bizarre and unimaginable situation, for the final judgment of the world.

Further on, there were more basins with the dead, and then vats with people cut in half, sliced into parts, and skinned. In just one basin, there were a few women’s corpses, separated and distant from the others.

In addition, we saw a few more empty basins in the basement, only just finished, without covers. They indicated that the supply of corpses, needed by the living, was insufficient, and that there was an intention to expand the whole operation.

Later, we walked with the two professors to the red house, where we saw a massive cauldron filled with dark liquid sitting on a cold hearth. Someone familiar with the area lifted the lid and, using a poker, pulled up a human torso, soaked in liquid and boiled, stripped of its skin.

There was nothing in the two other cauldrons. But nearby, on the shelves of a glass-fronted cabinet, lay rows of boiled skulls and bones.

We also saw a chest, inside which were layers of fat-free, thinly prepared human skin. On a shelf, there were jars of caustic soda; by the wall, a cauldron built into the masonry held mortar, and there was a large furnace for burning waste and bones.

Finally, on a high table, there were pieces of white, rough soap and a few metal molds, stained with dried soap.

We did not climb the ladder to the attic this time to view the pile of skulls and bones that lay high on the loft. We stopped only for a moment in the part of the courtyard where the remains of three completely burned-down buildings could be seen—the remnants of crematorium-style metal ovens and a great number of pipes and conduits. It was known that the red house had already been set on fire twice. Each time, however, the fire had been spotted and extinguished.

We left together with the professors, who immediately separated from us and, led by someone unfamiliar, went their own way.

2

A young, thin, pale man with striking blue eyes is testifying before the Commission. He has been brought from prison for questioning and has no idea what we want from him.

He speaks thoughtfully, seriously, and sadly. However, he speaks Polish with a foreign accent, slightly lisping.

He says he is from Gdańsk. He attended elementary school, then finished six more grades and passed his high school exams. He was a volunteer, a Boy Scout. During the war, he was taken prisoner but escaped. He worked clearing snow from the streets and later in a munitions factory. He escaped again. The story mostly takes place in Gdańsk.

A German moved into his mother's house after his father was taken to a concentration camp. This German gave him a job at the local Anatomical Institute. And that’s how he ended up working for Professor Spanner.

Professor Spanner was writing a book on anatomy and took him on as a corpse preparator. He had lectures at the university, a preparatory course for students. He was publishing his book, and that was the work he was doing. His deputy, Professor Wohlmahn, was also working—though the man can’t say whether it was for a book or something else.

The facility was completed in 1943 as a crematorium. Spanner then acquired machines for separating meat and fat from bones. The bones were meant to be used for skeletons. In 1944, Professor Spanner ordered the students to set aside the fat from the corpses separately. Every evening, after the courses were finished and the students had left, the workers would collect plates of fat. There were also plates with veins and meat. The meat was either discarded or burned. But people in the city complained to the police, so Spanner ordered that the burning take place at night because the smell was too strong.

The students were also instructed to remove the skin completely and cleanly, then the fat cleanly, and then, according to the preparatory manual, to work down to the muscles and bones. The fat, which the workers collected from the plates, sat all winter, and later, when the students left, it was processed into soap over the course of five or six days.

Professor Spanner also collected human skin. Together with the senior preparator, von Bergen, they were supposed to treat it and make something from it.

	Senior preparator von Bergen was my direct supervisor. Dr. Wohlmann was Professor Spanner’s deputy. Professor Spanner was a civilian, but he volunteered for the SS as a doctor.


The prisoner does not know where Dr. Spanner is now.

- Spanner left in January 1945.

When he left, he ordered us to continue processing the fat collected during the semester, to make the soap and the anatomy work properly, and to clean up so that everything looked decent. He didn’t ask us to take down the recipe—maybe he forgot. He said he would return, but he never did. After he left, they sent his mail to Halle an der Saale, Anatomisches Institut.

He sits testifying on a chair by the wall, opposite the windows, in the light. He is fully visible—in his reflections and thoughts, in his earnest desire to tell everything exactly as it was, not leaving anything out. He is one person, while there are a dozen of us: members of the Commission, local authorities, and judges.

His excess of eagerness sometimes makes him unclear.

	What is the "recipe"?

	The recipe was hanging on the wall. The assistant, who was from the countryside, brought the recipe for soap from there and wrote it down. Her name was Koitek. She was a technical assistant. She also left, but to Berlin. Besides the recipe, there was also a note on the wall. It was written by von Bergen. It concerned the complete cleaning of the bones to make skeletons. But the bones didn’t turn out well; they got ruined. Either the temperature was too high, or the liquid was too strong—he still worried about that old issue.

	The soap from the recipe always turned out well. Only once did it fail. The last batch that was on the table in the crematorium, that one didn’t turn out well.


The soap production took place in the crematorium. Dr. Spanner himself, along with senior preparator von Bergen, oversaw the production. He was the one who collected the corpses. Did I go with him? Yes. I went only twice. And to the prison in Gdańsk once as well.

At first, they brought corpses from the asylum, but later those weren’t enough. Then Spanner sent out notices to all the mayors, asking them not to bury the bodies, but that the Institute would send for them. They brought them from the Stutthof camp, from Königsberg those sentenced to death, from Elbląg, from all over Pomerania. Only when they set up the guillotine in the Gdańsk prison were there enough corpses...

Mostly, the bodies were Polish. But once there were also German soldiers, beheaded in prison during a ceremony. And once they brought four or five bodies with Russian names.

Von Bergen always brought the bodies at night.

	What kind of ceremony was it?


"The ceremony was in the prison. It was for the consecration of the guillotine." 

Spanner was invited along with various guests. The boss took senior preparator von Bergen and me. I don’t know why he took me, as I wasn’t invited. The guests arrived in cars and walked in. They entered the hall. But we didn’t go in; we had to wait. We had already looked at the guillotine and the gallows for hanging. It was then that the four German soldiers were sentenced to death, and apparently, a German priest performed the blessing.

I saw when they brought in one prisoner. He had handcuffs behind his back, barefoot, with black legs, only wearing pants, and otherwise naked.

There was a purple curtain, and behind it, another room with the prosecutor. The senior preparator later spoke with the executioner and relayed what happened. So they heard the prosecutor's speech, a rustling, some stretching sounds, stomping—like someone was running. Then the iron struck. The executioner reported that the sentence had been carried out. And we saw when they carried out the four bodies in an open coffin.
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