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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION: ZAHKOR (Remember) 
 

Throughout the history of mankind, music has been a vehicle for 

expressing all aspects of human experiences and emotions.  Frequently music 

was used for entertainment, celebrating special occasions, lifting morale, or 

announcing the approach of an army.  It has been used to spread news, as was 

seen in the times of the troubadours and trouvères, as well as to document 

events such as royal weddings.  During the 20th century, the advances in 

technology reduced the need to use music to announce an army or spread news.  

However, during the years of the Holocaust, song literature was needed to fulfill 

the unique needs of people caught in an unimaginable nightmare.  Yaakov 

Rotenberg, who was confined in the Lodz ghetto, explained: “These songs 

reflected the everyday reality. They served in place of newspapers, radios, and 

other forms of entertainment.”1 

Throughout Holocaust literature, whether books, diaries, poetry, or music, 

the need to bear witness is a central theme. Miriam Harel, also imprisoned in the 

Lodz ghetto from 1940-1944, explains that she wrote in order to release her 

anger, for her own posterity, and so people would know what she and others 

experienced.2   

                                                 
1 Gila Flam.  Singing for Survival: Songs of the Lodz Ghetto, 1940-1945.  University of Illinois 
Press, Urbana and Chicago, 1992, p. 53. 
2 Ibid., p. 106.  
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The twelve years between 1933 and 1945 were filled with a brutal display 

of man’s inhumanity to man. It was during these years that mankind chose “…the 

curse of envy, hatred and prejudices, [instead of] …the blessing of love, harmony 

and beauty.”3  History books are replete with accounts of these atrocities, as are 

the multitude of biographies, diaries, stories, photographic evidence, poetry, and 

music composed during, and after the Holocaust in reaction to the events of this 

carnage. Artists and composers who survived filled canvasses and pages with 

the horrific images and sounds that were burned into their minds.  Overlooked 

and unexplored, the body of song literature from this period is vast.   

During these years, despite the horrific conditions or perhaps because of 

them, the Jewish people made music, and in particular, they sang.  Deprived of 

all possessions, which included their musical instruments, they still had their 

voices, and they raised them in song.  For most, physical resistance was not 

feasible; however, maintaining their humanity, humor, dreams, and their faith 

were all methods of spiritual resistance.  In a time when the very act of singing 

was a manner of defiance, they sang. 

The leaders within the ghettos encouraged everyone to write. Jews of all 

ages and all walks of life poured their hearts and souls into their writings, artwork 

and music.  Adults and children created works of art, poured out their feelings in 

diaries, and shared their poetry and songs with their friends, siblings, and parents 

as a means of entertainment as well as a way to maintain a sense of normality.  

Holocaust survivor Miriam Harel explained:  

                                                 
3 Alexander Kimel, I Cannot Forget  [Website on-line] (accessed 18 November 2004); available 
from http://www.remember.org/ witness/kimel2.html; Internet.  
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The song was the only truth.  The Nazis could take everything away from 
us, but they could not take singing from us.  This remained our only 
human expression.4 
 

In the ghettos, they sang of hunger, loss, loneliness, whether or not to break the 

laws of kashruit (keeping kosher), love, and hope.  In the concentration camps 

they sang about desperation, anger toward God, and desire for revenge.  While 

hiding in sewers and in forests, they sang to immortalize their fallen comrades, 

and to remember the better times that they prayed would soon return.  Wherever 

the Jews found themselves, they sang Kaddish (the mourner’s prayer) in 

remembrance of those who had died.  They sang other liturgical songs praising 

God including Ani ma’amin (I believe) and Sh’ma (the central tenet of Judaism).  

They sang, even as they marched to their death, expressing their belief in God 

and their belief that the Messiah would one day come.   

Whether built on a new or an old melody, the songs written during, and 

later about, the Holocaust continue to speak to those of us who are willing to 

listen.  Songs continued to be composed today by individuals who feel obliged to 

shoulder the burden of remembering those who had perished.  This body of 

work, dedicated to the Holocaust, tells the world that people were there, that 

these people lived, suffered, longed for vengeance, loved, dreamed, prayed, and 

in too many cases, died.  These songs, sung in the ghettos, camps, sewers, 

forests, and private homes of those courageous and moral enough to hide their 

fellow citizens, are part of the very soul of the Jewish people.   

                                                 
4 Flam.  Singing for Survival, 1940-1945, p. 1. 
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Years later, survivors continued to sing them as a method of healing, 

educating, bearing witness and honoring the memory of those who perished.  

Shep Zitler, a Holocaust survivor now living in New Orleans, sings Zog nit keyn 

mol (Never say you’ve come to the end) every year to celebrate his survival.  

This particular song, written by Hirsh Glick in April 1943, continues to be “a 

symbol of faith and spiritual defiance.”5 

This music speaks of the atrocities faced on a daily basis, the choices that 

families had to make, and the struggle to survive and maintain hope. They serve 

to remind us of the depths to which man can descend as well as the strength of 

family, the human spirit and love. Through these songs we are forced to 

remember not only the Holocaust, but also the horrific Second World War that 

took the lives of at least 40 million individuals, and possibly as many as 61 million 

people.6    Alexander Kimel sums it up succinctly in the final stanza of his poem I 

Cannot Forget: 

Do I want to remember this world upside down? 
Where the departed are blessed with an instant death. 
While the living condemned to a short wretched life, 
And a long tortuous journey into unnamed place, 
Converting Living Souls into ashes and gas. 
No.  I Have to Remember and Never Let You Forget.7 
 

The music of Hirsh Glick, Mordechai Gebirtig and Simon Sargon all tell different 

stories about the people who lived and died during the Holocaust.  Their songs, 

                                                 
5  Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang! Songs of the Ghettos and 
Concentration Camps. Harper & Row, Publishers, New York, 1985, p. 64. 
6 Phil Stokes. World War II. <http://www.secondworldwar.co.uk/index.html>, Accessed 10 
February 2005. 
7 Alexander Kimel, I Cannot Forget  [Website on-line] (accessed 18 November 2004); available 
from http://www.remember.org/ witness/kimel2.html; Internet.  
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like Kimel’s poem, challenge us to remember and teach others so they will never 

forget. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

HISTORICAL IMPORT 
 

He that can’t endure the bad will not live to see the good. 
   -Jewish Proverb 

 
During the Second World War, the great majority of those who perished 

were civilians, innocent people caught up in the psychosis of “one man, trying to 

be God...”8 Since millions of innocent people died during the Second World War, 

why does the Holocaust refer specifically to Jews?  From 1800 through roughly 

1930, the Jewish population consisted of, at its apex, 0.008% of the world 

population.  At a time when the planet was supporting life for 2.3 billion 

individuals, only 16.6 million were Jews.9  Despite their insignificant number, no 

other single group of people was singled out for total annihilation except the 

European Jews. 

The Holocaust did not occur in a vacuum.  The events that occurred over 

the prior several millennia created, in part, the atmosphere that allowed this 

conflagration to occur.  Hostility toward Jewish people or the Jewish faith is 

defined as antisemitism,10 and its history is lengthy.  In 422 B.C.E., the king of 

                                                 
8 Kimel, I Cannot Forget  [Website on-line. 
9 Elie Barnavi and Miriam Eliav-Feldon. A Historical Atlas of the Jewish People: From the Time of 
the Patriarchs to the Present, Schocken Books, New York, 1992, pp. xii-xiii. 
10 The term antisemitism was coined by Wilhelm Marr in his 1873 pamphlet “Der Sieg des 
Judentums uber das Germanentum” (The victory of Judaism over Germandon). Source: A 
Historical Atlas of the Jewish People, p. 186. 
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Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed the first Temple.  The Temple, rebuilt in 

352 B.C.E., was subsequently defiled and the Jewish people cleansed and 

rededicated the Temple in 139 B.C.E.  The Temple was destroyed for the second 

time in 70 C.E.11 and on the holiest Jewish site now resides the Al-Asqa Mosque.  

Antisemitism was not confined to the destruction of the Temple. 

Antisemitism can be found in religious documents, politics, and teachings.  

Psalm 83 reads in part: “Come, and let us cut them off from being a nation; that 

the name of Israel may be no more in remembrance.”12 In the beginning of the 

Common Era, when the Romans crucified Jesus Christ, the impression was 

created that the Jewish people were responsible for his death. Theologians 

argued that Jesus had to die for the sins of the world while at the same time they 

blamed the Jews for the very death that gives those who believe in Jesus Christ 

eternal life. This particular form of antisemitism continued with the teachings of 

various Christian denominations.  The Catholic Church continued this concept of 

deicide; an example of these teachings is seen 300 years later in the words of St. 

Augustine of Hippo. 

The Jews hold Him, the Jews insult, the Jews bind Him, crown Him with 
thorns, dishonor Him with spitting, scourge Him, overwhelm Him with 
revilings [sic], hang Him upon the tree, pierce Him with a spear, last of all 
bury Him.13 
 

                                                 
11 Rabbi Shimon Apisdorf. “The key points of history show how easily the mighty can fall, and how 
survival of the Jews depends on a connection to God.” <http://www.aish.com/purimbasics/ 
purimbasicsdefault/Historical_ Overview.asp>, Accessed 9 February 2005. 
12 The Jewish Publication Society of America. The Book of Psalms: A New Translation According 
to the Traditional Hebrew Text. Philadelphia, Pa.: The Jewish Publication Society, 1997.  
13 St. Augustine of Hippo. Catholic Encyclopedia – “A Sermon to Catechumens on the Creed”, 
<http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/1307.htm>, Accessed 9 February 2005. 
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Anti-Semitism is not confined to a single geographic area and it fluctuates 

in its intensity, including periods of relative calm.  From the 8th through the early 

14th century, Jews in Spain had been enjoying a relatively peaceful existence.  

This changed in 1313 when an ecclesiastical council at Zamora denounced the 

Jews and prohibited contact between Jews and non-Jews.  The antisemitism 

grew over the following decades until it exploded. On June 6, 1391, the citizens 

of Seville congregated at the figurative gates of the ghetto.  Led by Archdeacon 

Martinez and his urging to do the work of the Lord, these citizens “…raped, 

murdered, looted and burned. Men, women and children were axed, hammered, 

bludgeoned and chopped to death…In one single day four thousand Jews were 

murdered.”14 

In the 16th century, Martin Luther, the founder of the Lutheran Church, was 

at first very tolerant of the Jewish people.  In a letter to the Pope, he argues 

“…the Jews belong more to Christ than we.”15 However, when Luther realized 

that he would not be able to convert the Jews, he apparently lost his tolerance 

and became vehemently anti-Semitic.  Luther called for the burning of 

Synagogues, the destruction of Jewish homes, and in general, the loss of all 

rights for the Jewish population.  One cannot miss the similarities of Luther’s 

writing and the realities of what happened to European Jewry during the 

Holocaust.  Hitler expressed a great veneration for Martin Luther and believed 

that his own work, like Luther’s, was divinely inspired.  

                                                 
14 John Edward Longhurst.  The Age of Torquemada. Coranado Press, New Mexico, 1962, p. 38. 
15 Martin Luther. The Jews and Their Lies, Christian Nationalist Crusade, Los Angeles, 1948, pp. 
39-46. 
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Hence today I believe that I am acting in accordance with the will of the 
Almighty Creator: by defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for 
the work of the Lord.16 
 
It is imperative to point out a major difference between these two forms of 

antisemitism. Whereas in the past Jews who converted to Christianity were 

accepted and immune from persecution, Adolf Hitler’s rise to power changed this 

view drastically.  Antisemitism was raised to new and unimaginable levels 

through eugenics, a pseudo-science regarding race, whereby the undesirable 

elements of society are eliminated.  Appeasement was no longer found through 

the conversion of Jew to Christian, and anyone with at least one Jewish 

grandparent was considered a Jew, and thereby undesirable.   

Under Hitler’s reign, only the death of the Jew was an adequate solution, 

the “final solution.”  Hitler’s oratory skills, in conjunction with his new position of 

power and a platform from which to disseminate his hatred, enabled him to lead 

a nation of enlightened people down a path of darkness. Through total control of 

what Germans saw and heard, and through his speeches, Hitler filled the hearts 

and minds of the German people with loathing toward the Jewish population. 

Hatred, burning hatred – that is what we want to pour into the souls of our 
millions of fellow Germans until the flame of rage ignites our Germany and 
avenges the corrupters of our nation.17 
 

Fueled by this hatred and the humiliation suffered under the terms of the 

Versailles treaty, antisemitism became a national policy that extended beyond 

the borders of Germany to include making all of Europe Judenfrei (free of Jews).   

                                                 
16 Adolf Hitler. Mein Kampf. Translated by Ralph Manheim. Houghton Miffle Company, Boston, 
1943, p.65.  
17 Barbara Rogasky.  Smoke and Ashes: The Story of the Holocaust. Revised & Expanded 
Edition. Holiday House, New York, 1978, p. 20. 
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By 22 March 1933 the first of the major concentration camps, Dachau, 

Buchenwald, Sachsenhausen and Ravensbrück were opened.18  Originally filled 

with political prisoners, Social Democrats, Communists, trade unionists, habitual 

criminals, homosexuals, Jehovah's Witnesses, beggars and vagrants; the camps 

were soon used for Jews. In November 1933, the Reichsmusikkammer (RMK) 

was formed.  This organization oversaw all aspects of the German music culture. 

Membership was required of all music professionals, who had to furnish 
proof of “Aryan” lineage to join; thus the Reichsmusikkammer served as 
an effective mechanism to exclude Jews from German musical life.19 
 

In order to continue earning a living as a musician, some Jews adopted a 

pseudonym under which they worked.  This was the case with Martin Rosenberg, 

who was known as Rosebery d’Arguto. He worked near Berlin until he was 

arrested in 1939 and was sent to Sachsenhausen where he was brutally 

tortured.20   

The years following saw many new laws that targeted the Jewish 

population.  In 1935 the Jews of Germany were stripped of their citizenship under 

the facade of the Nuremberg Laws.  Other laws prohibited Jews to own land, 

denied Jews national heath insurance, banned them from serving in the military, 

as teachers, accountants, as well in the medical profession.21   

                                                 
18 Reuven Stone. “Holocaust Timeline.”  Yom HaShoah: A Holocaust Memorial for Children. 
(Accessed 5 February 2005),<http://www.torahtots.com/ holocaust/timeline.htm>. 
19 Pamela M. Potter, Reichsmusikkammer, Grove Music Online ed. L. Macy (Accessed 05 March 
2005), <http://www.grovemusic.com> 
20 Classical Composers (R) Priaulx Rainier. <http://www.leonarda.com/ compr.html> Accessed 8 
March 2005.  
21 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. <http://www.ushmm.org/outreach/ nlaw.htm>, 
Accessed 10 February 2005. 
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On 9 November 1938, a widespread government-incited riot occurred 

throughout Germany. Over 30,000 Jews were sent to various concentration 

camps and over 250 synagogues were burned.  Additionally, more than 7,000 

Jewish shops, businesses, and homes were vandalized, ransacked or burned to 

the ground. This night, known as Kristallnacht, foreshadowed the horrific events 

that were to follow, and it was immortalized by Mordechai Gebirtig’s song Das 

Shetl Brennt! (The little town burns!).  

Over the next six and a half years, through a horrifying methodical 

process, the Jewish population was gathered into ghettos and transported to 

various “camps” where, if they were lucky, they worked for the Nazi war machine.  

Those who could not work were killed immediately; however, the great majority of 

the workers were eventually killed when their lives no longer supported the needs 

of the Nazi party.  

The formal end of the war occurred on Tuesday, 8 May 1945.  By this time 

close to 6 million Jews, 1.5 million of who were under the age of sixteen, were 

dead.  Despite the cessation of military action, more Jews would die from 

starvation, disease and continuing pogroms. The damage to European Jewry 

continued even as they tried to return to their homes, where they were met with 

hostile neighbors who blamed them for the war.  Those who survived did so with 

tremendous guilt and a multitude of psychological problems that would haunt 

them, their children and even their grandchildren. 

The song literature composed during the Holocaust, as well as in the 

years following, encompasses the broad range of human experiences.  Songs 
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depicting life in the ghettos, concentration and death camps, relationships, 

survival, and hope are but a few of the facets explored.  Each song tells the story 

of individuals; men, women and children, each with names and unique lives, 

dreams, aspirations, fears and loves. The songs remember those who lost all of 

their family members, parents who lost children, those who died resisting the 

onslaught, as well as those who simply disappeared in the smoke of the 

crematoriums.  Songs that were sung from the liturgy speak volumes about the 

faith that was kept even when Jews felt that God was doing everything possible 

to test their faith.   

The test of their faith began in 1933 with the reduction of privileges 

enjoyed by German Jews. As their privileges were reduced even further the test 

of their faith intensified. Eventually they found themselves herded into small and 

poor sections of cities throughout Germany and Eastern Europe.  The time of the 

ghetto had begun. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE GHETTO 
 

The streets moan and yell with a thousand voices, they reek of… 
dying bodies. Wherever we turn, whatever we look at, all is 
ugliness.22  

 
On 21 September 1939, orders from Reinhard Heydrich were relayed that 

all Jews were to be confined to special areas in specific cities and towns.  Five 

weeks later, on 28 October 1939, the Nazis tried to establish the first ghetto in 

Piotrkow, Poland.  This plan was ultimately discarded, and the first city to contain 

an actual Nazi ghetto was Lodz.  Ghettos were not a new idea; Jews had long 

lived in ghettos for religious reasons and to protect themselves against 

persecution.  The ghettos created by the Nazis were created for a different 

purpose: to gather European Jewry for methodical transport to extermination 

camps.   

Jews living outside the confines of the established ghettos were given a 

limited time to gather what they could and move themselves into these quarters. 

Once inside the ghettos, brick walls, barbed wire and armed guards surrounded 

them.  The same events took place in Lodz, Warsaw, Kielc, Tarnow, Lublin, and 

Vilna where ghettos were established.  While these ghettos were being built and 

filled with Jews from the surrounding areas, trains were simultaneously bringing 

                                                 
22 Deborah Dwork. Voices & Views: A History of the Holocaust. The Jewish Foundation for the 
Righteous, New York, N.Y. 2002, p. 325. 
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Jews from Austria and Czechoslovakia.  Due to the overcrowded conditions 

within the ghettos, numerous families would share a home.  If the Nazis were 

concerned about maintaining the deception, the Jews would be transported on 

actual passenger trains.  

The situation inside the various ghettos was memorialized in songs such 

as the Vilner Geto Lied (Vilna ghetto song), Der Hoyf-Zinger Fun Varshaver Geto 

(The street singer of the Warsaw ghetto), Motele Fun Varshaver Geto (Motele 

from the Warsaw ghetto), In Geto (In the ghetto), Tsu Eyns, Tsvey, Dray! (So, 

one, two, three), and Rifkele di Shabesdike (Rifkele, the Sabbath widow).  Each 

song describes the living conditions and the situations in the various ghettos.  

Although these songs were written for various reasons, the underlying motivation 

was to escape the living hell in which the Jews found themselves. “Nearly all the 

survivors interviewed declared that within the walls of the ghetto, singing was 

freedom, a means of escape from bitter reality even when a song text dealt with 

the evil events of the day.”23 

When did the Jew, who was struggling just to survive, find the time to 

sing?  Shmerke Kaczerginski, a poet and partisan in the Vilna ghetto, wrote: 

The song, the proverb, the joke accompanied the Jew always and 
everywhere: when he went to work, when he stood in line for a bowl 
of soup, when he was led to slaughter and when he rose up in 
battle…Every newly-created song expressing the feelings and 
experiences of the people was instantly picked up and transmitted 
as their own.24 
 

                                                 
23 Gila Flam.  Singing for Survival, p. p. 183. 
24 Eleanor Gordon Mlotek. We are Here: Songs of the Holocaust: A Bequest of Holocaust Songs. 
Hippocrene Books, Inc., New York, 1983, p. 8. 
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Composers tried to write new melodies for these songs, but the abundance of 

poetry written and crying out for musical setting overwhelmed composers who 

turned to reusing familiar melodies from Russian, German, Yiddish, or 

Czechoslovakian folk songs. The tradition of writing new words to old melodies 

was not new in the 20th century.  One example from the early 19th century is 

Francis Scott Key’s The Star Spangled Banner. The melody’s original text, To 

Anacreon in Heaven, dealt with the behavior of the mythological Greek gods. In 

1814 new words were set to this old tune and the national anthem of the United 

States25 was created.   

The folk song Tsen Brider is an example of words being written to a pre-

existing melody.  In 1942 Martin Rosenberg, using the melody of an old Yiddish 

folk song, Yidl mit dem Fidl, wrote the words for Tsen Brider. Whereas the text of 

the original song deals with a happier time; two musicians riding on a wagon 

filled with hay, the sun shining and the wind blowing, Tsen Brider tells the story of 

ten brothers who died by various ailments.  Not all of the words of Yidl mit dem 

Fidl were replaced: the first part of the chorus, “Yidl with the fiddle, Moyshe with 

the bass,” remains from the original song.  The second half of the chorus was 

changed from “This existence is a song, why should I be upset?”26 to “Play for us 

a little, the gas chamber we face.”  The final lines of the new song express the 

                                                 
25 The text of To Anacreon in Heaven can be found in Keith and Rusty McNeil’s Colonial & 
Revolution Songbook, available from <http://www.mcneilmusic.com/>. 
26 A. Starkman. Yidl mit dem Fidl lyrics. [article on-line] (accessed 11 March 2005); available from 
http://www.starkman.com/aviva/yiddish/yidl.html; Internet. 
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incredulity of European Jewry. “Ten brothers were we together – We hurt no one 

and did no wrong.”27 

In some instances, poets or songwriters wrote new compositions, 

commenting on a pre-existing title.  This practice is seen with the song No More 

Raisins, No More Almonds which parodied the original title, Raisins and 

Almonds.  In the original pre-Holocaust Yiddish lullaby written by Avrom 

Goldfadn, the mother is calming her child at bedtime with thoughts of good times 

to come.  The mother promises the child that he will grow up to be a scholar and 

that his father, who is away, will soon return.28  

During the Holocaust, when the lack of even the most common 

necessities was widespread, Isaiah Shpigl and David Beyglman wrote a new 

song, No More Raisins, No More Almonds, ironically twisting the aforementioned 

original title. Written while both men were incarcerated in the Lodz ghetto, this 

“lullaby” tells the story of a mother explaining to her child that his father will never 

return home.  Although the reason is not given for the father’s disappearance, 

one can make an educated guess.  Only the title of Goldfadn’s original song, 

albeit ironically altered, was utilized.  “The music [of the new composition] does 

not quote or parody Goldfadn’s original tune…”29   

Unlike the parody previously discussed, the Vilner Geto Lied is a newly 

composed strophic song with five verses and a chorus.  Written in Aeolian mode, 

it has a range of an octave and a minor third.  As with numerous songs from the 
                                                 
27 Shoshana Kalisch.  Yes, We sang! Songs of the Ghettos and Concentration Camps.  Harper & 
Row, Publishers, New York, 1985, p. 57. 
28 Gila Flam.  Singing for Survival, p. 149-150. 
29 Gila Flam.  Singing for Survival, p. 150. 
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Holocaust, the poets and composers were unknown.  Songs from the ghettos or 

the various concentration and death camps might easily have been a creative 

effort from many different individuals. The melody of the Vilner Geto Lied is 

“based on a Yiddish popular song, Kupite, Koyf Bibulkes, Papirosen (buy, oh, 

buy cigarette paper, cigarettes).”30 The Lied tells the story of Jews being rounded 

up on a sunny summer day, having their homes and belongings taken away, their 

long journey from their home to the ghetto, and the horrific massacre of over forty 

thousand Jews that took place in the Ponary forest.  This song outlines the 

methodical procedures the Nazis undertook in their effort to annihilate European 

Jewry.  The first two verses describe the day the Jews were sent to the ghetto.  

The journey was a lengthy and brutal one, and the Jews followed the Nazi orders 

without a fight.  The final phrase of the second strophe, “People’s blood was 

running in the street,” describes the violence that accompanied the relocation 

from their homes to the ghetto.   

In the ghetto, songs were written to describe the inhabitants’ new 

dwellings.  Mordechai Gebirtig wrote In Geto in May 1942 while a prisoner in the 

Krakow ghetto.  His friends had procured a visa for him months earlier, but he 

decided to stay in the ghetto, explaining that the visa should be given to a 

younger person.  “Give it to a younger one: you should not transplant an old 

tree!”31 With the decision to stay behind, Gebirtig expresses the dread, fear, 

                                                 
30 Jerry Silverman.  The Undying Flame: Ballads and Songs of the Holocaust.  Judaic Traditions 
in Literature, Music and Art. Edited by Ken Frieden and Harold Bloom, Syracuse University Press, 
Syracuse, c.2002, p.  93. 
31 Jacques Verheijen, “Mayn Feyfele.” Mordechai Gebirtig: His Songs/Poems and His Life, Music 
& Words, the Netherlands, 2003, p. 49. 
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sleeplessness, and the dehumanization of a people trapped within the walls of 

the Krakow ghetto. 

Der Hoyf-Zinger fun Varshaver Geto (The street singer of the Warsaw 

ghetto), composed in March 1943 by Reuven Lipshitz, depicts the reality of life in 

the ghetto.  This song is also a simple strophic work with a range of an octave 

and a perfect fifth.  The text of the song illustrates the Jews knowledge of their 

inevitable end, which for some led to acceptance and defiance. This song offers 

a glimpse into the all too frequent story of a child who has lost his entire family.  

In the first strophe we hear the child begging for a small piece of bread, and in 

the second strophe we learn that his parents and his three sisters are all dead.  

We learn in the middle verses that survival comes through the pity of other Jews; 

that those confined in the ghetto had anger toward the Germans who persecute 

them and even at the sun that continued to shine down upon their wretched 

existence.  Knowledge of the crematoriums and reference to becoming ashes at 

Treblinka is referred to on several occasions. The call for armed resistance seen 

in the last two strophes foreshadowed the actual events that occurred roughly 

one month after the composition of this song.  On 19 April, the first day of 

Passover, German troops entered the ghetto and were met by armed resistance. 

The Warsaw Ghetto uprising had begun. 

Another song by Reuven Lipshitz, Motele fun Varshaver Geto (Motele 

from the Warsaw ghetto), was written after the war, and it depicts the events of 

the uprising.  Motele, a tailor’s son ironically clad in tattered clothing, sneaks out 

of the ghetto through the barbed wire in search for food for himself as well as for 
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others.  This same child witnesses the blood in the street and participates in the 

building of barricades. Motele is deathly pale, full of rage, thirsty and hungry, yet 

his eyes are bright and his heart is brave and as the entire ghetto trembles, the 

inhabitants cry out for help, and Motele dies.  We know this hero was a child who 

had not yet turned thirteen years old and who died in the Warsaw Ghetto 

Uprising since the last words of the song tell us that Motele died before becoming 

a bar-mitzvah.  The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising began on 19 April 1943 and lasted 

until 16 May 1943 when the last of the Jews were either killed or deported to 

death camps.32 

The Jews desire to document their experiences through poetry and song 

sometimes fell short.  The behavior of the Nazis was beyond comprehension and 

at times was so brutal that even attempting to record the event in mere words 

seemed disrespectful to those who had perished.  The long silence of survivors 

after the end of the war was due both to the inability to put into words what they 

had experienced and the belief that society was not prepared to hear the horrors 

that occurred during the war.  Songs that depict the skeletal frames that were 

once men and women, or the brutal behavior of the Nazis were perhaps deemed 

not appropriate for song.  One such incident occurred in the Zamosc ghetto when 

the Nazis attacked the Jews. 

The spectacle the ghetto presented after the attack drove the survivors 
mad.  Bodies everywhere…babies thrown from third or fourth floors lay 
crushed on the sidewalks.  The Jews themselves had to bury the dead.33 

                                                 
32 The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. [article on-line] (accessed 27 February 2005); available from 
http://www.ushmm.org/outreach/wgupris.htm; Internet. 
33 Barbara Rogasky.  Smoke and Ashes: The Story of the Holocaust. Revised & Expanded 
Edition.  Holiday House, Inc., New York, 2002, p. 71. 
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Although the need to bear witness and to tell the rest of the world what had 

happened was strong, the song as a vehicle for bearing witness had its 

limitations. 

As is the case with all strophic songs, it is up to the interpretative skills of 

the performer to create different atmospheres with the same accompaniment.  

Whether Das Wandern from Schubert’s “Die schöne Müllerin” or Vilna Geto Lied, 

both the accompaniment and the characteristics of the vocal line can and must 

be changed in order to serve the words. In these Yiddish songs, much more 

freedom is allowed than in the traditional German Lieder. Flexibility is seen in the 

fluctuating tempi, the recitative presentation of the text, and the traditional style of 

integrating the Jewish soul, a vocal realization of the yearning and suffering of 

the Jewish people inherent in Yiddish music.  Since the individuals who would 

sing these songs were not, for the most part, trained professionals; the range of 

the work was usually kept within an octave and a fifth. 

Life in the ghetto was part of the Nazi plan, not only to gather the Jews in 

centralized locations to expedite transfer to the death camps, but also to 

dehumanize the Jewish people in the process.  The importance of music and 

self-expression as a cultured people was vital to their survival and their intense 

desire to leave something behind that would let the world know they once lived. 

Due to the effort of retaining their identity as cultured and civilized individuals, the 

Jewish people were able to create works that survived the composers, continue 

to bear witness to the horrors of the Nazi ghetto system, and remind us that 

these individuals lived. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

THE CONCENTRATION CAMP 
 

Sometimes at night I lay and I can’t believe what my eyes have seen.34 
        -Helen K., Auschwitz survivor 

 
The purpose of the “final solution” was to eliminate the European Jewish 

population, and the death camps were built for just that purpose. Jews inevitably 

ended up at one of the death camps after first being “relocated” into a ghetto.   

For the second (and usually last) relocation, the Jews were allowed to take only 

what they could carry, which frequently was limited to a small amount of bread 

and water.  This relocation usually entailed spending days in a locked and 

overcrowded cattle car, described by Primo Levi as a:   

…goods wagon closed from the outside, with men, women and children 
pressed together without pity, like cheap merchandise, for a journey 
towards nothingness, a journey down there, towards the bottom.  This 
time it is us who are inside.35 
 
The only sanitary facility was a single bucket that quickly overflowed and 

was used by men and women alike.  Many died along the way, their bodies lying 

among the living as an ominous harbinger. The trains were filled to capacity so 

that lying down was not feasible and sitting could only occur by taking turns:36 

                                                 
34 Joshua Greene, Shiva Kumar, and Joanne Weiner Rudof. Witness: Voices from the Holocaust. 
New York, N.Y.: The Free Press, 2000, p. viii. 
35 Primo Levi. Survival in Auschwitz: The Nazi Assault on Humanity. Translated from the Italian by 
Stuart Woolf. Simon & Schuster, New York, 1958, p. 17. 
36 Elie Wiesel.  The Night Trilogy: Night, Dawn, The Accident.  Hill and Wang, New York, 1990, p. 
32. 
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…45 cars carrying 6,700 people, of whom 1,450 were already dead on 
arrival…when the train stopped… guards tore open the doors and 
whipped the people out onto the platform.37 
 

Songs were composed for just about every occasion, and the event of relocation 

was no exception. Set to a ballade by an unknown poet, In a kleyn shtetl (In a 

little town) depicts the horror of the impending journey.  The Jews are running, 

crying, being beaten by the police, and herded toward the cattle cars that will 

take them to their death at Treblinka.38   

Upon arrival at the death camp the Jews went through the first of many 

selections. Those sent to the right would live, for a while, and would serve the 

Nazi war machine. Those sent to the left went to their death went first to the gas 

chambers and then to the crematoriums.  Everyone, whether they were being 

sent to the gas chambers or to live, was forced to strip down to their bare skin 

and they had all their hair shaved.  In addition to dehumanizing those whom they 

were about to kill, the Nazis used the human hair in their war effort in the 

production of textiles for their armed forces, as well as for the production of 

mattresses and pillows.   

There are first-hand accounts from the few survivors who endured the 

various death camps.  Books that describe the living hell of Auschwitz and 

Treblinka were written, oral testimony has been recorded, and both are stored at 

the United States Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C. Knowledge of the 

conditions of the various camps comes from songs written about transit camps 

                                                 
37 Milton Meltzer. Never to Forget: The Jews of the Holocaust. Harper Collins Publishers, New 
York, 1976, p. 128. 
38 Ibid., p. 116. 
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such as Westerbork, work and punishment camps such as Börgermoor, Stutthof, 

and Belzec, and death camps such as Treblinka, Dachau, and Auschwitz.39    

Die Westerbork-Serenade was written, sung, and recorded in 1944 by 

Max Kannenwasser and Arnold van Wesel, two Dutch singers who were 

relocated to the Westerbork concentration camp.40  This song stands out in stark 

contrast to the other camp songs because it does not speak of the horrors of the 

camps.  Although it makes reference to barracks and a worsening situation, its 

focus is the love of a man for a woman. 

More common were songs that expressed the realities of life in a 

concentration camp.  The Buchenwald-Lied, Dachau-Lied, Treblinke, and the 

Auschwitz Lied all depict the situation in these specific camps.  The Auschwitz 

Lied is a strophic song with eight verses, each verse focusing on a different 

aspect of existence in Auschwitz.  The first verse gives the location of the camp, 

describing the location where the Vistula and Sola rivers converge.  The second 

verse introduces some of the diseases that were prominent in the camp such as 

malaria, typhus and depression.  Verse three describes some of the torture 

endured by the incarcerated, including lice, fleas, and always being watched by 

the guards.  Verse four describes how the prisoners, in stormy weather, built the 

barracks and verses five and six give an insight into the mental anguish of seeing 

family members walking to their death and the inability to even acknowledge their 

                                                 
39 There were six death camps: Auschwitz-Birkenau, Belzec, Chelmno, Majdanek, Sobibor, and 
Treblinka. 
40 Jerry Silverman.  The Undying Flame: Ballads and Songs of the Holocaust.  Judaic Traditions 
in Literature, Music and Art. Edited by Ken Frieden and Harold Bloom, Syracuse University Press, 
Syracuse, c.2002, p. 142. 
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presence for fear of reprisal or death.  Those who were strong and fit were 

selected to work in the crematorium.  ”Bela Katz…from our town…managed to 

get word to us that, having been chosen for his strength, he had himself put his 

father’s body into the crematory oven.”41 The final two verses deal with family 

and the knowledge that each prisoner will soon join the many they watched make 

their final journey.  The final verse of the Auschwitz Lied begins with the following 

question. 

Shall I never see you, my dear home, again? 
And how many rise through the chimney in flame?42 
 

 The chimneys of the crematoria loomed high above the death camps.  

Upon arrival at the camp, it was impossible not to notice them hovering over 

everything.  While standing in line for the initial selection, Elie Wiesel recalls the 

following:  

Do you see that chimney over there? See it? Do you see those flames? … 
Over there – that’s where you’re going to be taken.  That’s your 
grave…you’re going to be burned…Turned into ashes.43 
 

Wiesel continues his description from later in the day. 

Never shall I forget that smoke.  Never shall I forget the little faces of the 
children, whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a 
silent blue sky.  Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my faith 
forever…Never shall I forget these things, even if I am condemned to live 
as long as God Himself. Never.44 
 

Roykhn (Smoke) is the third of five songs in Simon Sargon’s cycle, Ash un 

Flamen (Ashes and flames); a musical depiction of the haze created by the 

                                                 
41 Elie Wiesel.  The Night Trilogy, p. 44. 
42 Jerry Silverman.  The Undying Flame, p. 134.  
43 Elie Wiesel.  The Night Trilogy, p. 40. 
44 Ibid., p. 43. 
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crematoria.  Written for high voice and piano, Ash un Flamen was commissioned 

by Harry and Priscilla Sebel and is dedicated to Dr. Zsuzsanna Ozsvath, a 

professor at the University of Texas in Dallas, and a Holocaust survivor.   

Abraham Sutzkever, a Holocaust survivor who now lives in Israel, wrote 

“Smoke of Jewish Children.” This poem, written in 1957, depicts the children and 

their childhood going up in the smoke of the crematorium.  In general, when 

choosing poetry to set, Sargon desires poems that draw forth an emotional 

response and translate into musical tones, particularly if the words have a strong 

enough rhythm to suggest musical motifs.45 Sargon describes this song as “…a 

vision of swirling wreaths of smoke from which emanate the disembodied voices 

of the dead children.”46 

There is an abundance of literature written about the Holocaust.  The 

words found in books, magazines, and poetry amaze, enrage, devastate, 

elevate, and leave their readers in tears. When music is added to these powerful 

words, the feelings are further amplified, and an atmosphere is produced that the 

words alone are unable to create.   

Roykhn is composed with the piano primarily in the upper extreme range 

with portamento notes that permeate most of the piano accompaniment. This 

registration produces an “unexpected, surreal, even mystical atmosphere.”47 In 

the middle section of the song, when the text describes the dolls, the playthings, 

                                                 
45 Personal Interview, Simon A. Sargon, 16 February 2005, Southern Methodist University, 
Dallas, TX. 
46 Simon A. Sargon.  Ash un Flamen For Solo Voice (High) and Piano.  Transcontinental Music 
Publications/New Jewish Music Press, New York, 1999, p.1. 
47 Personal Interview, Simon A. Sargon, 16 February 2005, Southern Methodist University, 
Dallas, TX.  
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and the birds, the piano texture changes.  The portamento figure is replaced by 

soothing rolled chords, and the range of the piano is lowered by an octave.  This 

middle section marked, “Like a Lullabye,” employs the lower registration in order 

to create a sense of realism or connection to those still living on earth.  At the 

very least it creates a sense of substance, the dolls and the playthings that were 

left behind could be touched, unlike the smoke of the dead children that was 

everywhere but intangible.  

There is nothing sinister about the music or the words, no harsh clashing 

chords, no wide screaming leaps in the vocal line, and no profane language.  It is 

as if despite the horrific events, Sargon has set the music without overt 

sentiment. This absence of emotion, the numbness, is characteristic of many 

who were incarcerated in the concentration camp.   

We were incapable of thinking of anything at all.  Our senses were 
blunted; everything was blurred as in a fog.48 
 

Sargon’s setting of this poem is masterful in recognizing the lack of emotion 

experienced by those who witnessed the crematoriums.  When first arriving in the 

camp, the knowledge of what was occurring created an emotional response in 

some, but soon, whether in Auschwitz, Treblinka or another death camp, each 

individual focused on making it through the day.  For most, detachment was their 

defense to the horrors of their reality. 

It was no longer possible to grasp anything.  In one ultimate moment of 
lucidity it seemed to me that we were damned souls wandering in the half-
world, souls condemned to wander through space till generations of man 

                                                 
48 Elie Wiesel.  The Night Trilogy, p. 45. 
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came to an end, seeking their redemption, seeking oblivion – without hope 
of finding it.49 

 
 Those who survived camps like Auschwitz refused to become numb.  

They refused to accept the final Nazi degradation of their humanity that would 

make them lower than the vermin with whom they shared their barracks. They 

survived in the concentration camps because they refused to be less than men.   

…the Lager [concentration camp] was a great machine to reduce us to 
beasts, we must not become beasts; that even in this place one can 
survive…one must want to survive, to tell the story, to bear witness; and 
that to survive we must force ourselves to save at least the skeleton, the 
scaffolding, the form of civilization.  We are slaves…condemned to certain 
death, but we still possess one power, and we must defend it with all our 
strength for it is the last – the power to refuse our consent.  So we must 
certainly wash our faces without soap in dirty water and dry ourselves on 
our jackets.  We must polish our shoes, not because the regulation states 
it, but for dignity and propriety.  We must walk erect, without dragging our 
feet, not in homage to Prussian discipline but to remain alive, not to begin 
to die.50 

                                                 
49  Elie Wiesel.  The Night Trilogy, p. 45. 
50 Primo Levi. Survival in Auschwitz: The Nazi Assault on Humanity. Translated from the Italian by 
Stuart Woolf. Simon & Schuster, New York, 1958, p.  41. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

FAMILIES 
 
My heart ached. If only I could have been there to cover their 
nakedness, to tell them that I loved them, to take away their pain… 
I knew that in their last moments they had called out for…me.51 
 
To avoid being relocated to a ghetto or, once there, to avoid being shipped 

off to a certain death in the concentration camps, families were forced to make 

life and death choices.  There were no good choices, and every decision was a 

heart-wrenching experience. Some parents chose to send one child to live with 

relatives who were established outside of Europe while other parents decided to 

keep their families together.  Families hid together, children were sent into hiding 

in groups and individually, children were sent to orphanages.  Regardless of the 

choice, more often than not disaster was inevitable.   

Passage for a child out of Europe was expensive due to numerous bribes. 

This financial burden usually restricted the number of children a family could 

send at a particular time. Typically one was chosen and the next child could go 

only when enough money had been saved.   Families sold their furniture, jewelry, 

and anything else they could to raise money because the restrictions played on 

the Jewish community usually prevented the parents from earning their income in 

the field in which they had trained.  Boycotts of their stores along with the Nazi 

                                                 
51 George Lucius Salton and Anna Salton Eisen. The 23rd Psalm: A Holocaust Memoir. The 
University of Wisconsin Press, Madison, 2002, p. 109. 
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practice of turning Jewish businesses over to non-Jews, made earning that 

money very difficult.   

If the family didn’t have money to send a child out of Europe, parents had 

to decide whether to hide them in orphanages, crawl spaces, attics, secret 

rooms, or to entrust them to private homes of their non-Jewish neighbors.  

Children and even entire families would hide in the sewers, cellars, or nearby 

forests. Those who could pass themselves off as Aryan would hide in plain sight.   

 Irena Sendlerowa, a Catholic Polish nurse, saved roughly 2,500 children 

during the Holocaust.  The difficulties were enormous and the punishment for 

helping the Jews was death.  Still, she and a small group of individuals managed 

to overcome their fear and do what they believed was right. 

I was brought up to believe that a person must be rescued when 
drowning, regardless of religion and nationality.52 
 

Entering the Warsaw ghetto with special work passes, they brought the children 

out anyway they could.  This involved utilizing ambulances, going through the 

sewer system, hiding an infant in a toolbox, anything that would bring the child 

outside of the ghetto.  The difficulty was trying to persuade families to give up 

their child, and no guarantee for the child’s survival could be given.  It was while 

trying to convince the family to give up the child that Sendlerowa saw a most 

heartbreaking scene. 

Father agreed but mother didn't. Grandmother cuddled the child very 
tenderly and, weeping bitterly, said “I won't give away my grandchild at 
any price.”53  

                                                 
52Adam Easton.  “Holocaust Heroines Survivor Tale.” [article on-line], (Accessed 17 March 2005), 
available from <http://newswww.bbc.net.uk/1/hi/world/europe/431415.stm>; Internet. 
53 Ibid. 
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Another choice parents had was to place the child in an orphanage.  This 

experience is described in the song A Yidish Kind, written by Khane Kheytin-

Weinstein in the Shauliai ghetto located in Lithuania.  The catalyst for this song 

was the slaughter of the children of the ghetto who were gathered by the 

Germans on 4 November 1943.54 In this strophic folk song, the mother, child and 

narrator each have a voice.  It begins with a description of a structure and the 

children living inside.  Among the blonde haired children, one stands out with his 

dark hair and dark eyes.  The song tells us that in the dead of night his mother 

brought her child to the orphanage.  The mother instructs the child to stay here 

and fit in with the other children and not to speak Yiddish. Anything that could 

give the child away as a Jew had to be sacrificed and the mother instructs her 

son that he is no longer a Jew. Panicked by the thought of being left alone 

without his mother, the child calls out. His mother rocks him until he falls asleep, 

then without looking back she walks out of the orphanage to wander about in 

either a literal or figurative storm. The song ends with the mother’s plea to God to 

protect her only child.  

 Yeder Ruft Mikh Zamele (They all call me Zamele) is a short strophic folk 

song that tells the story of a young person left alone in the world.  The story, as 

told by Zamele himself, tells us that he has lost his parents.  He questions the 

location of his sister, but knows too well that his brother was killed by the 

Germans and is buried somewhere near a little tree.  As was frequently the case 

                                                 
54 Jeffrey Maynard.  “Shtetlinks – Siauliai. The Jewish Community of Siauliai.” [article on-line], 
(Accessed 13 March 2005), available from 
<http://www.stetlinks.jewishgen.org/shavli/shavli6.html#holocaust>; Internet. 
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with poetry and music from the Holocaust, little is known about many of the 

creative individuals.  What is known is that in 1945, in an orphan asylum in 

Lublin, an 8-year old boy sang this song.  It is unknown if this boy composed the 

song or was Zamele himself.  The version of the song we have today was either 

composed anew by Bernardo Feuer, or was reconstructed from the melody sung 

by the 8-year old orphan.  

 Dremlen Feygl (Birds are dreaming) was composed by Lea Rudnitska, a 

young teacher and poet in the Vilna ghetto. As parents were murdered, the 

welfare of the children left behind became the responsibility of those who could 

bear such a responsibility.  Rudnitska was willing and she took an orphaned child 

into her home.  While rocking the child to sleep, she composed this short and 

poignant lullaby in which she tells the infant boy that both his parents are now 

dead.  Rudnitska was primarily a poet and this is perhaps noted in the one 

octave range for the lullaby.  There is no information as to the fate of the infant. 

Unfortunately Rudnitska died either in Treblinka or Maidanek. 

Gehabt Hob Ikh a Heym (Oh, once I had a home) was written by 

Mordechai Gebirtig in May 1941 while hiding in the town of Lagiewniki.  This 

strophic song of five verses gives insight into the senseless acts of the Nazis and 

the psychological damage done to the Jews.  Gebirtig shares many details of his 

life in this song, including: his life of poverty, but not one of despair; a home filled 

with friends, love and song; the single day it took for the Nazis to destroy his 

home; escaping with his wife and child without knowing why they were being 

punished; and the uncertainty of when, if ever, the madness would end. 
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Gib a Brokhe tsu Dayn Kind (Bless the child that cries to thee) is a short 

through-composed folksong for which neither the poet nor the composer is 

known.  The song encompasses a range of an octave and a fourth and is set 

syllabically. This song, told by the son of the family, tells of a calm day.  His 

mother is in the kitchen doing chores, his sister has just come in from outside 

bearing the news that all men must “register” or die.  The boy prays for his 

mother’s health and leaves with the hope that they will all survive to meet again 

one day.55 

It is generally agreed that one of the most devastating life experiences is 

outliving one’s child. During the Holocaust this loss was amplified because 

parents were unable to go through the natural grieving period or to sit shiva (the 

seven-day period of mourning that follows the burial).  If the parent is unable to 

even bury their child, the grief is even greater.  Nowhere in the song literature of 

the Holocaust is this more poignant than in Aleksander Kulisiewicz’ song, Lullaby 

for My Little Son in the Crematorium.  Although it was not Kulisiewicz who lost his 

child, he wrote about another father who, after witnessing his wife and son’s 

murder, convinced the Sonderkommando (those who worked in the gas 

chambers and crematoria) to allow him to spend the night with the corpse of his 

young son.    

Mordechai Gebirtig suffered the loss of one of his daughters and, as in all 

of his works, he shares this aspect of his life as well through song.  Shifreles 

Portret (1939) tells the story of Gebirtig's eldest daughter, Shifre, at a time when 
                                                 
55 Jerry Silverman.  The Undying Flame: Ballads and Songs of the Holocaust.  Judaic Traditions 
in Literature, Music and Art. Edited by Ken Frieden and Harold Bloom, Syracuse University Press, 
Syracuse, c.2002, p.  49. 
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she was still alive.  She lived in Lvov and was separated from seeing her family 

when the Soviets annexed this portion of Poland.  In response to this situation, 

Gebirtig wrote the poem Shifreles Portret, where Gebirtig, gazing at his 

daughter's portrait, imagines himself in conversation with her. She assures him 

that the war will end soon, and that parent and child will be reunited. Sadly, 

Gebirtig never saw his daughter again.  The circumstances of her death are 

imprecise; she was killed in 1941 when fighting broke out between the Germans 

and the Soviets.56  Various composers, including Chanah Milner, Jacques 

Verheijen, and Simon Sargon, have set this poem to music.   

Sargon set this poem as the fourth of five pieces in his cycle Ash un 

Flamen. His setting is brief and stirring. Unlike other songs in the cycle, Shifreles 

Portret does not utilize any liturgical or Jewish themes or quotations. There is no 

particular theme involved in this composition, rather the tonality of the piece 

changes to mark the switch from narration to monologue.  This “…disconnected 

shift…calls back a time of peace and serenity…”57 and occurs when Shifre 

assures her father that they will see one another in the future.  The piece ends 

with the words “With a loving smile, Shifrele’s portrait speaks to me, Shifrele’s 

portrait.”58  Before the final words, the piano brings back a fragment of the 

opening vocal line which is finished by the singer, who twice repeats the final 

words, as if lost in his own thoughts.

                                                 
56 Mordechai Gebirtig. The Song that Never Died: The Poetry of Mordechai Gebirtig. Translation 
and Introduction by Simcha Simchovich.  Mosaic Press, Niagara Falls, 2001, p. ix. 
57 Personal Interview, Simon A. Sargon, 16 February 2005, Southern Methodist University, 
Dallas, TX. 
58 Simon A. Sargon.  Ash un Flamen For Solo Voice (High) and Piano. Translation by Simon A. 
Sargon, Transcontinental Music Publications/New Jewish Music Press, New York, 1999, p. 26. 
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CHAPTER VI 

FIGHTING BACK 
 

I tell you, brothers, remember my words…A day will dawn that will 
bring us our vengeance. 

        -Mordechai Gebirtig, 5 January 1942 
 

When faced with a tragedy of enormous proportions, human nature reacts 

with denial.   The five stages of mourning are denial, anger, bargaining, 

depression, and acceptance,59 and these stages are intensified both by the 

intimacy of the relationship to the deceased and the extent of the loss.   

Denial is a means by which a person can avoid, or at least alleviate, 

anxiety, distress, and emotional pain. European Jewry, aware from an early 

stage in the war that people were leaving their towns and not returning, simply 

could not, or would not believe what they heard or even what they saw. 

The Nazis tricked Jews into a false security time after time.  German Jews 
knew their country to be extremely civilized…Some of the world’s greatest 
musicians, philosophers and scientists came from there.  They could not 
believe that things could get worse… they could not imagine the worst that 
was to come.60   
 

Denial, the first stage of grief or mourning, was taking place because the 

situations faced by European Jewry defied belief.  The greater the number of 

individuals removed from the ghetto and the more horrific the accounts of 

concentration camps and bloodshed, the more difficult it all was to believe. Some 
                                                 
59 Elizabeth Kübler-Ross. On Death and Dying. Scribner Classics, New York, 1969, pp. 51-146. 
60 Barbara Rogasky.  Smoke and Ashes: The Story of the Holocaust. Revised & Expanded 
Edition.  Holiday House, Inc., New York, 2002, p. 27. 
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have called this inability or unwillingness to believe such horrifying events the 

“Holocaust syndrome.” 

Most of the Holocaust victims went to their deaths without resistance. In 
the midst of the winter, people disrobed peacefully and boarded the cattle 
cars of the death trains. Men, women and children lined up in front of the 
mass graves, waiting to be shot. At the collection points, thousands of 
people sat in silence, waiting for the trains to take them to the gas 
chambers, although by the sheer weight of their numbers, they could 
easily overwhelm the Germans. Lack of resistance on the part of the Jews 
can be attributed to many factors: terror, isolation, collective responsibility, 
lack of leadership; but the most important factor, is the psychological… 
The Holocaust Syndrome explains the total resignation of individuals 
subjected to hunger, terror and isolation. Hunger and terror destroys the 
fabric of the human personality like a pressure cooker disintegrates the 
organic cohesiveness of the food. The victims lose the ability of rational 
thinking, and are molded into an amorphous mass, easily guided into the 
gas chambers.61 
 

European Jewry, and many others, remained in the stage of denial for the great 

majority of the Holocaust.   

Those who became angry, the next stage of grief, became proactive.  

Some were unable to escape the ghettos or the camps, but they lent their voices 

and their creative talents to lift morale, to call for action, and vengeance.  Some 

individuals escaped from the ghettos, crawled wounded out of mass grave pits, 

or found a way to escape from the concentration camps.  They hid in forests and, 

if they were lucky, joined resistance groups.  Their aim was not to defeat the 

German army but to find a way to survive by raiding German supplies in order to 

acquire food, fuel, ammunition and clothing. 

Whether in the ghetto or fighting to survive with a partisan group, those 

who struggled to survive recounted their actions in song.  Mordechai Gebirtig 

                                                 
61 Alexander Kimel. “Holocaust Syndrome – Victims Passivity.” [article on-line], (Accessed 28 
March 2005), available from < http://www.kimel.net/ syndrome.html>; Internet. 
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wrote Minutn fun Yiesh (Minutes of despair) early on in the war.  Although no 

date is given for this song, the opening line reads “One year of war already” so 

we can infer that this was written before 1940. This song questions the fate of the 

Jewish people, the wasted prayers, and the role of God.  In October 1942, 

Gebirtig wrote another song entitled Minutn fun Bitokhn (Minutes of confidence).  

This song was written specifically to lift the morale of the Jews in Krakow.  It was 

a morale booster everywhere else it was sung.  It calls for rejoicing, courage, 

faith, patience and the willingness to do whatever the Nazis demand of them so 

they will survive.  An analogy is drawn between the Hitler and Haman, the biblical 

figure in the book of Esther who attempted to eradicate all the Jews in the 

Kingdom of Ahasuerus. Inspired by “the fervent spirit of Khassidic melodies,”62 

the song is very lively, incorporating syncopation and a syllabic setting of the text. 

Chassidic melodies are meant to lift the participants into a state of ecstasy 

through which they would experience the grace of God.   

They all seem to be fired up…as if they have forgotten all pain, suffering, 
humiliation, and despair. They have even forgotten about the presence of 
the Nazi commander . . . "Stop, Jews! Stop at once! Stop the singing and 
dancing… The Jews, singing and dancing ecstatically, were swept by the 
flood of their emotions and danced on and on. They paid a high price for it. 
They were brutally beaten for their strange behavior. But their singing and 
dancing did not stop.63  
 
Another song meant to lift the morale of the Jews was Zog nit keyn mol 

(Never say you’ve come to the end).  Written in the Vilna ghetto by Hirsh Glick in 

1943, the song was immediately embraced by the Jews there and sung when it 

                                                 
62 Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang! Songs of the Ghettos and 
Concentration Camps. Harper & Row, Publishers, New York, 1985, p.18. 
63 Shimon Apisdor. Rosh Hashanah Yom Kippur Survival Kit. Leviathan Press, Columbus, 1992. 
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was safe to do so, or hummed while in the presence of the Nazis.  The song 

quickly spread to other ghettos and concentration camps and became the mantra 

of the resistance movement.  Glick, through this song, “became…a symbol of 

faith and spiritual defiance.”64  Like Gebirtig’s Minutn fun Bitokhn, Zog Nit Keyn 

Mol is a lively piece with repetitive dotted rhythms giving it the feel of a military 

march.  The final verse ends with the words “Sung by a people crushed by falling 

walls – Sung with guns in hand, by those whom freedom calls!”65 

Shtil di Nakht (Still is the night filled with stars) also written by Hirsh Glick 

commemorates the bravery of a young Jewess, Vitke Kempner, who held off a 

caravan of Nazi vehicles and was able to blow up a truck full of munitions.  

Kempner’s act of sabotage was the first carried out by the partisans of Vilna.  

Although in the song it appears that the Kempner was successful in escaping the 

wrath of the Nazis, she was caught and executed.  Glick’s description of 

Kempner as a girl with a “velvet face fresh as the day” accurately portrays the 

young age of this partisan.  Although this song only refers to one female partisan, 

many young Jewish women made incredible sacrifices to help their fellow Jews.  

Sonia Madeisker, Leonie Kazibrodski, Frumka Plotnicka, and Zofia Yamaika are 

just a few individuals who sacrificed their lives.  Shtil di Nakht memorializes the 

women who fought, and in many cases gave up their lives, for the survival of the 

Jewish people.    

The Ten Commandments teach that homicide is forbidden, and according 

to Jewish law, suicide is also forbidden.  But with all laws, there are exceptions.  
                                                 
64 Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang!, p.64. 
65 Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang!, p. 69. 
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In the 1st century of the common era the Jewish people found themselves in a 

dire situation.  Jerusalem had been sacked by the Romans and roughly one 

thousand freedom fighters fled to Masada, a mountaintop retreat in southeast 

Israel next to the Dead Sea.  After two years of defending their position and when 

their leader was convinced that they could no longer hold out against the Roman 

forces, they chose to decide their own fate.  Ten men were chosen to slit the 

throats of all present and then commit suicide themselves.  Close to one 

thousand individuals consequently died as free people instead of being enslaved. 

The years of the Holocaust were years of continuously extenuating 

circumstances.  Families that decided to hide together had to make heart-

breaking decisions regarding the crying of an infant who could give their position 

away.  In one instant twenty people who were hiding, including a rabbi who 

ordered that no one should harm the crying infant, were all captured and killed.  . 

In another instance, a young woman became pregnant and the eight families 

living in a makeshift bunker were divided as to whether the woman should have 

an abortion (a death sentence due to the lack of doctors and sanitary conditions) 

or should have the baby.66  On more than one occasion, infants were smothered 

to death in order to save the lives of the many who were hidden from the Nazis.   

This decision to take one life to save many others was faced by many 

individuals in many different forms. Itsik Vitnberg, the leader of the United 

Partisan Organization in Warsaw launched many successful battles that 

prolonged the lives of the Jews in the Vilna ghetto. When the Germans captured 

                                                 
66 Alexander Kimel.  “The Baby: A Holocaust Story.” < http://www.kimel.net/ baby.html>, 
Accessed 16 March 2005. 
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Vitnberg, Jews from within the ghetto launched a successful rescue.  The 

Germans gave the Jews an ultimatum: hand over Vitnberg or we will liquidate the 

entire ghetto.  Vitnberg convinced his fellow partisans that he should be 

sacrificed so the others could live. He turned himself over to the Nazis, who 

subsequently murdered him.  To remember his sacrifice and to honor the man, a 

song was written entitled Itsik Vitnberg. 

This simple sixteen measure strophic song written by Shlomo 

Kacherginsky has five verses and recounts the events leading up to Vitnberg’s 

death.  The importance of the song, like so many others from this period, is not 

its musical value; it is notable rather for its message of resistance and sacrifice, 

for sanctifying the memory of a person, and as a means of lifting morale.  Set 

syllabically and within the range of a single octave, the song was written simply 

so the name, bravery, and self-sacrifice of Itsk Vitnberg could be told and retold 

by all. 

Other songs also called for resistance, such as the Yugnt-Himen (Hymn of 

youth) written by Shmerke Kaczerginski and set to music by Bayse Rubin. This 

song encourages the young to resist as well as for the elders to become childlike 

and join the resistance as well.  Es Shlogt di Sho (The hour strikes) was written 

by Kasriel Broydo, the composer is unknown.  Although this song doesn’t call for 

action, it can be classified among other songs of resistance.  It was rare to have 

both the strength and the means to actively fight back, so this song looks forward 

to a time when tyranny would end.  Through their endurance, they might live to 
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see a brighter future. Refusal to break or to die under the weight of the Nazis’ 

“final solution” was a particularly heroic form of resistance. 

Another song calling for resistance through survival is Lid fun Umbakantn 

Partizan (Song of an unknown partisan) which portrays a mother singing to her 

child.  The father is dead, having first been dragged through the streets and then 

sent to the gas chamber.  The mother encourages the child to sleep now, for one 

day in the future; this child will lead the Jewish people to a better world. 

All songs, whether or not they bore witness to the Holocaust atrocities, 

called for armed resistance or survival, were songs of resistance and rebellion.  

The very act of singing, of being creative, was an act of resistance to the Nazi 

plan to dehumanize European Jewry.  Amidst the horrific conditions in which they 

were forced to exist, these people sustained their culture and retained their 

humanity. 
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CHAPTER VII 
 

FAITH 
 

I believe in the sun even when it is not shining 
I believe in love when feeling it not 
I believe in God even when He is silent67 

 
 

Faith played an important role throughout the Holocaust, not only for the 

Jews, but also for people of all faiths. In 1935 German law imposed many of the 

same restrictions on Jehovah Witnesses as were forced on the Jews. They were 

sent to concentration camps because they actively saved their Jewish neighbors, 

would not tolerate the actions of Hitler, and would not serve the German army. 

The song Fest Steht (Stand fast) written by Eric Frost, illustrates the ideals for 

which these brave men and women were sent to concentration camps.   

Truth and justice, perverted by men; The name of Jehovah, debased by 
devils: These must reign once again!68 
 

The Jehovah Witnesses were forced to live in concentration camps and to wear a 

purple triangle to distinguish them as Jehovah Witnesses.  Unlike the Jews, the 

Jehovah Witnesses had the opportunity to avoid this persecution.  Harkening 

back to the days of Martin Luther when a Jew could renounce his faith and join 

the mainstream of society, so it was for the Jehovah Witness, who only had to 

                                                 
67 Inscription on the walls of a cellar in Cologne, Germany, where Jews hid from Nazis. 
68 “Jehovah’s Witnesses.” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. [article on-line], (Accessed 
16 March 2005), available from <http://www.ushmm.org/>; Internet. 
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renounce their faith to avoid the horrors of the Holocaust.  The vast majority of 

these, however, refused to abandon their beliefs. 

Different types of faith played an important role in surviving the 

concentration camps for the Jews.  Faith that family members were still alive, 

faith that there was a reason for this madness, faith in one another, and faith that 

one day the Messiah would come. With all the suffering and hatred surrounding 

those imprisoned, faith did not come easily for everyone.  Elie Wiesel 

contemplated suicide, and although he did not succumb to those thoughts, many 

people who could not endure the hardships of the concentration camps would 

throw themselves on the electrified fences.  When those around Wiesel, who was 

talking to his father, overheard him contemplating suicide, they began to recite 

Kaddish, the prayer for the dead.69   

One year on the evening before Rosh Hashannah (the Jewish New Year), 

prisoners, famished after a long day of working, waited to eat their meager meal 

until after services, in accordance with Jewish tradition. 

Ten thousand men had come to attend the solemn service…’Bless the 
Eternal…’ Thousands of voices repeated the benediction; thousands of 
men prostrated themselves like trees before a tempest…70 
 

Yet some lost their faith: 

Why, but why should I bless Him?  Because He kept six crematories 
working night and day, on Sundays and feast days? Because in His great 
might He had created Auschwitz, Birkenau, Buna, and so many factories 
of death?71  
 

Even rabbis, former leaders of thousands of observant Jews lost their faith.   
                                                 
69 Elie Wiesel.  The Night Trilogy, p. 42. 
70 Ibid., pp. 74-76. 
71 Ibid., p. 74. 
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I knew a Rabbi from a little town in Poland…He used to pray all the time. 
He would recite whole pages of the Talmud from memory… And one day 
he said to me: “It’s the end. God is no longer with us.”72 
 
Nevertheless, Kaddish was recited many times, and Jews observed as 

closely as they could for as long as they could.  This is depicted in Simon 

Sargon’s setting of Aaron Zeitlin’s poem Treblinker Peysekh (Passover in 

Treblinka).  Sargon opens the song using the melody from “The Four Questions” 

which is recited at Passover throughout the worldwide Jewish community.  “Why 

is this night different from all other nights?” takes on a different meaning when 

recited in a camp dedicated to the eradication of European Jewry.  This song 

depicts inmates of the concentration camp gathered to celebrate, ironically, the 

freedom of the Jewish people from the Egyptian Pharaoh’s enslavement.  While 

in the midst of the service, for which the Schutzstaffel (S.S.) have given them 

both permission and required items, the S.S. enter and mock them.  The song 

ends with the clear knowledge by the inmates, that they will soon join the millions 

who are smoke and ash, however, until that time, they remain firm in their faith, 

and state:   

But we remain Yours – Yours until the very end, and conduct Your Seder 
for as long as we are able.73 
 
The use of the liturgical melody from the Passover Seder (literally “order” 

but in this case, service) opens first in the piano and then is repeated in the 

voice.  Sargon has notated that it should be sung simply (like a child)” since 

                                                 
72 Ibid., pp. 82-83. 
73 Aaron Zeitlin.  Treblinker Peysekh from 5 Songs to Yiddish Poems of the Holocaust for High 
Voice (Soprano) & Piano. Translated by Simon A. Sargon. Transcontinental Music 
Publications/New Jewish Music Press, New York, 1999, p. 25. 
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tradition has the youngest capable child present at the service ask these four 

questions.  The music remains simple and gentle until the entrance of the S.S. 

when the music evokes images of the S.S. marching with their heavy boots by 

employing a marcato bass line.  The rhythm evoking the image of the Nazis 

continues until the text speaks of the Jews willingness to celebrate the will of God 

for as long as they are able.  The music becomes fluid with triplet figures 

throughout the accompaniment and the vocal line soars up to its highest point in 

the song to perhaps emphasize both the end of their lives and their willingness to 

celebrate the will of God to their very end. 

Even when the Jewish people knew that their time on earth was ending, 

their faith remained strong.  They could be heard singing, even as they walked to 

their death.  Songs such as Ani ma’amin (I believe) and Hatikvah (The hope) 

were sung during the slow, long walk to the gas chambers.  Inmates at the death 

camps knew that if they were chosen during the selection, they would soon enter 

the gas chamber and then the crematorium. 

 Ani ma’amin (I believe) is part of the Jewish liturgy.  From the Rambam 

(Maimonides), the thirteen basic principles are the essential elements of the 

Jewish faith and the foundation on which it is established.  It is the twelfth 

principle that reads “I believe with complete faith in the coming of the Messiah, 

and even though he may delay, nevertheless I anticipate every day that he will 

come.”74  This text was often sung on the way to the gas chamber. 

                                                 
74 Rabbi Benjamin Blech. The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Understanding Judaism.  Alpha Books: A 
Pearson Education Company, Indianapolis, 1999, p. 121. 
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 Hatikvah (The hope) was written in 1878 and published in 1886 by 

Naphtali Herz Imber. The melody was written by Samuel Cohen and based on a 

Rumanian folk song called Cart and Oxen.75 The song, in its modern version, 

expresses the hope of Jewish return to the land promised them in the Torah. In 

1933, at the 18th Zionist Congress in Prague, the Zionists officially adopted the 

song. It was sung at the opening ceremony of the Declaration of the State of 

Israel on May 14, 1948.  With the destruction of European Jewry enveloping the 

lives of those in the camps, the thought of a homeland for the Jewish people 

must have been pleasant. 

When they went to their deaths they sang the “Hatikvah,” the song of an 
old people which has always carried the vision of Zion in its heart.76 
 
At the heart of the Jewish faith is the Sh’ma (literally “hear”) which is found 

in Deuteronomy 6:4.  Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai eloheinu Adonai ehad (Hear O Israel, 

the Lord is our God, the Lord is One) is to be recited when lying down at night 

and when rising in the morning, whether at home or away, and Jews are 

commanded to teach this prayer to their children (Deuteronomy 6:4-9).  Barukh 

shem kvod malkhuto l'olam va-ed (Blessed is the name of His Glorious Majesty 

forever and ever) is not part from Deuteronomy; it was conceived in the time of 

the Temple and was the response to the priests recitation of the Sh’ma.  It has 

since become part of the liturgy, and these two lines were sung in the camps; on 

the lips of those who marched to their death as well as sustaining those who 

                                                 
75 Elizabeth Appelbaum. Jewish Community Online: Happy Birthday, Dear Israel Where's the 
party? At your house!  [article on-line], (Accessed 17 March 2005), available from < 
http://jewish.com/holidays/yomhaatz_ activities.shtml>; Internet. 
76 Irving Halperin. Messengers from the Dead: Literature of the Holocaust. The Westminster 
Press, Philadelphia, 1970, p. 27. 
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managed to survive.  Jan Komski, a survivor of Auschwitz, recalls how his faith in 

God enabled him to survive. 

I truly believed that I would not make it through the night so…I repeated 
the Shema. The Shema is the last thing that a Jew says before death. As I 
repeated the Shema (I)… knew that my faith in him remained and so he 
kept me alive through the appalling conditions of my time at Auschwitz.77 

                                                 
77 “Exemplification Project.” [article on-line], (Accessed 16 March 2005), available from 
<http://www.devon.gov.uk/dcs/re/exemp/8/doc1.htm>; Internet. 
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CHAPTER VIII 
 

THE COMPOSERS  
 

Play, lull with your music all the sadness in my heart, the way my 
mother used to lull away all my pain with a song. 

     Mordechai Gebirtig (Hey, Musicians) 
 

Hirsh Glick 

Born in Vilna, Lithuania in 1920, Hirsh Glick led an important and 

influential, albeit short life.  Not much is known about his life, but it is believed 

that Glick died some time after July 1944 when he escaped from a concentration 

camp somewhere in Estonia, disappearing into the surrounding forest.  Most of 

Glick’s works, both poems and songs are considered lost.  The few songs that 

remain are infused with his youth, his anger, and his unwavering belief that one 

day they would all be free.  In Balade fun Broynem Teater (Ballad of the brown 

theater), Glick speaks indirectly about the Nazi brown shirts.  To speak out 

directly would have been dangerous, but without doubt, all who heard or sang the 

song knew that Glick was referring to those who terrified and tortured the Jews.   

Outside of Vilna a work camp was built in the midst of a swamp.  Glick 

volunteered to go there and be used, along with the other men, to the job 

normally done by horses.  While there, he wrote a song in which his certainty of 

freedom and the survival of the Jewish people is expressed.  It reads in part: “In 



 

 48

the cold ground lies a precious stone hidden – The beginning…”78  

The two songs that remain part of the present day Yiddish folk-song 

literature are Shtil di Nakht iz Oysegeshternt, and Zog Nit Keyn Mol.  Those who 

fought for their lives during the Holocaust, as well as for the independence of 

Israel, drew strength from Glick’s Zog Nit Keyn Mol and it reverberates today as 

a song of bravery.79 

 
Mordechai Gebirtig 

 
Mordechai (Markus) Gebirtig (originally Bertig) was a Yiddish poet, 

songwriter, husband, father and victim of the Holocaust.  He was born in Krakow, 

Poland in 1877 and with the exception of the eighteen months he lived in 

Lagiewniki, he lived and died in Krakow.  At the age of 31, Gebirtig married, and 

this union was blessed with three daughters, Shifra, Eva and Lola.  As described 

by Simcha Simchovich: 

He was a simple man endowed with an unusual poetical and musical 
talent and a rare, gentle soul, permeated with compassion for every living 
person.  He was especially moved by the plight of the weak and 
subjugated in society: orphan and widow, women wronged by men, 
working men and the unemployed…No wonder, therefore, that people 
received his songs so warmly and considered him their singer and 
spokesman.80 
 

Gebirtig died at the hands of the Nazis on 4 June 1943.  It was on this day, 

known as Bloody Thursday, that the Nazis liquidated the ghetto.  Gebirtig was 

                                                 
78 Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang!, p. 66. 
79 Ibid., p. 66. 
80 Mordechai Gebirtig. The Song that Never Died: The Poetry of Mordechai Gebirtig. Translation 
and Introduction by Simcha Simchovich.  Mosaic Press, Niagara Falls, 2001, p. i. 
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shot in the street by a German soldier on the way to the trains that were headed 

to the death camp, Belzets.81  

Gebirtig was both a poet and composer, although he had no formal 

training as either.  His wife and daughters helped him compose his melodies and 

Julius Hoffman, a close friend and professional musician undertook the task of 

writing down the melodies.  Gebirtig had help from his friends in other aspects of 

his life as well. 

In 1920, due to the efforts of his friends, his first book, Folkstimlikh (In 

popular vein) was published.  This book contained eighteen or twenty poems, 

depending on the source, none of which were set to music. At this time, 

Gebirtig’s verses focused on family and being Jewish, including poems such as 

Childhood Years, Avremele and Yosele, Sleep, My Child, and Dear Mother, I 

want some advice.  In 1936, a second collection, Mayne Lieder (My songs) was 

published with fifty-three songs.  The eighteen songs and poems that Gebirtig 

wrote from 1936 until his death in 1942 were published posthumously in 1946 

under the title s’Brent! (It burns!).  In 1997, a collection of sixty-eight poems and 

twelve songs was published in a book entitled Mayn Feyfele (My little flute). 

The song Shifreles Portret (1939) focuses on Gebirtig’s separation from 

his eldest daughter, Shifre.  In reaction to the separation and the environment of 

fear, Gebirtig wrote the poem and music to Shifreles Portret. Various composers 

including Chanah Milner, Jacques Verheijen, and Simon Sargon have set this 

poem to music, attesting to the power of the Gebirtig’s words.  

                                                 
81 Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang!, pp. 18-19. 
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The title of his 1946 posthumous publication was the title of one song that 

stands out, in retrospect, for its frighteningly clear vision of what was going to 

happen to the Jewish people:  Undzer Shtetl Brent! (Our town is burning!).  This 

piece was written in 1938 in reaction to a series of pogroms that culminated in 

the burning of the town of Przytyk, Poland.  In the past, Gebirtig’s poetry was 

focused on family and the unfortunate individuals that he saw in Krakow.  This 

song, for the first time, incorporates a biting sarcasm.82  Gebirtig was a humble 

man who had the strength of his convictions and the courage to call for 

resistance at a time when to do so was dangerous. This song expresses, among 

other sentiments, the inaction of the occupants of the town. He writes:  

And you stand there, looking on with folded arms,  
and you stand, calmly looking on –  
our town is burning…83  
 

Later in this poem he calls on the inhabitants to:  

…douse it even with your own blood,  
please show that you can do it.   
Brothers, don’t stand by calmly with folded arms.84  
 

Through mid-October 1940, his musical expression defines his dismay at the 

collaboration between the Poles and the Nazis. The poem S’tut Vey (It hurts), 

written in February 1940, describes the pain Gebirtig felt in being betrayed by his 

own countrymen who watched and laughed while their neighbors, now 

                                                 
82 Ibid., p. 13-17. 
83 Mordechai Gebirtig. The Song that Never Died, p. 150-151. 
84 Ibid., p. 150-51. 
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considered Jews instead of Poles, get beaten up and humiliated by having their 

beards cut off. 85    

The tone of his work changed after mid-October 1940 when Gebirtig found 

a safe haven in the nearby village of Lagiewniki.  While there, the subject of his 

songs focused on Krakow, revenge, and hope.  Poems written in Lagiewniki 

include: Stay Well, Krakow; My Dream; and A Day of Retribution.  

In April 1942, Gebirtig once again was confined in the Krakow ghetto. Until 

his death three months later, on 4 June, his poetry and music describe the 

conditions of the ghetto: somber, gloomy and filled with fear.86  One month before 

his death Gebirtig wrote S’iz Gut (It’s good), a song infused with an almost 

insufferable sarcasm and cynicism that previously had not been part of this mans 

character.  Shoshana Kalisch wrote, “…it took the horrors of Nazi oppression to 

change the ‘gentle harp’ into a bitter voice of rebellion.”87 In part, this poem 

reads: 

It’s good, it’s good, it’s good the Jews shout: it’s good!  The savage enemy 
moves quickly, without mercy – wherever he reaches life is utterly ruined. 
And the Jews shout: it’s good, And the Jews beam – it’s good, Things are 
well, are fine, They couldn’t be any better.88 
 

The willingness of Mordechai Gebirtig to share himself through his poetry and 

music allow us to see his true character.  From his works that speak of the joy of 

his family, of watching his daughters marry, of the heartbreaking Shifrele’s 
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87 Shoshana Kalisch with Barbara Meister.  Yes, We Sang!, p. 19. 
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Portret, and of the final calls for vengeance, Gebirtig invites us into his most 

intimate world and allows us to glimpse at his very soul.   

 
Simon A. Sargon 

 
Born on April 6, 1938 to an Indian father of Sephardic heritage and a 

Russian mother of Ashkenazi heritage, Simon A. Sargon was welcomed into the 

world as it was entering the deadliest years known to mankind.  Sargon spent his 

first year in Bombay, India before enduring the ocean voyage to the United 

States.  He was brought up in an extremely Jewish household, not simply 

because he was raised as an Orthodox Jew, but also because so many family 

discussions focused on Jewish and Zionistic issues.  Sargon attended Hebrew-

speaking camp, and expressed that “you can’t help but be very involved in the 

Jewish experience and the Holocaust in particular if you come from that 

background.”89   

Attending Brandeis University from 1955-1959, he graduated in 1959 as 

the class valedictorian.  He continued his education in composition and 

accompanying at the Juilliard School, where he received his Masters degree in 

1962.  Throughout his education at Brandeis and Juilliard, Sargon studied piano 

with Mieczyslaw Horszowski, who taught at the Curtis Institute of Music in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  Although Sargon studied composition with Irving 

Fine, Vincent Persichetti, and Darius Milhaud, he felt that his greatest influences 

were Benjamin Britten, Leonard Bernstein, Sergei Prokofiev, and the great 
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classical composers who inspired him with the nobility of their musical 

language.90  

Stylistically Sargon recalls that he attempted many different styles, 

including twelve-tone composition and writing in the style of Webern, who was at 

the height of his popularity in the late fifties and early sixties.  Sargon also 

explored musical comedy and musical theater in the pursuit of finding his own 

voice.   

Although Sargon rebelled against his Orthodox upbringing after leaving his 

home, his connection, from his early teens, to the victims of the Holocaust 

remained strong. 

I was about 12 or 13 when the impact of the Holocaust really hit me: the 
idea that 6 million people were killed, among whom might have been 
another Freud, another Einstein, another Mahler.  The realization that so 
much of European Jewry, which had given such rich cultural gifts to 
mankind, was totally wiped out.  The horror of it was overwhelming.91 
 

The effect the Holocaust had on Sargon is briefly explained in the program notes 

for the debut of his Symphony No.1, “Holocaust.” 

I think that every Jew today, in thinking about the Holocaust, is aware of 
what his fate might have been had he lived in Europe at that time.  Despite 
your position, your achievements or your wealth, the fact that you were 
Jewish could suffice to send you off in the boxcars.  The sense of being 
spared brings in its wake a complex mixture of emotions ranging from guilt 
to relief.92 
 

In this author’s experience, Sargon is a kind, gentle, and energetic man who, 

despite his move away from organized religion, has a palpable spirituality.  

                                                 
90 Simon Sargon, personal interview, 2/16/2005. 
91 Laurie C. Schulman, Stagebill: Dallas Symphony “Comments, Symphony No.1, ‘Holocaust.’” 
B&B Enterprises, Inc. Chicago, 1991, p.28. 
92 Ibid., p.28. 
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“Despite the horrors that haunt us, art and prayer are a means of transcending 

the insanity of the Holocaust.  For me, prayer through art is a way of bridging the 

gap between God and man, a gap created by the reality of man’s cruelty to his 

own kind.”93  

His ability to bridge this gap and to pray through his music is seen in his 

works addressing various Jewish subjects.  In finding material for vocal works, 

Sargon looks for poetry that draws forth an emotional response and translates 

into musical tones.  He also chooses poetry that inherently has a prevalent 

enough rhythm to suggest a musical motif.94  Ash un Flamen was originally 

conceived as a cycle of seven songs. The final composition contains five of the 

original seven, and utilizes poetry by four poets.  The five songs are: Treblinker 

Peysekh (Passover in Treblinka), A Vogn Shikh (A wagonful of shoes), Roykhn 

(Smoke of Jewish children), Shifreles Portret (Shifrele’s portrait), and Kadesh 

(Kaddish).  Through these five songs, Sargon delves into the horrors of the 

Holocaust in a way that allows the performer and the audience to share in the 

experience and to arrive at the culmination of the cycle with a sense of 

understanding, having been touched by the music and not driven away from the 

sensitive subject matter through a bombardment of anger and accusation. The 

use of the Kaddish at the end of the cycle is especially symbolic of Judaism.  The 

Kaddish is recited in memory of a loved one who has parted, yet it includes no 

mention of death; rather it praises God and speaks of peace.    
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CHAPTER IX 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

He who makes peace in his heavens, He will make peace for 
us and for all Israel. 

      -Kaddish 
 

During the 19th century, Jews represented seven-tenths of one percent of 

the 2.3 billion people who inhabited the earth.  Presently, the Jewish population 

is between 14 and 17 million Jews95 and the population of the earth is estimated 

to be between 6.5 to 7 billion individuals,96 or just over two-tenths of one percent 

of the world population. Finding an answer to why the statistically insignificant 

Jewish population is the subject of such passionate hatred is not easily 

answered.  Nonetheless, for whatever reasons, antisemitism has been part of 

society for millennia and is still active today. 

Antisemitism takes all forms including Holocaust denial.  For several 

decades after the end of the Holocaust, Nazi supporters denied the entire event 

citing a Jewish conspiracy whose goal was to gain reparations from Germany 

and to create the needed sympathy to establish a Jewish state.  Although there 

are still groups who adhere to the Jewish conspiracy concept, over the past 

twenty-five years, the deniers have taken a more insidious approach. Websites 

                                                 
95 Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics. “World Jewish Population.” [article on-line], (Accessed 25 
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Internet. 
96 CIA – The World Fact Book. [article on-line], (Accessed 25 March 2005), available from < 
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/xx.html>; Internet. 
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such as Happy Holocaust97 spread misinformation that would make the chief of 

propaganda for the Third Reich, Joseph Goebbels, a proud man.  Other 

Websites, such as the American National Socialist Party, originally named the 

American Nazi Party, and founded by George Lincoln Rockwell, clearly states its 

purpose.   

We must have an all-White America; an America in which our children and 
our grandchildren will play and go to school with other White children; an 
America in which they will date and marry other young people of our own 
race; an America in which all their offspring will be beautiful, healthy White 
babies —never raceless mongrels. We must have an America without 
swarming black filth in our schools, on our buses and in our places of 
work; an America in which our cultural, social, business and political life is 
free of alien, Jewish influence; an America in which White people are the 
sole masters of our own destiny. 98   

 
Other forms of antisemitism include physical violence on individuals, 

destruction of property and desecration of cemeteries.  Music plays an ever-

increasing role in antisemitism as well.  Because of the power of music, 

especially on the younger generations, the recording business has become a 

boon for voicing antisemetic ideas.  The Nordland label, based and produced in 

Sweden, is entirely devoted to neo-Nazi/Aryan supremacist bands, and they 

have a magazine that spouts the same violent and antisemetic message.99 

The response to antisemitism, in its many forms, is to keep the memory of 

the Holocaust alive utilizing whatever avenues are available. Poetry and stories 

                                                 
97 Happy Camper. “Happy Holocaust.” [article on-line], (Accessed 25 March 2005), available from 
<http://www.vanguardnewsnetwork.com/2005/Camper020105 HappyHolocost.htm>; Internet. 
98 George Lincoln Rockwell. “Goals and Objectives of the National Socialist White People’s 
Party.” [article on-line], (Accessed 25 March 2005), available from 
<http://www.americannaziparty.com/rockwell/materials/index.shtml>; Internet. 
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(Accessed 30 March 2005), available from <http://www.axt. org.uk/>; Internet. 



 

 57

continue to be written, and music continues to be composed. All of these works 

of literature and art are meant to tell a part of the entire story. 

Judaism has long honored the telling of stories; it is part of the Jewish 

tradition.  Every year when Jews gather to celebrate Passover, Purim, and 

Chanukah, stories are told of our ancestors and their experiences.  We each tell 

the stories differently, since we each bring a different life experience to the 

narrative, but we all tell the stories surrounded by family and friends.  We do so 

because those who were enslaved in Egypt are no longer here to tell us their 

story, just as those who were trapped in the inferno of Hitler’s insanity will also no 

longer be with us to tell their stories.  We learn the stories from our parents and 

our grandparents, and we know it is our responsibility to pass this knowledge, 

and this tradition on to our children.   

This responsibility is vital not only to the survival of Judaism but for the 

survival of mankind.  To learn and remember our history will hopefully allow us to 

prevent horrific events from occurring in the future.  Never has the world seen 

such a methodical and systematic intent to destroy an entire people as was seen 

during the Holocaust.  To recognize the tragedy of the Holocaust, to educate, to 

raise awareness, and to prevent racism and prejudice are the reasons for the 

continued study and dissemination of this material.  It is not done to prevent the 

wounds from healing; rather with the hope that mankind will never face these 

horrors again.   



 

 58

The number of survivors alive in 1997 was estimated to be between 

350,000100 and 900,000101 people. Those who were children at the end of the 

Holocaust are now in their sixties. Some of these survivors used music to heal 

and to educate, others wrote books, poetry, or created works of art.  As those 

who survived finally yield to the autumn of their lives, they are no longer able to 

personally educate others using their vehicle of expression. The responsibility 

needs to be hoisted upon the shoulders of a new generation, one with a younger, 

albeit more innocent voice.  In the not too distant future the world will mourn the 

last survivor of the Holocaust. Their memories will be kept alive through the 

performances of Holocaust song literature which tell their stories. 
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