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Honoring Survival, and Gifts to a Nation

By ISABEL KERSHNER

JERUSALEM - The gray walls of Yad Vashem, the Holocaust memorial here, have long documented the horrors perpetrated by the Nazis against Europe's Jews. Now, an oddly vibrant exhibition at the memorial is telling a less known story of the renaissance of the survivors in Israel and the extraordinary role they played in shaping the character of the new state.

"My Homeland: Holocaust Survivors in Israel" opened in late April, in time for the 60th anniversary this week of Israel's founding. Instead of gas chambers and ghettoes, it showcases designer beachwear and boldly colored posters that promoted potent Israeli symbols like the airline El Al.

More than 90 survivors, mostly prominent artists and innovators, are featured. Only about half have lived to see the day. 
In the past year, the dominant image of the survivors in Israel has been that of frail citizens living out their final years in cold and hunger, battling the government bureaucracy for monthly stipends. Of 250,000 survivors in Israel today, 80,000 or more are said to be living on or near the poverty line. Last August, survivors took to the streets of Jerusalem in protest; a few wore yellow stars like the ones the Nazis forced Jews to display. 
But experts say the suffering of those left behind in their old age does not negate their immigration success story. 
"The story of the Holocaust can be told from many different angles," said Hanna Yablonka, a historical consultant to the exhibition. 'To me, one of the most important aspects is the question of where you take such a huge disaster. You can turn to revenge, or to building." 
Lea Gottlieb, who turns 90 this year, hid from the Nazis during the German occupation of Hungary and stepped off the boat in the port city of Haifa in 1949.

"We came with nothing, without money, with nowhere to live," Mrs. Gottlieb recalled, after viewing a movie about herself in a corner of the exhibition an hour before the official opening. "The first two or three years were very, very hard," she said.

Petite and manicured, in a black pantsuit and sensible leather shoes, Mrs. Gottlieb recounted in still-halting Hebrew how she and her husband opened a raincoat factory like the one they had left behind in Europe. But for months "we saw no rain, only sunshine," she said. So they founded Gottex, a swimwear company that quickly grew to become a leading Israeli brand abroad.

Mrs. Gottlieb, the company's chief designer, would sometimes tell of an ugly memory from the past, said a grandson, Danny Shir, 37, like when she hid herself and her children in a pit behind the house of their gentile host after seeing a Nazi with a pistol outside.

Six million Jews died in the Holocaust. Almost half a million Jews who survived the camps and the ghettoes, or who emerged out of hiding, arrived here in the years after the end of the World War II. Having cheated death once, many headed again to the battlefield: half of the Israeli fighters in the 1948 war were Holocaust survivors, and they made up a third of the number who were killed.

By 1952, Kariel Gardosh, the caricaturist known as Dosh, had created Srulik, a figure in sandals, a blue work shirt and a blue canvas hat. Srulik became the symbol of what native-born Israelis saw as their quintessential selves - guileless and pioneering, with none of the complexes and pretenses of Europe.

Born in Hungary in 1921, Mr. Gardosh was sent to mine copper as a forced laborer during the war; his family died at Auschwitz. After immigrating to Israel in 1948, he drew a daily political cartoon in the Hebrew paper Maariv for almost 50 years and died in 2000. 
Srulik was chosen as the official icon for the 10th anniversary celebrations of the nation, and is the symbol of the Yad Vashem exhibition today.

"Like many Israelis I tended to look at the Holocaust survivors as victims," said Michal Broshi, a curator consultant. As she learned of the extent of their imprint on Israel, "I couldn?t believe my ears," she said.

The survivors penetrated every sphere, from the arts and academia to commerce, industry and defense. 
"They were acting as a normal part of the fabric of life," said Yad Vashem?s curator, Yehudit Shendar. "Actually, it was a miracle." 
The encounter between the newcomers and the early Zionist pioneers was not always easy. Many already here disdained anything to do with Jewish exile, and the survivors' accounts were at first - beyond what a normal human being could grasp,- said Avner Shalev, chairman of Yad Vashem's directors.

But the survivors took it upon themselves "to be integrated, to be more Israeli than the Israelis," Mr. Shalev said. The only difference between them and other Israelis, he said, "was that the pain never left them; it was with them in their small circles, and at night."

Six decades later, the immigrants accepted as Israelis are being honored as survivors.

"I would prefer another reason to be celebrated," said Dan Reisinger, 73, a graphic designer of international renown. "But survival is something one should appreciate every day." 
Mr. Reisinger, born in Yugoslavia in 1934, spent the German occupation hidden by a Serbian family. He immigrated to Israel with his mother and stepfather in 1949. After studying in Jerusalem and living in Belgium and London, he returned to revolutionize Israeli design. 
On display at Yad Vashem is a collection of his distinctive corporate logos now ingrained in Israel?s consciousness, including that of El Al. "I wanted to bring something fresh, something new, something more cheerful to compensate for the dark years I went through," he said. 
Mr. Reisinger, who also designed medals for the Israeli Army and a perpetual calendar for the Museum of Modern Art in New York, likes to define his life in colors, split in three: yellow for the yellow star, red for the Soviet Army, which liberated him, and blue for the Israeli sky. 
