
RUMKOWSKI KHAYIM – TEACHER SHEET 
 
Lyrics: Yankele Hershkowitz! 
Melody: folk songs 
 
Verse 1 ! 
Jews are blessed with Khayim  
Life unto death ! 
Khayim from the House of Life ! 
Rumkowski Khayim with his great miracle! 
He performs miracles every day! 
Enough to make you cry 'Gevalt' ! 
Everyone’s asking a different question 
!But Khayim just says 'Everything is fine!'! ! 
 
Refrain: ! 
But our Khayim is great ! 
He gives us bran ! 
He gives us barley! 
He gives us manna 
!In times gone by, Jews ate man in the desert! 
Today every wife is eating her own man ! 
Rumkowski Khayim thought it through well! 
Worked hard by day and night ! 
He created a ghetto with a diet  
And he cries 'gevalt' that he is right. ! ! 
 
Verse 2 ! 
Khayim Weitzmann said ! 
He wanted Jews to go to Palestine! 
He told them to plow and to sow! 
He sent them all to hell! ! 
But our Khayim,  
Rumkowski Khayim ! 
He gives us the leftovers every day 
!One person gets a piece of bread! 
Another a piece of horsemeat ! 
He’s sending the whole ghetto to hell!  
 
!Verse 3 ! 
The third Khayim from the House of Life! 
Made a good deal with the Angel of Death ! 
He should provide him more and more corpses! 
He should provide them day and night 
!So the Angel of Death !Got to work right away 
!He makes a mess out of every hero! 
He does it quickly! 
He does it well! 
He makes the whole ghetto weak and tired.! ! 
 

!o#se of (ife " the cemetery 

*ie+ " food store 

,hayim R#m2o3s2i was head of the 
0ewish Council in the Lod7 Ghetto 

!hayim 'er +rober (the fat), the 
undertaker of the ghetto.  This nickname is 
a multilevel pun relating to his physical 
appearance (grober in Yiddish means fat 
one) and to his profession (grabber is 
German for gravedigger).  The real name 
of Khayim der grober was Khayim 
Per7erkowskiE he survived the war and died 
soon after its end, in 1GHI in JKdL 

,hayim 4ei+5ma66 was a Mionist leader 

!orse mea+ is not kosher, but people ate it 
because of starvation and desperationO it 
was a controversial choice, people were 
put in a position where they had to decide 
whether to eat nonPkosher (go against 
religious beliefs) or starve 
 

Contrasts are made between 8him,Q the 
leader, and 8#s,Q the ghetto dwellers 

Ma66a:Ma6 is a biblical reference to the 
food that was miraculously provided by 
God for the tribe of Israel following the 
Exodus from Egypt when they were 
wandering in the desert. Perhaps this is 
comparing Rumkowski to God?  

The name ,hayim literally means QlifeW 



Verse 4 ! 
On a summer day! 
A hot day! 
Rumkowski goes through the streets 
!Looking like an emperor! 
A light colored suit  
!And dark glasses ! 
Surrounded by police 
!I tell you, folks! 
Our emperor has grey hair ! 
May he live to be a hundred! 
 
Verse 5: ! ! 
Rumkowski Khayim, the Eldest of the Jews! 
Is employed by the Gestapo ! 
We Jews are his brothers ! 
And he supplies us food ! 
He makes miracles,! 
Every day! 
For heaven’s sake oy, oy, oy 
!Everyone asks! 
A second question oy! 
Khayim says: It’s good this way!  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

These verses offer sarcastic praise to 
Rumkowski.  These might be considered as dues 
paid to the 8;mperor8, so he would not get angry 
and arrest the singer.  These lines could have 
been improvised when the singer saw 
Rumkowski in the streets, they were probably 
not composed at the same time as the first three 
verses. 

ManyPlayered allusions to the heritage of 0ewish 
cultural life, biblical themes, Hassidic folklore, 
and Mionism, QRumkowski KhayimQ is a 
powerfully ironic commentary on the abuses of 
power, the senseless infliction of suffering on 
oneWs fellow man, and the negation of life Z 
death. 

 

Complicated hierarchy and negotiations of the 
ghetto Z Did Rumkowski collaborate? or 
negotiate on behalf of the 0ews? with the Na7is. 
]Bro+hers> suggests loyalty/betrayal.  
 
 

RumkowskiWs choices perhaps Z to collaborate Z 
but try and save lives? If he refused he and 
would have been killed. To be disliked by his own 
people?  

The song deals with ethical and religious 
_uestions Z even in time of unbelievable terror 
and evil Z still trying to retain sense of humanity  
 

The +ra@i+io6a( b(essi6B is CMay he (iDe +o EFGHI 

The song makes use of iambic pentameter Z 
a melodicPrhythmic figure with a universal 
repetition.  According to some scholars, this 
is characteristic of 0ewish folksong. The song 
is in a minor key.  The QsweetQ melody with its 
ironic cantorial ornamentations carries a 
profound commentary on daily suffering in 
the ghetto.  The match between the text and 
the melody caused the song to live in the 
memory of the survivors. 

 

J+>s Boo@ +his 3ay Zis Rumkowski receiving 
personal benefit from othersW suffering? 
 


