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Gela in the Playground - Gela Seksztein Lichtenstein (1907 - 1943)

" Warsaw itself had become a sort of 
playground for the Germans." Ziberberg p 63

 So too, the writing of holocaust history, like 
the physical memorial could express the void 
and not the fullness thereof. 

Blessed are You, O 
Lord our G-d, King of 
the world, Judge of the 
truth. 

The Warsaw Ghetto 
was one of the many 
playgrounds of the Third 
Reich. The see-saws were 

the Jewish inhabitants. The swings were the weapons of destruction. The sliding ponds 
were the trains descending toward Treblinka. The jungle gyms were the lies which 
gave exertion continued meaning for the victims. The water fountains were the soup 
kitchens. The sand piles, graves, and the paths, the streets of Poland. 

“Franz Weber, a black-triangle prisoner, was our ‘Oberkapo’. His speciality was to throw 
an inmate to the ground, place a cane on his neck and see-saw up and down on it until the 
unfortunate prisoner expired. ” (The Union Kommando in Auschwitz by Lore Shelly, p. 292). 

The fun lasted three years during which time hundreds of thousands of Jewish people 
were exterminated. Among them, our artist Gela Seksztein. 

7KH�LQWHOOHFWXDOV�ZHUH�PXUGHUHG�ÀUVW��3RODQG��OLNH�VRPH�EXW�QRW�DOO�GLDVSRUD�
communities, had for centuries, ten to be exact, elected and appointed its own 
community leaders for religious and secular affairs. There were divided opinions 



about education, worship and even art. Opinions that had developed into 
organizations. Gela was a left-wing activist, a non-orthodox , secular Jewess. She 
was a member of “Oneg Shabbat”, the secret, underground resistance organization 
of the Ghetto, whose policy was, 
as the English proverb goes, “the 
pen is mightier than the sword”. 
An organization whose primary 
objective was to record the daily 
OLIH�LQ�WKH�JKHWWR�WKURXJK�ÀUVW�
hand witness accounts and 
questionnaires. In addition it ran 
soup kitchens. Running one of these 
kitchens was Gela’s mother-in-
ODZ��0UV��/LFKWHQVWHLQ·V��RIÀFLDO�

Isn’t that Mrs. Lichtenstein?

Gela Sekzstein is Genia Landau ( Landau mother’s maiden name)



and public employment. Seeing hundreds and hundreds of children every day gave 
Gela access to the most valuable element for subject matter, the ghetto children. 
Water color portraits of Jewish children. Stately portraits of clean, quiet, intelligent, 
beautiful children. The German invaders played in their “park” , and the children 
OHDUQHG��/HDUQLQJ��IRUPDO�VFKRRO�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�WKH�JKHWWR��GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�WZR�\HDUV�
of its three year duration, and while the German lies were still believed, was more 
sought after by the youth itself than even before the war. 

*HOD��ZKR�KDG�VWXGLHG�DUW�LQ�&UDFRZ�EHIRUH�WKH�ZDU�DQG�ZDV�TXDOLÀHG�WR�WHDFK���
taught. She taught clandestine lessons in art, not graphics, painting and drawing as 

one of the liberal arts, 
the humanities, which 
can help develop self-
esteem, dignity, even 
clarity of mind, some 
believe, in the person who 
pursues his studies. This 
was, of course, in direct 
opposition to Nazi policy. 
A see-saw, a Jew, was to 
be sat upon and shifted 
upward and down again, 
banging on the hard 
ground with each bounce. 

 The organizational structure of Jewish communal life was manipulated by the 
invaders towards their own ends. A hierarchical bureaucracy of Jews was ordered by 
the Germans immediately following the extermination of the community’s leaders. 
A housing department, a department of agriculture, a Jewish police, burial squads, 
and a Jewish Self-help Organization were encouraged by the invading government 
after it quite early on changed its policy of total ghetto starvation. Originally the 
Nazi plan for the Warsaw Jewish community was forced relocation into a walled 
off area within the city, into which a bare minimum of food would be regularly 

The Lichtensteins - Israel, Gela, Margalit, Mrs. Lichtenstein (bubbie)

Click here: tagged photo identification by Yad Vashem

http://www1.yadvashem.org/yv/he/exhibitions/museum_photos/warsaw_ghetto.asp


diminished until the population starved to death. This soon became impractical as 
the underworld profession of smuggling began to thrive. Food was surreptitiously 
brought in from outside the ghetto walls. The anti-Semitic goal of the Jew-hater 
throughout history has been to undermine the Jew of his Torah values. Thus, charity 
DQG�NLQGQHVV�ZHUH�VXFFHVVIXOO\�UHSODFHG��DW�ÀUVW��E\�WKH�LUUHSUHVVLEOH�GHVLUH�IRU�
survival, and in some cases even greed. Businesses that remade clothing from the 
dead, as well as from smuggled goods opened. Greed tried to seep it’s way into the 
life of the inhabitants of the Ghetto. However, it was not common, pervasive or 
even frequent. People who could not resist the moral and physical abuse put upon 

them by the Nazis were 
encouraged to participate 
in what became known 
as“Spiritual Resistance”, 
i. e. , to “Live with Honor 
and To Die with Honor”. 

Gela was married to Israel 
Lictenstein, assistant to 
Emmanuel Ringelblum. 
She assisted her husband 
in his work. As director of 
the Technical Committee 
of Oneg Shabbat it was 
his “task to conceal its 
documents and papers 
in the ground. ” The 
documents were buried in 
metal boxes and milk cans. 

Gela continued to be an 
artist, as she was prior to 

the war, continued to be an art teacher, continued to care for her fellow man at the risk 



of her own safety, at the risk of her and her family’s lives. She had believed that art was 
a powerful guide towards human betterment, before the war, and continued to pursue 
her ideals in the Ghetto. 

What did change was that by the summer of 1942 no one who had any voice in 
the Ghetto at all, whose opinion was listened to let alone acted upon, continued to 
believe the German lies. Everyone understood that no one was to be spared, that 
the entire Ghetto was selected for total extermination. The Resistance Organization 
began to think of armed alternatives. The Oneg Shabbat archives were buried, some 
by Gela, who included three hundred of her paintings and drawings in one metal 
box. These included in addition to portraits of the children, portraits in pencil and 
charcoal of writers and artists, the intelligentsia of Warsaw, plus some watercolors. 
7KLV�ZDV�KHU�KLGGHQ�PDWHULDO�XQFRYHUHG�LQ�������LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�PHWDO�ER[�UHYHDOLQJ�WKH�
treasure of the Ringelblum Archives. 
Three hundred sheets of paper take up alot of room. Clearly, the depth of belief in the 
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importance and value of her own work led her to this independant decision.. 

Art for Art’s sake. Art for G-d’s sake. Art for humanity’s sake. 

They required of us a song. It was to have no melody, no rhythm, no words, no exile, 
no memory and no traces. This trace is precisely what Gela Seksztein-Lichtenstein has 
given us. In Post-modern terms this act of saving the works is a work of art in itself. 
Audacity, courage, talent, fortitude, commitment, concern for one’s fellow-man ! Aren’t 
these the authentic traditional requirements for artistic achievement? And Gela had 
them all. 

We hope that this paper will bring Gela into the language of the present tense. 

http://www.artistlapidot.com   ESSAYS  Gela in the PlaygroXQG

in Spanish in Mallorquín 

����������Photographs below from Zich exhibition curated by Magda Taranowsky

Gela’s painting and drawings.  Click on Image to enlarge
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