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“Brundibár” or The
Children’s Hope
“Otto Pankok Days” – Jewish Youth Opera in the Orangerie
The Otto Pankok Days took place for the fifth time at the Orangerie in Gruga
Park. The art of painter Otto Pankok, who died in 1966, was deemed “degenerate” by the
third reich because he supported Jews and Gypsies. His wood-engravings were exhibited
alongside children’s drawings from the Terezin concentration camp.
The three-day event was concluded with a performance of the children’s opera
Brundibár (1938) by the Jewish composer Hans Krása, who himself met his death in a
concentration camp. Students from Essen’s elementary schools and music conservatories,
as well as members of the Essen Philharmonic under the direction of conductor Adam
Rosenbloom, staged the benefit event in support of “Hamishkan,” a convalescent home
for Gypsies, both of German and non-German descent, who suffered in the concentration
camps. Elisabeth Merten-Bähr undertook the children’s musical preparation and the stage
direction.
A moving event: Trude Simonsohn, who was from 1942 to 1945 prisoner and
children’s caretaker in Terezin, recounted stories of the original production, as one of few
survivors from that time. The preparation and performance of the opera, 55 times in
Terezin, were among the few glimpses of light for the 15,000 children, out of which only
a hundred survived the Holocaust. Visibly moved, she described the living conditions in
the camp, emphasizing the high moral of the children and their devotion to the music. Reexperiencing the performance of the opera, now 50 years later and with German children,
nourished her hope that the horrors of that time never be repeated.
Hans Krása’s original and witty music, reminiscent of Sravinsky and Kurt Weill,
is a setting of A. Hofmeister’s libretto about the evil organ-grinder Brundibàr who
prevents two children from raising money needed to buy milk for their sick mother. A
touching story which resounds with grate authenticity: students from the Essen-Werden
high school and the School in the Berlinerstrasse sang the vocal roles with great
enthusiasm. Thanks to the professionality of the small orchestra (flute, clarinet, trumpet.
strings, and piano) the show was full of verve. The event was produced through the
associations “Otto Pankok House Hamishkan,” “The Society for the Promotion of Youth
Theater and Music,” and “The Society for Christian-Jewish Cooperation.”
Photo caption: The children join their hands together in a bond of friendship as they sing the closing song
at the top of their voices.

