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The Holocaust has affected every single person in Israel. It is a key event in the 

history of the Jewish people, and a formative influence on all aspects of Israeli society 

– politically, socially, economically and culturally. 

I can attest that it has affected my own life in many different ways, and in my 

research I sought to examine how it is reflected in Israeli art music. 

The preoccupation with the Holocaust only increases over the years, as the 

research into it grows deeper and new, deeper layers emerge. Paul Celan’s poem “The 

Eye of Time” powerfully expresses the growing preoccupation with the Holocaust, 

despite the passage of time. 

The last two lines emphasise that, even now, the dead continue to “flourish”. 

Celan’s poem dates back to 1963, but his words remain as relevant as ever. 

All confrontations with the “flourishing dead”, however, come up against 

Theodor Adorno’s statement from 1949, “To write poetry after Auschwitz is 

barbaric”.  

In my thesis, I examine how composers in Israel confront the Holocaust in their 

music, as well as their verbally-stated attitude towards the musical confrontation with 

the Holocaust.  

In Israeli poetry and literature, was a persistent and consistent artistic treatment 

of the Holocaust.  

In the visual arts, however, there was a gradual move from an initially-reserved 

attitude, which shied away from direct references to the Holocaust, towards a more 

open and direct confrontation. Music turned out to be more like the visual arts in this 

respect. As the composer and critic Oded Assaf observed, [quote] 

the leading names of the founders’ generation – Partos, Boskovich, Seter 

and others – avoided musical references to the Holocaust [...] they 

looked forward to the future of “Israeliness”, and did not wish – at least 

not publicly – to look backwards. This is a generalisation, of course; the 

younger generations, from their immediate successors onwards, turn 



increasingly to this subject, and perhaps this is a normal and 

understandable development. [unquote]1 

Second-generation composers, however, deal with the Holocaust primarily as part of 

their quest for different ways of expressing the coalescing Jewish and Israeli 

identities.  

 

 

 

Andre Hajdu (born in Hungary in 1932) composed few works related to the 

Holocaust. His foray into the subject accompany his quest for expressing himself 

musically as a religious believer, a devout Jew connected in his very soul to Jewish 

sources and history. His one work with explicit Holocaust references is Ludus 

Paschalis (1970), in which Hajdu evokes his childhood memories from the ghetto in 

Budapest.  

Arik Shapira (born in Israel in 1943) feels committed to confronting the 

Holocaust, and is notable for his ideas and analyses regarding the role of the 

Holocaust in Israeli music.2 In his view, the historical turning point of the twentieth 

century is the end of the Second World War, when the impossibility of separating art 

and morality became palpable. [quote] 

My profound interest in the Holocaust transformed, over the years, into 

a sense of moral obligation. [...] I feel even more strongly that I have a 

duty to write music that deals with the Holocaust, if only because of 

those views based on racism and hatred of the Palestinians. [unquote] 

 

 

 

 

 

Ruben Seroussi, born in Uruguay in 1959, expresses the opposite view: 

[quote] I never allow my music to deal with the Holocaust, Zionism, the 

wrongs of the Occupation, etc. In my view, there is something immoral 

                                                 

1  Oded Assaf, in interview with the author, July 2007.  

2  Arie Shapira, Thorn Among Roses (Haifa: Oryan, 2006; in Hebrew). 



about dealing with these topics through music. Instead of acting 

decisively in the real world, trying to change things, the composer stands 

in danger of “exploiting human suffering” to achieve artistic success. 

[unquote] 

Oded Assaf, born in Israel in 1947, expressed similar reservations towards 

Holocaust-related music. 

[quote] I feel a powerful resistance to the extroverted “Emotion 

Industry” surrounding the Holocaust [...] politically as well. Every new 

work that seeks to pull at my heart strings, and drown me in what 

Kaveret3 called “a bag of sentiments”, ends up pushing me away 

entirely. [unquote] 

Given these contradictory attitudes, I wanted to find out if there are deep 

elements which serve as keys for the confrontation with the Holocaust, and 

particularly to discover if there exist special “compositional code words” for the 

Holocaust. 

I also sought to characterise the musical syntax of these works. 

And Finally, I wanted to examine how these composers confront the danger of 

banalisation of the Holocaust, of transforming the representation of the horror into 

kitsch . 

To illustrate what I mean by “code words”, let us look at this poem by Dan 

Pagis, which is part of the standard high-school curriculum in Israel: 

written in pencil in the sealed railway car 

here in this carload 

I am Eve 

with Abel my son 

if you see my older son 

Cain son of Adam  

tell him that I 

 

Pagis draws on code words alluding to images that evoke the Holocaust – such 

as the sealed railway car transportation of Jews to the concentration camps – and 

combines them with mythical, Biblical allusions. The mythical first murder is thus 

associated with the genocide of the Jewish people. 

                                                 

3  Literally, bee-hive; an Israeli popular music group from the 1970s. 



Israeli vocal art-music associated with the Holocaust is usually based on texts 

which employ such code words. In general, there have been four main ways of 

referring to the Holocaust in texted music: 

1. Setting texts by poets  

2. Setting documentary texts, such as a diary or survivors’ testimonies;  

3. Setting texts from the Bible and traditional Jewish sources, often interleaved 

with poetic text, or a text by the composer; 

4.  Operas or incidental music for film and theatre. 

 

In my own study, however, I have chosen to focus on four instrumental works, 

by four major Israeli composers, who treat the Holocaust in different ways. On the 

assumption that text provides a starting-point for the composition of texted music, I 

wished to examine if an analogous starting-point can be found in instrumental, non-

texted works.  

There are many ways for composers to introduce references to the Holocaust 

into non-texted, instrumental works: quotations of East-European Jewish melodies; 

the use of specific, evocative sonorities; the evocation of visual (sometimes abstract) 

or theatrical imagery; references to other artistic media through ekphrasis; quotations 

from different sources, mainly from German culture; and instrumental works inspired 

by literary, documentary or mythical texts.  

In this lecture, I demonstrate each of these approaches. 

 My research has proven that most of the works related to the holocaust share 

three common elements: 

Firstly, they all use the Jewish melos as a code word: just as the text serves as a 

starting point in vocal works, the Jewish melos serves as a starting point for 

instrumental works concerned with the Holocaust.  

Secondly, in terms of artistic syntax, they all end with a deliberately open 

ending, a sense of unresolved tension.  

Thirdly, the composers avoid the danger of banality and kitsch in their treatment 

of this subject by creating a sense of aesthetic distance and avoiding an overly-

concrete approach to programmatic writing as I will illustrate later.  

Chronologically, one of the first Holocaust-related works composed in Israel is 

Oedoen Partos’s Yizkor (In Memoriam). Since its composition in 1946, this short 



work has been performed hundreds of times in all its versions: for viola, violin or 

cello, accompanied by  piano or a string orchestra.4  

[play music] 

Partos based his work on a Lithuanian Jewish melody, typically dominated by 

two intervals: the fourth, spiced by the second in all its varieties. The work as a whole 

has two faces: the Jewish melody, inflected by the new “Israeli” style, on the one 

hand – and the evident inspiration from 19th century violin concerti on the other.  

 

Partos’s use of East-European Jewish materials as emblems of a lost world is 

typical of many Holocaust-related works by Israeli composers of later generations. 

Another example is Yehezkel Braun’s Super ruinas for flute, string orchestra and 

timpani, written in memory of the Jews of Sziget – a community utterly destroyed in 

the Holocuast. 

In the introduction to the score, the composer writes: 

My father of blessed memory told me this story: In the Hebrew  month 

of Elul, at third watch before dawn, an old Jew used to pass along the 

streets and wake up the town’s people to say the morning prayers of 

“Selihot”. He would pass from house to house, knocking on the shutters 

with his stick and chanting “In shool arayn… in shool arayn…”. This is 

the story and this is the tune which I heard in my childhood. I keep the 

story in my heart. And the tune reverberates a thousand-fold in my 

musical works. 

 [play the music] 

Yehezkel Braun uses a restricted motif – a rising and falling minor third – as a 

kind of primal Jewish melody, weaving it into the entire work, with no change or 

development. The work’s open ending resonates like an unanswered question. 

This is Braun’s only Holocaust-related work.  

He claimes a composer can only respond to the Holocaust by writing a 

lamentation to a past world – as he sought to do in Super ruinas. The actual horrors of 

the Holocaust, he argued, cannot be expressed in musical sounds; the only way to 

confront them is through concrete music, based on sounds evocative of the events: the 

sounds of trains, rough and indistinct sounds in German, rattling chains, shattering 

glasses, barking dogs , whip lashes, and so forth. 

                                                 

4  Avner Bahat, Oedoen Partos: His Life and Works (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1984; in Hebrew), p. 

10. 



 Braun proposed such a sound track of The 81st Plague, a 1974 documentary, 

though his suggestion was ultimately rejected. 

  

Other composers tried to confront the Holocaust through the incorporation of 

visual elements.  

This can be done directly, through the visible arrangement of the players on the 

stage. Thus, Gideon Lewensohn, in his  composition ViolAlive for viola, percussion 

and 19 strings, composed in 2005, wanted to demonstrate “the other reality” through 

mise-en-scène – the layout of the players on the stage – and through the use of 

theatrical gestures in the course of the performance. He refers to this as “theatre 

music”. 

Another work that evokes visual imagery is Yinam Leef’s String Quartet No. 1. 

Leef composed it in 1978, as a concert piece. The choreographer Tamara Mielnik 

identified its potential to evoke visual imagery, and obtained the composer’s 

permission to use it for a dance piece intended for Holocaust Memorial Day, called A 

Brand Plucked out of the Fire.5 

Leef sought to reflect the heterophony of the synagogue through out the piece. 

He allows chorale-like passages to rise above the heterophonic textures, reminding 

listeners of a Cantor’s voice rising above the hubbub of the congregation. 

Leef represents the Jewish melos by taking it apart to its individual components 

– the intervals of the second (in the aleatoric sections), embellishments, long trills, 

glissandi (the “sigh” motif”) – viewing them as if through a microscope. 

 

 [play music] 

Leef regards the Holocaust as a formative event burned into the composer’s 

consciousness, its treatment refracted through prisms and filters. In his work, Jewish 

prayer and Jewish fate converge on a desire to take something ancient and give it a 

new sound. The work unites the composer’s uniquely personal aesthetic values with a 

system of common yet abstract associations related to the Jewish people’s traditions. 

This sense of completeness is compromised, however, by the work’s open ending: the 

                                                 

5  This expression – from Zechariah 3: 2 – is often used in Hebrew to refer to a fugitive or 

survivor. 



instruments are unified into a single sound, reminiscent of a siren, which vanishes 

gradually.  

Another way of approaching the Holocaust is through the inspiration of 

documentary testimony. A prominent example is Abel Ehrlich’s Testimony for two 

flutes. 

 Testimony, composed in 1962, was his only work which refers directly to the 

Holocaust. It is based on a chilling testimony at Eichmann’s trial a year earlier: 

After one of the periodic deportation raids on the Warsaw Ghetto, a 

woman discovered her three sons in a truck conveying children to the 

gas chambers. She pleaded with the officer in charge to set her children 

free and he, with a smile, agreed to let her take one of them. The three 

boys were stretching out their arms to her, as if imploring – ‘take me!’ 

And the mother, unable to decide which to choose, was forced to watch 

the truck as it carried all three away to their bitter fate. 

The work’s scoring for two flutes already insures a degree of restrained 

intimacy. The composer imbues this medium with considerable, even horrific power; 

but he circumvents the problematic pathos and kitsch that often characterises 

extravagant, richly-orchestrated works. 

Ehrlich avoided simplistic symbolism by writing the work for only two 

instruments – thus avoiding a direct representation of each of the three children. He 

does represent them by three motifs, but these motifs are based on common 

compositional devices, associated with the deconstruction of Jewish melos – the 

second, the trill, the glissando  

The flutes’ unique methods of tonal production, and the tension arising from the 

duo’s rhythmic and harmonic texture becomes profoundly expressive, sometimes 

bursting out with a painful scream, sometimes lamenting with the voice of still 

silence. 

 The children’s pleas are hidden beneath the surface, yet they continue to echo 

even after the music ends – in unresolved, muted silence. The sounds lead the 

listeners towards a reflective mood, forcing them to try and understand. Ehrlich 

expresses, but does not represent. 

 

The last approach to Holocaust representation I’ll discuss today is through 

“ekphrasis” – a work inspired by another work in another medium. 



 Leon Schidlowsky’s Christus in Holocaust, for example, is inspired by Ismond 

Rosen’s statue of the same name. 

 As a child, Rosen survived the Holocaust thanks to a priest who hid him at the 

Church of the Holy Cross in Berlin; 

He later created the statute Christus in Holocaust for that church. The statue’s 

title immediately challenges the viewer to imagine how Christ, himself a Jew, would 

have been treated during the Holocaust.  

Schidlowsky retains this symbolism by keeping Rosen’s title and by using the 

solo organ – an instrument intimately associated with the church  

 Liturgical organ music, however, usually aspires to a sense of beauty and order; 

Schidlowsky subverts this in his highly dissonant work, which evokes a sense of 

chaos and discord. 

 

 [play music] 

In his piece, Schidlowsky sought to represent the suffering reflected in the 

statue. Here, too, the Jewish melos is broken into its constituent sounds (glissandi, 

trills, arpeggiations and clusters). Schidlowsky deliberately avoided a one-to-one 

relationship with Rosen’s statute. As he told me in an interview, 

Formally, the statue is a triptych, but I did not wish to be simplistic and 

divide the work itself into three sections. I did not want to describe the 

statute in music, and therefore kept the relationship between the two 

works deliberately hidden and implicit.  

In conclusions: all the pieces discussed here, and many others, share three 

elements.  

Firstly- They all use Jewish melos – intact or broken into constituent motifs and 

sonorities – as a musical code word.  

Secondly- They all share a musical-artistic syntax which leads to an open-ended 

conclusion, creating the sense of an unanswered question. 

Thirdly – and most importantly – they all avoid concrete programmatic 

elements. Thus, Ehrlich represents the three children with two instruments; 

Schidlowsky avoids an explicit musical reference to the statue’s three-part structure; 

Braun avoids any reference to the horrors of the Holocaust, and only laments its 

victims; and Leef recognized the potential presence of the Holocaust in his work in 



retrospect, admitting that the Holocaust is so deeply embedded into every Israeli 

composer’s genes that it might well arise even when the composer is unaware of it.  

 

 

 


