Janusz Korczak and Itzhak Katzenelson

Two Educators in the Abysses of History
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Two Jewish educators, well-known figures before the Holocaust, responded very differently to the same historical reality. The first is the Polish-Jewish educator, pediatrician and children writer Henrick Goldsmidt – Janusz Korczak. The second is the Jewish educator, writer and Hebrew and Yiddish poet Itzhak Katznelson.

Korczak, born in Warsaw, a person of the Polish culture, headed his orphanage in the dying Warsaw ghetto with great difficulties, as an island of love and caring until they were all sent to Treblinka on August 5th 1942. His ghetto diary opens a rare window to his thoughts .

Katzenelson – a known figure of Hebrew culture and Jewish education in Lodz –. escaped upon the German occupation and arrived in Warsaw. After months of silence among thousand of refugees Katzenelson was "adopted" by the "Dror" movement and became a teacher in its underground gymnasia and a leader of bible study meetings and poetry reading. His writings from the ghetto and Vittel concentration camp express with unparalleled directness the agony, struggle, despair and call for revenge of his people. On April 1944 he was sent to Drancy and then to Auschwitz and perished. 

The opposing ways in which Korczak and katzenelson have responded to their reality help us to explore questions of identity and belonging, models of leadership in days of crisis, Holocaust interpretation, life in Eretz Israel and the meaning of a Jewish home state.
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