Reﬂect & Respond Program 2022
Remembering the Holocaust through David Labkovski’s Art
www.davidlabkovskiproject.org

The mission of the David Labkovski Project is to educate about the Holocaust through the art
of David Labkovski, (1906-1991) who survived the Holocaust in Siberian exile. By engaging
students and viewers with his paintings and sketches, the DLP shares lessons of life, survival,
tolerance, acceptance and the importance of bearing witness to history.
The DLP Reflect and Respond Program invites participants to submit poetry, prose and
creative submissions in response to David Labkovksi’s artwork. Submissions for the Reflect
and Respond program are an opportunity for adults and students (age 12 and up) to
participate and engage in discussions about the Holocaust and the dangers of antisemitism.
You can find our submission guidelines here.
We are happy to present you with the winning submissions of 2022.

Cory Issner Jakl
מודים אנו לך

Since working on my family’s genealogy, I
have become fascinated with our ancestors.
My father’s maternal side hails from Vilna, so
my connection is
strong. Imagining my family on the streets
that Mr. Labkovski painted, and possibly
worshiping at the Great Synagogue,
feels true.
The piece with the woman in her
red shawl holding a vessel,
got me thinking about the women
in my family, pre-Holocaust.

I recently had an ancestral healing.
According to the belief that we carry within
our DNA any traumas an ancestor may have
suffered, we can do a short meditation, bring
that relative forth, and then heal the traumas.
That then helps to clear it out of our own
bodies. In my case, the spiritualist (who is
the wife of a rabbi) saw a young girl,
many generations back in my family, looking
sad, mal-nourished and lonely. In
order to heal myself, I needed to go back (in
my mind) and heal her.

Though I found the session interesting, I
did not know if that was a fact. But it didn’t
matter. I have continued to think about
that young girl, who became a grown
woman, and with the help of the Rebbetzin
and myself, we were able to give her the
healing she needed during her lifetime.
Reﬂecting on the woman as painted by
David Labkovsky, who looked as though
she might be some type of healer with her
own vessel (and I love that metaphor), I
created my own Village Healer. Pairing the
art with the words Modim Anachnu Lach,
placing the Hebrew letters as though
conjured from her hand, faith that we
always have hope in G-d is the ultimate
healing.

Leah Margolis
The House - Before and After

I can feel the snow tickle my nose gently,
as my father's warm hand wraps itself in mine.
Though he is deep in his thoughts of learning,
he stands upright in a respectable pose.
His large hand intertwined in mine,
tells me that for me he will always make the time.
I see the path before me clearly,
though it's decked in dabs of white.
The snow bounces off my rooftop,
as it reﬂects its sunlight.

A roaring ﬁre will warm me,
as I return home from shul.

His sharp eyes have dulled with worries,
as his deep furrows further proclaim.

My Mama's presence behind me,
though she doesn't come along.

My hands yearn for his hands to clasp them,
but his hands are occupied as are mine.

She will greet me with her kugels,
and her calm and steady song.

I can hear brother's deep sigh,
as he hears Mama's groan.

There are homes with brushstrokes of color,
intermixed with blots of snowy white.

Her hands enwrap a self-made basket,
carrying the last morsels of our food.

My legs walk effortlessly,
I can see a future in this place.
------------------------------------

She brieﬂy carries a tune,
telling of past woes and exile.

The snow pounds my face with its furry,
as my hands push the sleigh with all my might.

My eyes blinded by the snow,
there is no demarcation to depict a road.

My father's back bends farther,
as he pulls a heavy load.
His eyes shift slowly to the ground,
as he drags all his material wealth.

As the Nazi soldier enters,
the sun dims, and all turns to ice.
My limbs suddenly unable to move,
perhaps we will all become frozen in time.

Elias Fenig
North Hollywood High School
This piece by Labkovski is a very interesting one.
First, we see ruins and destroyed buildings
everywhere. This shows the extent of the damage
down to the buildings. Even the intact buildings look
bare and seem to lack windows. Yet even more
important is the lack of people. Whereas the streets
of Vilna are filled with people in paintings by
Labkovski of earlier times, here we find nobody.

This gives the town an eerie feeling, and it illustrates the extent of
the death caused during the Holocaust. The snow on the ground
also helps to show the chronological timing of the painting, likely
portraying the city during winter. The image is a somber one, and
is a time of quiet reflection for the viewer to attempt to grasp the
depth of the Holocaust, especially when compared to drawings of
earlier times.
Arguably, the absence of telltale signs of war, like bodies or
destroyed vehicles, adds to the painting. It depicts how often, the
survivors of the Holocaust knew nothing about their relatives and
friends. If they were killed, they were likely buried in mass graves
or burned. This lack of knowledge was arguably worse than
knowing who died because it meant survivors lacked closure.
Often, their stories end with “I never saw my family again.” The
worst had to be expected. In addition, often, there wasn’t much of
a battle. The Jewish people knew there was little they could do
against the Nazis. While some, like Abba Kovner, stood up, many
went silently, away from their homes and families, and were often
never seen again.
The horror expressed by this image is very powerful and
overtaking. Labkovski has a remarkable ability to portray such
emotion with his paintings, and the fact that they depict his life
make them stronger.

Anne Lowe
A Kristallnacht Memory

Can I run my fingers through your beard
To touch the diamonds of glass there?
The glow of the fires reminds me of Shabbas.

Zaydie, look at me!
Zaydie, speak to me!

But your shirt is too red.
But I know you have bled.

A red blossom on your white shirt is growing,
Each stitch of one buttonhole is turning crimson.
One thread follows another.

Isaac took the Torah from your arms.
It is hidden in a safe place.
Don’t worry. The Etz Chayim survives.

I cannot look away.
I cannot go away.

I will love you forever, Zaydie!
I will miss you forever, Zaydie!

Susan Beth Furst
Cake Walk

Hamentashen, Hamentashen,
Hadassah calling through the ages
interceding for her people.

They tried to kill us
but we survived—
and Haman,
BOOOOOOOOOO,
hanging from the very gallows
he built for us.
And a little boy
with a runny nose,
a mother like Esther
imploring him
to tidy up
for the festival—
when we defeated our enemies
with the help of a king.
Now, we will live forever
in peace,
only smoke
and a distant thunder
on the horizon.

Susanna Schulten
Devastated Mother

Dr. Deborah Rapaport Ishida
Man's Inhumanity to Man

Denounced
Degraded
Beaten
Forced into ghettos
Packed into trains
With no room to breathe
Sent to concentration camps
And to showers that spewed deadly gas
Where was the conscience of the world?
Dastardly medical experimentation
Lampshades made from human skin
Whole families wiped out
Men, women and children
Liberation of the camps
Rescue of living skeletons
To live on
To remind the world
Never again

Paul Mirbach
Faces Tell Stories
An eight year old boy on Zaida’s knee,
He picks up a picture and shows it to me.
That’s Hymie, and Sheyna, and Beila and Yankel””
I point to an old man, he says “he was my uncle”.
I look up at his face and ask “where are they now”?
“They’re gone”, he says and furrows his brow.

He tells me a story of a street and a house,

He taught me a lesson, my Zaida, that day,
Of how to remember, a personal way.
That faces tell stories, those seen and those not,
They beseech us to listen, lest be forgot.
And listen we must, it is who we are,
A Jew must be free, not wear a star.
Each number, a face and each face a number,
Each with a story that we must remember.
The pictures show faces, eyes that don’t see,
And I take a deep sigh and think, “That could be me!”
And each face implores us, “never again”!
And this is our duty, as Jews and as men.

And the echo of jackboots and men shouting, “Raus!”
A story too sad for a young boy to hear,
But tell it he must, while he wipes at a tear.
It was when I was older that I got what he said,
Why no uncles or cousins. They were all dead.

v

Bodies were broken, tortured, and burned,
But spirits, like letters, lost then returned,
With liberation, the fire resurged,
Out of the ashes, a nation emerged.
Determined and driven, with tooth and with nail,
We forged our homeland, our Israel!

Benjamin Miller
David Labkovski depicts Sholem Aleichem surrounded by his
characters in a state of loving admiration. They are richly
diverse in the colour of their outfits, their occupations, and
positions in the scene (and in society) relative to each other and
to him, yet they are united in their admiration of him. This
painting reflects the fact that Ashkenazi Jewry were his
characters, and he was both adored by them and no less one of
them. In depicting this scene, Labkovski depicts Sholem
Aleichem’s success in achieving two of the highest aspirations of
art.

Firstly, he represented the people and their life. This
representation was not merely the detached reflection of a cool
mirror, but the warmth of a champion who chose to write in a
language that was looked down upon by others about subjects
many deemed unworthy for Jewish progress and cultural
renaissance. Sholem Aleichem’s authenticity was not a scientific
or historical one but one borne of vibrant affection which is
echoed in Labkovski’s own style. Secondly, Sholem Aleichem
whose stories, following S. Y. Abramowitz, often feature the
storyteller to whom the stories are told, situated himself squarely
in his art. For Labkovski, whose subjects were often the settings
of his own life, Sholem Aleichem must have represented the
summit of his own ambitions as an artist. In our own times
European representational traditions of art are often maligned in
favour of the subjective abstract self discovery aspirations of
contemporary art. In this context, the subjective affirmation
embodied in Aleichem and Labkovski’s art, representing
themselves amongst their people and their communities, is a
remarkable balancing act. Though Labkovski did paint a
self-portrait, it is only in relation to both the creations (characters)
v
and audience (readers) that the artist is fully expressed.

Alfred Krupa
The Shadow People

Deborah Blum
Bad Buchau Synagogue

Keren M. Goldberg
Being Jewish - A Portrait
Often oppressed, without a voice

History tells the long story

Wanderers we become, not by choice

It is clear, with pain and glory

Faced to arrive and start anew

The passages are strewn with grief

It is repeated throughout the ages for the Jew

Tales that make you want to weep
No matter, rising up or falling down

Yet Jews march on in all times

Finding laughter or broken with frowns

With melodies in the air like chimes

The Book, the words ignite our hearts

Practicing the need to survive

Sometimes our hopes are in a single cart

While keeping that joy of being alive
Praying in silence, praying in chants

What are the lessons written to say

Spreading the shawl, having the urge to dance

That come from our ancestral byways

The minor notes are certainly the cue

Make your roots deep in the ground

Welcoming the laments and Holy peace for the Jew

Insist on blooming where home life is found

Shay Paul
From the Holocaust in Vilna through Ponary to
Renewal in Safed
In the shadow of the shadow of the Holocaust I walk. David
Labkovski, witness to before and after, sees even in the darkest
hours color. In shadows, there is chiaroscuro, the Manichean
world of black and white, and, at best, maybe grey on a good
day. In art, there is redemption, color.
I am not a survivor, not even second gen, but I inhabit their
shadows, second gen shadows. As a child, relatives with
tattooed numbers visited, numbers never explained. Something
horrible happened they replied. They are gone now.
David Labkovski speaks for them.

I visited the concentration camps; I visited Vilna, home to my
grandparents and Labkovski; I said Kaddish in the majestic
forest of Ponary where silence and sweet pine needles mask
murder of an extended family I will never know. Labkovski’s
Ponary is in color, the forest where 100,000 Jews were
murdered by Nazis and their collaborators, where pits today
echo their last words. Blood-soaked ground, sunshine yellow, no
red, no black.
I grew up on hatred and fear, of Nazis of yesterday, of Germans
today, of collaborators everywhere, of neighbors who turn on
you, of the Other. Our history is black and white, you are one of
us or you are the Other. Sadly, much supports this. I grew up
with certainty that the world is terrible, never safe; the moment
you forget, the Other waits. And, then there is art.
I visited Safed, where Labkovski made his final home. This
mystical world he paints in color with dominant blues; they
remind of heaven or thwart the Evil Eye. He paints himself and
his wife small in a corner of this magical spiritual space, our tiny
selves, a speck in the scheme of things, in this universe. Their
dwarfed smallness in some cosmic way a commentary on
promise, tomorrow, Israel, hope, transcendent. Labkovski’s art
jettisons the Other outside the shadows. Tzimtzum, making
room for the holy.

Fred Finkelstein
Leaving Memel - Refugees from the Reich
Film: https://vimeo.com/256360106/2c142b998f

Geoffrey Philp
My Mother's Hands

When my mother asked me to go into the forest
to gather herbs that she would mix with chicken
broth, onions, cabbage, potatoes, carrots, beets,
and stirred a pot with her hands that fed everyone
in our family, especially on feast days like Sukkot,
she’d tell fables about dybbuks when I wouldn’t listen
to her advice, myths to keep me safe from the plots
of those who always wanted to bring our people to ruin.
But when black ravens descended on our town,
tearing husbands from wives, mothers from children,
cousins, and grandparents, wiping out generations,
I believed her stories were true—that there were men
who murdered without remorse, and heard her voice
again,
“If you see them, run away as fast you can, my son. Run!”

Raquel Solomon
Vilna Synagogue

The Alef-Beys poured from cries.
The letters circled the world in confusion.
Without words to hold them they drifted
almost forgotten.
Unconnected they were light,
about to lose consciousness
they folded in upon their loneliness

My poem, Vilna Synagogue is inspired by the paintings from
The World That Was exhibit of David Labkovski. The Great
Vilna Synagogue that was the center of a vibrant Jewish
existence soon to be destroyed by the Nazi’s, and later the
Soviets. Paintings of the Jewish people of Vilna living their
daily lives soon to be murdered. I chose to have the Yiddish
Alphabet merge with the Jewish people. The letters cry and
circle the world lost until they find each other again as the
Jewish people continue on.

as the wind struggled to form their sounds.
Through the trees the letters fell
together and found each.other
in new words and knew they would remain.

Stephen Conroy
Before, During, After

Before
Life is normal
At any time it can explode
During
Life is hell on earth
Loving our self pulls us through
After
Life is normal
Nothing changed

Monica Jean Siegel
Candle Lighting
When I became aware of the David Labkovski Project,
it occurred to me that the collage would be suitable for
the Project's theme: "The World That Was Lost". At
candle lighting time, traditional Jewish women reflect on
the past week and bless the arrival of a sacred time and
space, the Sabbath. In the collage, a woman's invisible
reflection is depicted by quiet imagery of broken
spaces, torn down urban buildings, life asunder, an
overall disruption of peace and holiness, and yet from
above, somehow abiding spirituality.
Were I to emulate a David Labkovski painting, my
attempt to learn from him would
be to draw and color scenes of
Jewish life, ordinary people and
places in Eastern Europe before,
during, and after the Holocaust
era.

Michael Rolf
Tarbut V’Torah Community Day School
The Destruction of Vilna
The differences between the before and after of Vilna
mostly consist of the different styles in which Labkovski
portrays each time period, and especially in the color and
scene differences. In the before, the skies are clear and the
town and people are painted with vibrant, light, happy
colors, whereas the destruction has clouded and gray skies
with more dark and reddish tones to symbolize destruction
and blood.

The destruction assimilates all of the garbage and ruins with the
city to show what it has become, and the before pictures blend
the people and streets together to show how that was what
coalesced before. The destruction also appears more warped
than it really is, to represent how his reality was distorted
because he couldn’t believe this is what happened to his city.
Focusing on the synagogue, before it was destroyed, the top of it
always extends over the rooflines of the other buildings,
symbolizing that it has a greater presence. It also has many more
details than the other buildings, making it the centerpiece. In the
paintings where the city has been destroyed, it has lost its
windows, one of the most distinctive details, and it no longer
appears larger or higher than other buildings; making it blend in
with the rest of the destruction. When it blends in with the
destruction, it foreshadows the later destruction of the
synagogue - because once it has been destroyed, it’s still there,
but in pieces, left to assimilate with the ground. The synagogue
also appears somewhat smaller in the first painting of the
destruction, suggesting that after it was defaced and left to face
demolition, it lost its purpose of being a place of worship for
higher power and has since descended to the level of everything
else.

Ilana Fried Madden
Milken Community High School
A Grip Stronger Than Stone
My mother’s name was Malka, like a queen. She lived up
to her name so regal with her poise and manners, A fierce
protector, untouchable and unmatched in her wisdom and
kindness. And most importantly, she was mine. She took
great care of her kingdom, poured her love into me. So
when they came, she held tight. She squared her
shoulders, stood tall, and stared them down. They didn’t
stand a chance against her. But they spoke to her in words
too big, to harsh, too fast for me to understand, Yet she
understood. And her stance broke a little, her brow
furrowed and she looked down at me, and held tight. I
couldn’t understand why she did what they asked. She was
Malka, after all, a queen. And why would a queen sew on
an ugly yellow star on her favorite coat? Since when does
a queen let others speak to her with those words? Why
must a queen leave her home in a hurry? For a while I was
angry at her. Her throne was made of stone, her power
unlimited.

She could move mountains, send fiery dragons after them,
command battalions of soldiers, But she gave in. She wasn’t
supposed to give in. She was my mother, Malka, the fearless,
powerful ruler of our world, nothing could stop her. How could she
forget? But when they finally took her, they took me too. And
suddenly there were so many kingdoms and so many other worlds
around us. Ours became small and she held me closer. Our
kingdom was being destroyed so she kept me safe within the walls
of our castle, guarding us with her strength. But they smashed at
the walls and the stone began chipping away, Some arrows hit
their targets, And they were taking away so much. But of all the
things they took, it hurt most when they took her name. When I
called for the queen no one knew who I was talking about. I could
no longer call her Malka for no one knew who Malka was. All that
defined her was a number, the number written along her arms,
arms somehow still strong enough to hold me. And suddenly the
queen that had ruled my kingdom all my life seemed forgotten, like
she’d never existed, her hand on my shoulder the only reminder.
And some part of me hoped that she would fight, that she was just
waiting for the right moment when she would stand up and
reclaim her throne. But soon I realized, she was holding me so
tight, Because I was all she had left.She could move mountains,
send fiery dragons after them, command battalions of soldiers, But
she gave in.

She wasn’t supposed to give in. She was my mother,
Malka, the fearless, powerful ruler of our world, nothing
could stop her. How could she forget? But when they
finally took her, they took me too. And suddenly there
were so many kingdoms and so many other worlds
around us. Ours became small and she held me closer.
Our kingdom was being destroyed so she kept me safe
within the walls of our castle, guarding us with her
strength. But they smashed at the walls and the stone
began chipping away, Some arrows hit their targets, And
they were taking away so much. But of all the things they
took, it hurt most when they took her name. When I
called for the queen no one knew who I was talking
about. I could no longer call her Malka for no one knew
who Malka was. All that defined her was a number, the
number written along her arms, arms somehow still
strong enough to hold me. And suddenly the queen that
had ruled my kingdom all my life seemed forgotten, like
she’d never existed, her hand on my shoulder the only
reminder. And some part of me hoped that she would
fight, that she was just waiting for the right moment
when she would stand up and reclaim her throne. But
soon I realized, she was holding me so tight, Because I
was all she had left.

Fear entwined with their skin
Seeping into their bones

Dinah Megibow-Taylor
Moorestown Friends School
The First March

The same ones carrying them
Together
Towards their last glimmer of togetherness

A baby wailed,
But it was not heard over
The marching monotone of a people
Headed into the
Ghetto.

That was not synonymous with death.

Blurred faces smeared across the rubble,
Sorrow clutched their hands

All too similar

To all that was left,

Features lost to the fright of

The white knapsacks

Heading into the

With no more than a man’s

Ghetto.

Precious cloth, heritage, and pride.
A shared pride soon to be taken,

A fear of an unknown fate

Stolen from its benevolent beholders,

Scrawled into the eyes

Reduced to a six-point inscription

Of those

Golden and gleaming

Headed into the

That echoed more than words ever would.

Ghetto.

Suddenly, the children fret no more,
The cloth, then dropped.
The last sweet, sullen taste of freedom was
Replaced by an ultimate suffering
With dread swirled into the rosy melancholy of sky
For they were
Heading into the
Ghetto.

Michael Shacham
Holocaust Torah scrolls Bronze
Temple Bnai or, Morristown NJ

Jason Potell
Arise! Arise!

Arise ‘neath weight of Pharaoh’s walls!

Arise! Arise! Our last Breath calls!

Arise in Vilna’s snow and sin!

To Brothers! Sisters! Parents! Kin!

Arise through constant, hateful din!

Let us not live by murder’s whim -

Arise as one! Arise we all!

But free we rise, and free we fall!

In Sinai’s heat we wandered long,
And sands through time do follow still,
Endure we must for this is known:
When silenced voice roars into song
With ceaseless strength from human will
Through Elohim we find our home.

