
                          Aviya Kushner 

POETRY OF THE HOLOCAUST: Resources 

 

This talk will focus on two iconic poems of the Holocaust—one by Dan Pagis and the other by 
Paul Celan. 

 

[NOTE FROM PROFESSOR DREIFUS: PLEASE READ THE HIGHLIGHTED ITEMS IN 
TIME TO RESPOND TO THE WRITTEN ASSIGNMENT DUE ON TUESDAY, APRIL 6; 
YOU ARE ENCOURAGED, BUT NOT REQUIRED, TO CONSULT THE OTHER ITEMS 
AHEAD OF PROFESSOR KUSHNER’S VISIT.] 

 

************************************************************************* 

I. 

“Written in Pencil in the Sealed Railway Car” by Dan Pagis, in the original Hebrew and in 
three translations: 

1) Published in the original Hebrew and in English translation by Stephen Mitchell in 
Poetry International 

https://www.poetryinternational.org/pi/poem/18706/auto/0/0/Dan-Pagis/WRITTEN-IN-
PENCIL-IN-THE-SEALED-RAILWAY-CAR/en/tile 

 

2) Another translation appears at the Belzec camp memorial near Lublin, Poland: 

https://inthiscarload.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/dscn3105_blog1.jpg 

 

3) And here is a third translation by Daniel Utley that originally appeared in Reform 
Judaism: 
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More on this poem by Dan Pagis 

4) Short video from Yad Vashem about this poem: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b1ey70isP44&ab_channel=YadVashem 

 

5) You’ll notice that this poem by Dan Pagis makes use of some Biblical passages and 
mentions Eve, Abel, Cain, and Adam. Here is a cheat sheet to three spots in Genesis 
that Pagis uses in case you haven’t thought of Adam and Eve lately: 
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And for more on Eve, Adam, Cain and Abel, here is Genesis 4: 

https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.4?lang=bi&aliyot=0 

 

If you are more used to the King James Version of Genesis 4, here it is: 

https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Genesis-Chapter-4/ 

 

Last but not least, here is an audio recording of an American rabbi reading this poem out loud in 
Hebrew. I’ll read it for you in class! 

http://teachgreatjewishbooks.org/3-poem-written-pencil-sealed-railway-car-dan-pagis-1981-two-
translations-and-audio-recording 

 

****************************************************************************** 

 

II. 

“Deathfugue” by Paul Celan; it’s titled “Todesfugue” in German. 

 

1.Paul Celan himself reading “Todesfugue,” probably the most famous poem in the 
Holocaust. He wrote it in 1944. (!) Note how his voice changes at the end of the poem: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gVwLqEHDCQE&ab_channel=paulantschell 

 

2. “Deathfugue” by Paul Celan, translated from German into English by John Felstiner  

http://mason.gmu.edu/~lsmithg/deathfugue.html 

 

3. “Deathfugue” by Paul Celan, written in German; translated by Pierre Joris 

https://poets.org/poem/death-fugue 

 

4. Major American poet Galway Kinnell reading “Deathfugue” in a translation by John 
Felstiner,  Michael Hamburger, and “tweaked” by Stanley Kunitz, and Galway Kinnell 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eUVMi1e8wDE&ab_channel=splitthisrock 
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BONUS: 

If you get super-into it, and become one of the many people obsessed with Celan, here is the 
wonderful critic Ruth Franklin on the life and work of Celan, in The New Yorker 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/11/23/how-paul-celan-reconceived-language-
for-a-post-holocaust-world 

 

Really into it? This is an amazing biography of Paul Celan by the incredible translator Joh 
Felstiner. It’s called Paul Celan: Poet, Survivor, Jew. 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/150269.Paul_Celan 

 

 


