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“The Names Get Faces” by Jeanne Jackson


When 11-year-old Shannon Stapleton created a face for 17-year-old Chaja Llajcman, she gave her brown hair, a turquoise dress and a big smile. 


“I wanted to make her happy before everything was taken away from her,” said Shannon, herself a smiling sixth-grader with brown hair and freckles. “So she can wear something nice. I kind of was thinking I want her to look pretty.”


The face Shannon created was of a young girl, one of 11,000 children deported from France – where many had immigrated seeking a “safe haven” – to perish at the Auschwitz concentration camp. The children were among 1.5 million children believed killed by the Nazis in the Holocaust.

Shannon said she thought about Chaja Llajcman’s life as she colored her face.


“I was just thinking, when she was that age what was she thinking before they came to her door?” she said. “Was she scared? Was she confused? Was she able to get away before she was found and she was killed?”


Shannon was one of 2,000 children in Marlboro and East Brunswick townships who created faces for some of those 11,000 children. The faces will be part of a 200-foot mural created by artist Pia Cyrulnik for the township’s Holocaust Remenbrance Day, scheduled for 2 p.m. May 4 at Marlboro High School.


Cyrulnik used the story of the children documented in “French Children of the Holocaust,” a book by Serge Klausfeld, as the basis for her mural. She distributed blank head shapes to schools, along with copies of deportation lists containing children’s names and birth dates. 


Last week, third- and sixth-graders at Asher Holmes School helped paint the backgrounds of the murals: red and orange flames against a bright blue background. They painted enthusiastically, getting orange paint on faces, T-shirts and each other.


“These children are doing this in a positive, playful way and they’re learning a tremendous amount,” Cyrulnik said. “They learned these weren’t thousands of people, these were actual children.”


Cyrulnik’s father, Ben Cyrulnik, 83, of Manalapan Township, is a Holocaust survivor who escaped a labor camp in Siberia and hid in the woods for four years during World War II. He was one of eight children and lost all his siblings and family members but one brother. Cyrulnik said she doesn’t want the memories of survivors like her father to be lost.


“If we can tell our children enough, they can tell their children and ensure that this will never happen again,” Cyrulnik said.


For Michelle Chiprut, a 13-year-old student at the Middle School, the project hit close to home when she was visiting her grandmother, Rose Seiden, in Queens. Seiden left Poland before the war and lost her entire family in the Holocaust.


Michelle asked her grandmother about an old photograph of a young her. Her grandmother told her it was a cousin, Chia Dzinganski, a name strikingly similar to the name Michelle had been given to draw a face for, Hinda Dzinganski. They were both 16 and Michelle and her family speculate that it was the same girl but that her first name was changed along the way.


“It was just too weird,” Michelle said. “I was thinking of how my grandmother felt because she was close to her and knew her. I started to cry a little bit.”


Some of the teachers at Asher Holmes, like sixth-grade teacher Denise Coleman, used the mural to talk to the children about the Holocaust. “I think they need to understand this,” she said. “It makes them bond together to know there’s something they can do.”

The Solomon Schecter schools in Marlboro and East Brunswick also participated, as did children at the Chittick Elementary School in East Brunswick. Local merchants donated $2,400 to pay for the project.


Cyrulnik said she does not know what will become of the mural after its May 4 unveiling. A smaller, 18-foot mural that Cyrulnik created for Holocaust Remembrance Day last year was displayed in the Richard J. Hughes Justice Complex in Trenton.


The faces on this year’s mural were as varied as the children who created them, and many seemed to be self-portraits. There were black, white, and Asian faces, hair in ponytails or bows, and even depictions of braces and nose rings.

Andrew Carro, 11, said he made his face look like him “to see what it feels like.” Another boy, Scott Messinger, 11, who is Jewish and wears glasses, had his own realization. “If I were in there, I might have been killed,” he said.


When the children at Asher Holmes were done, pieces of the mural were lined up in the school hallway with the dozens of small faces peering out of them.


Andrew Carlson, 12, looked out at faces there, and said, “It’s really sad to know that so many people died in the Holocaust just because they were different.”
