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it doesn’t matter, but only seven times a week.”33 Naming hunger, grief or 
despair in songs could be seen as “an attempt to control their domination” 
33 “Kartoszki, Kartoszki, die hat jeder gern! / Kartoszki, Kartoszki schmecken jedem Herrn. / Montag 

und Dienstag, ist ganz egal / doch in der Woche nur siebenmal.” The first word, Kartoszki, meaning 
potato, is derived from the German word Kartoffel and has a Slavic ending.

Fig. 1. Score of Kopf hoch in Josef Pribula’s clandestine book, 1944. (Stiftung Gedenkstätten 
Buchenwald und Mittelbau‑Dora)
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or “a form of exorcism”,34 as Frieda Aaron writes about poetry. When com‑
posing in the camp, signing the score and song lyrics with their name was 
a way of reaffirming the artists’ identity in a dehumanising environment 
where names had been replaced by numbers. Some soloists or small groups 
also gave short concerts on Sundays from one block to another. For the 
musicians involved, performing in different blocks served several purpos‑
es: On the one hand, it sometimes helped their fellow inmates, for whom 
“these melodies were at least a reminder of home and family”,35 to escape 
the camp in their thoughts. And on the other hand, it provided the mu‑
sicians themselves with an additional means of subsistence, as they were 
often rewarded with bread or cigarettes by their comrades.

Given the restrictions in some camps, dancing and theatre activities 
could be considered transgressive and could lead to severe punishment. 
When forbidden, they were used as a means to stand up against the camp 
system. Several drawings made by the dancer and choreographer Nina 
Jirsíková in Ravensbrück testify to evenings where she clandestinely 
danced for her comrades in her block. In August 1940, the theatre piece 
Schumm‑Schumm, written by Jewish prisoners Käthe Leichter and Herta 
Breuer in Ravensbrück, was performed in Block 11. After being denounced 
to the SS, the block and room elders and several prisoners were sentenced 
to six weeks in the bunker. The block’s occupants were deprived of bread for 
four weeks.36 Preparing a clandestine musical event required mutual trust 
and cohesion on the part of the inmates, reinforcing their feeling of belong‑
ing to a group and including them in a space of solidarity.

The famous example of Germaine Tillion’s Verfügbar aux Enfers in Ra‑
vensbrück can also be evoked here: Hidden in a crate for several days by 
her fellow inmates, the French Resistance fighter wrote a work designed 
to laugh at the horror of the camp.37 The highly cynical, denunciatory text 
alternated with songs, all based on well‑known melodies with new lyrics. 
Written in the autumn of 1944 to cope with the demoralisation of her fellow 

34 Aaron, Bearing the Unbearable, 19.
35 Testimony by Jerzy Brandhuber, quoted by Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 48.
36 Knapp, Frauenstimmen, 47; Linde Apel, “Judenverfolgung und KZ‑System: Jüdische Frauen in Ra‑

vensbrück”, in Genozid und Geschlecht. Jüdische Frauen im nationalsozialistischen Lagersystem, ed. 
Gisela Bock (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2005), 49.

37 The Verfügbar in Ravensbrück were prisoners not assigned to a specific Kommando, and therefore 
considered “available” (verfügbar) for the worst chores inside the camp. About Tillion’s piece, read 
Philippe Despoix et al. eds., Chanter, rire et résister à Ravensbrück. Autour de Germaine Tillion et du 
Verfügbar aux Enfers (Paris: Seuil, 2018).
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inmates, this work was not intended for performance on a stage. It was 
written on loose sheets of paper and passed from hand to hand. It therefore 
provided an opportunity to laugh and “sing in silence”. The writing process, 
which involved several inmates suggesting lyrics or melodies, distracted 
them temporarily from the world of the camp and brought back memories 
of the time when they were free.

Although most musical activities took place in the inmate blocks, 
in some camps they were also organised in other buildings, notably the 
so‑called infirmary (Revier), like in Birkenau women’s camp, after 1943:

At that period it was an institution in the hospital compound that 
our orchestra [...] gave a little concert twice a week for patients able 
to be up and for the staff. It took place on a circular lawn, a little 
island in the desert of mud and dust. We nicknamed those concerts 
“sound‑wave therapeutics”, because they were organised while there 
was lack of medicaments and other means of medical treatment. [...] 
The band used to play light music, the time‑honoured comical hits of 
the old Austrian music‑hall star Leopoldi delighted the hearers, and 
we sometimes managed to laugh and joke.38

From August 1943 onwards, concerts were organised in other buildings 
of the camps, like the disinfection block, the camp kitchen, or the Trocken‑
baracke39 in Sachsenhausen:

In the Trockenbaracke a kind of “festival of nations” took place [...]. 
There, many of the nations represented in the camp performed their 
folklore (songs and dances). [...] We thus achieved the recognition 
of one side of international solidarity by presenting the cultural as‑
sets of the nations represented in the camp [...]. In this respect, these 
events became part of the international resistance.40

38 Ella Lingens Reiner, Prisoners of Fear (London: Victor Gollancz, 1948), 72.
39 Located next to the camp laundry, these barracks usually served for the drying of the prisoners’ 

clothes.
40 Hellmut Bock, “Einige Erinnerungen an die Kulturtätigkeit der Häftlinge im Konzentrationslager 

Sachsenhausen”, 1979, Archive of Sachsenhausen National Memorial/Archiv der Gedenkstätte Sach‑
senhausen, P3 Bock, Hellmut, 2.
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Fig. 2. Program for the twenty‑first concert at the Buchenwald cinema, 17 August 1944. 
Illustration by Karol Konieczny in Josef Pribula’s clandestine book. (Stiftung Gedenkstätten 

Buchenwald und Mittelbau‑Dora)
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In Buchenwald, over the course of a year, more than twenty concerts of 
varying sizes were organised in the camp cinema (Kino).41 These included 
classical music played by the Lagerkapelle, circus, theatre, musical comedy 
and more. As an example, after an introduction by the Lagerkapelle, the 
program for the twenty‑first concert on Thursday 17 August 1944 alter‑
nated between choirs of different nationalities: Yugoslavs, Austrians, Poles, 
Germans, Russians, Czechs and French sang traditional songs and variety 
songs. These larger‑scale events were attended by several hundred privi‑
leged inmates, and sometimes by the SS as well. As a result, programs tend‑
ed to feature light music or non‑political plays. The preparation process 
distracted the musicians from the gruesome reality, giving them something 
to talk and care about. Some performances required the creation of cos‑
tumes and sets, allowing the artists to concentrate on their art and once 
again assert their creative power.

Exterior spaces

Whereas the interior could provide a space of resistance or spontaneous ex‑
pression in the Nazi concentration camps, the exterior would most often be 
a space of restriction. The music performed outside was mainly played un‑
der coercion, on the orders of the SS or the guards and under their super‑
vision: It contributed above all to the smooth running of the Nazi machine. 
Nevertheless, some attempts to struggle against the morally destructive sys‑
tem took place: on the roll call place, and where concerts were taking place.

In all concentration camps, roll call took place morning and night, 
sometimes even at midday for Kommandos returning to the camp. From 
1943, it was reduced to morning and evening, and to evening only from 
1944 onwards, in order to maximise the duration of inmates’ working time 
in the service of war production. Roll call at night could last several hours 
and encroach on so‑called “free time”. As survivors wrote about roll call in 
Sachsenhausen: “For the exhausted prisoners, standing often nightlong, in 

41 In some concentration camps, a “cinema” barrack was accessible to privileged inmates. For the SS, 
this was a way of disseminating Nazi propaganda through selected films, while at the same time 
capturing money from bonuses received by inmates, who had to pay for access to the cinema. This 
barrack would also be used for concerts or other purposes. See Rudi Jahn ed., Das war Buchenwald! 
Ein Tatsachenbericht (Leipzig: Verlag für Wissenschaft und Literatur, ca. 1945), 18‑19.
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a rigid posture or even with knees bent, proved fateful.”42 Numerous survi‑
vors testified how composing poems or songs during that time helped them 
in trying to find a distraction from the physical agony. In Ravensbrück, 
Czech music teacher Ludmila Peškařová composed many poems and songs 
during that time, mostly using existing melodies, and performed them 
afterwards from memory during clandestine events: “When we stood as 
silent as the grave during long roll calls, all manner of thoughts swirled 
around my brain! I sang inside my head, and if I could not think of the 
words or if the lyrics of a song did not express what I was feeling, I would 
supply my new, more appropriate words.”43

In most of the camps where there was no work on Sundays, concerts 
for prisoners could take place in the outdoor space of the camp in the af‑
ternoon, depending on the weather. Prisoners who were strong enough 
and SS personnel could attend. The repertoires included sentimental songs, 
operetta or classical music, as well as traditional songs (Volkslieder) and 
songs from successful German films. The concerts provided a brief escape 
from camp reality and a sense of cohesion that could lead to solidarity and 
struggle against demoralisation. Zdzisław Maćkowiak wrote in Auschwitz 
in 1944: “My sole recreation on Sundays is the concerts by our excellent or‑
chestra, the productions of which are generally well liked by music lovers. I 
have always been musical and it is precisely this pleasantly spent time that 
permits me for a moment to forget about where I really am.”44

The most famous song composed on the occasion of a concert in an 
exterior space is the Börgermoorlied or Moorsoldatenlied, also called Wir 
sind die Moorsoldaten, better known under the title of Peat Bog Soldiers.45 
In 1933, after an episode of particularly extreme violence by the SS in the 
Börgermoor camp, Communist prisoner Wolfgang Langhoff asked the 
commandant for and obtained the right to organise a circus show in the 
camp on a Sunday afternoon. This Zirkus Konzentrazani, aimed at counter‑
ing the demoralisation of his comrades, ended with this song, composed by 

42 “Bericht über das Konzentrationslager Sachsenhausen während der Naziherrschaft, handschrift‑
lich niedergeschrieben im Lager in der Zeit Mai bis Juni 1945”, Archive of Sachsenhausen National 
Memorial/Archiv der Gedenkstätte Sachsenhausen, P3, Bock, Hellmut, 5.

43 Ludmila Peškařová, letter to Inge Lammel, 8 December 1964, Archive Academy of Arts/Archiv 
Akademie der Künste (Berlin), KZ‑Lieder 57/1, 5.

44 Zdzisław Maćkowiak quoted by Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 54.
45 Börgermoor was situated in the northwestern peat bog area of Germany, where the main work of 

the prisoners was the cultivation of the surrounding wetlands.
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Fig. 3. Hanns Kralik, illustrated score of the Börgermoorlied, 1933. (Archiv des 
Aktionskomitee für ein Dokumentations‑ und Informationszentrum Emslandlager e.V., 

Papenburg / © Ralf Zimmermann (Köln))
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Langhoff and two fellow prisoners: It described the harsh reality of those 
who called themselves “peat bog soldiers”, but also the hope of a return 
home. The song was an immediate success, both among the inmates and 
the SS guards, who all identified with the “peat bog soldiers”. The musical 
score quickly spread from the camp to other camps in Germany and Eu‑
rope, as well as to the free world. It opened the way for the composition of 
Lagerlieder in all other camps, and became after the war the remembrance 
song for all deportees.46 As Langhoff wrote about the show after his release 
as soon as 1935: “We had dared for a few hours to decide on our acts our‑
selves, without orders, without instructions.”47

The Lagerkapelle as a space of resistance

The integration of musicians into the camp’s official orchestra (Lagerkapelle) 
seems to have made it possible to resist the destructive Nazi system by thwart‑
ing its aims, notably that of encouraging all forms of rivalry and disunity, 
especially between “old” inmates and newcomers. The status of Lagerkapelle 
musicians varied from one camp to another. Most of the time, musicians 
went to work during the day in various Kommandos, and played morning 
and evening in the orchestra, which was a source of additional fatigue, since 
the rehearsals took place at night during so‑called “free time”. The reper‑
toire was generally limited, due to the lack of time to practise. The mortality 
rate among musicians was high, leading to incessant changes in musical or‑
chestration that jeopardised the quality of performances and displeased the 
commanding officers, as in the men’s orchestra of Birkenau at the beginning:

Apart from a few privileged persons, everyone went out to work just 
as before and returned in a state of extreme physical and mental ex‑
haustion. Some managed to endure this, while others broke down 
completely. Some threw themselves on the wires. The size of the or‑
chestra changed almost from day to day and in time shrank cata‑
strophically.48

46 On this subject, read Élise Petit, “The Börgermoorlied: The Journey of a Resistance Song throughout 
Europe, 1933‑1945”, Comparativ. Zeitschrift für Globalgeschichte und vergleichende Gesellschaftsfor‑
schung 28, no. 1 (2018): 65‑81, https://www.comparativ.net/v2/article/view/2822/2418.

47 Langhoff, Die Moorsoldaten, 182.
48 Laks, Music of Another World, 47.

https://www.comparativ.net/v2/article/view/2822/2418
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Nevertheless, in Dachau for example, some orchestra leaders managed 
to get prisoners assigned to less destructive Kommandos, often indoors, 
“which would enable them to retain the nimbleness of their hands and 
fingers and thereby ensure a better sound and a more rhythmic cadence 
of the marches”.49 These Kommandos often worked inside the camp, to be 
available if one needed them to play, and also if some Kommandos returned 
to the camp at midday for a meal and roll call. In the Birkenau men’s camp 
orchestra, some members were assigned to the rehearsal block, where their 
tasks included composition or orchestration, copying scores, repairing in‑
struments and setting up concert programs. After observing severe dam‑
age to instruments played under pouring rain, the Auschwitz orchestras 
“stopped going outside when bad weather threatened the instruments”.50 
They played inside their block, windows open, to accompany the Komman‑
dos’ coming and going.

In Buchenwald, Auschwitz I, and the Birkenau women’s camp, where 
the musical demands of the commandants grew higher after 1943, the con‑
ductors eventually got their musicians exempted from all other work, so 
that they could spend their days learning the pieces and adding to the or‑
chestra’s repertoire. Because the official orchestra’s musical activities were 
seen as contributing to the prestige of the Nazi authorities, a block was 
allocated to the musicians for rehearsal and accommodation. In the Birk‑
enau women’s camp, their roll call eventually took place in the women’s 
orchestra block, so they were not forced to go to the roll‑call area where 
their comrades had to stand in all weathers for hours.51 In May 1943, to 
contribute to the war economy, a regulation issued by Oswald Pohl, head 
of the SS Main Economic and Administrative Office (SS‑Wirtschafts‑Ver‑
waltungshauptamt) introduced several measures to increase productivity in 
the camps, including the distribution of bonuses:

All prisoners assigned to work should have the opportunity to earn 
a performance‑related bonus payment. It will be given in the form 
of bonus coupons, which represent monetary value within the 

49 Ibid., 66.
50 Ibid., 67; Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 30, 56, 67, 91.
51 Rachela Olewski, Crying is Forbidden Here! Rachela Olewski (Zelmanowicz), Testimony: A Jewish 

Girl in Pre‑WWII Poland, the Women’s Orchestra in Auschwitz and Liberation in Bergen‑Belsen, ed. 
Arie Olewski (Tel Aviv: Arie Olewski, 2009), 29.
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concentration camp, as a reward to those prisoners who distinguish 
themselves through good performance, diligence and commitment.52

In Buchenwald, Auschwitz I, or in the men’s orchestra in Birkenau, pay‑
ment lists found after the war show that the Lagerkapelle members received 
quasi‑monthly bonuses from 1944 onwards.53 Numerous official orchestras 
were equipped with uniforms to be worn on special occasions such as Sun‑
days and concerts in the presence of the commandant and his guests.54 

In camps where musicians had access to “privileges”, conductors were 
aware that recruitment into their orchestra could save lives. This form of 
solidarity was in itself a means of resistance to a system of annihilation. 
Survivor Adam Kopyciński explained how the conductor of Auschwitz I 
orchestra Franciszek Nierychło, an acquaintance he had helped in Krakow 
before the war, rescued him from hard labour in the camp’s construction 
materials yard (Bauhof) and accepted him as a member of the orchestra.55 
About Alma Rosé, head of the women’s orchestra in Birkenau, Violette Jac‑
quet‑Silberstein recalled:

Alma rightly was not convinced of my talents and told me: “I’ll take 
you on a one‑week trial.” [...] The third day, someone stole my ga‑
loshes. I arrived with cold, dirty bare feet from walking in the mud. 
[...] I began to cry. Coming onto the scene, Alma asked why the tears. 
When I explained, Alma said: “All right. I’ll take you in the orchestra 
right now.” That was the first time she saved my life.56

Another form of cohesion was to play forbidden music after the rehears‑
als, and, in case of an intrusion, “to start playing another piece that had 

52 Oswald Pohl, “Dienstvorschrift für die Gewährung von Vergünstigungen an Häftlinge”, 13 May 
1943. BArch, NS3/426, 62.

53 Auschwitz‑Birkenau State Museum/Państwowe Muzeum Auschwitz‑Birkenau – APMA‑B, D‑Au 
II‑3a/1871‑1888, vol, 19, 2665‑2682; 1.1.5.1, G.C.C. 159, II B/55. ITS Digital Archive, Arolsen Ar‑
chives.

54 The presence of uniforms has been attested to in Buchenwald (where members wore them daily), 
Dora, Dachau, Mauthausen, Auschwitz I, Birkenau, Monowitz, and even in Treblinka death camp. 
Élise Petit, La musique dans les camps nazis (Paris: Mémorial de la Shoah, 2023), 28‑35.

55 Account by Adam Kopyciński in Lachendro, “The Orchestras in KL Auschwitz”, 16.
56 Violette Jacquet‑Silberstein, quoted in Richard Newman and Karen Kirtley, Alma Rosé: Vienna to 

Auschwitz (Portland: Amadeus Press, 2000), 236.
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been prepared in advance”.57 Whereas for the musicians, it was mostly a way 
of creating a space of conviviality leading to solidarity, it is interesting to see 
that playing forbidden music could be seen by others as a form of “active” 
political resistance:

During the next few days I harmonized all three polonaises and 
wrote out the parts for a small chamber ensemble, after which we be‑
gan to practice the pieces in the barracks when conditions allowed. 
Some of my Polish colleagues congratulated me on this deed, regard‑
ing it as an act of the resistance movement. This surprised me a little, 
since for me this was an ordinary musical satisfaction, heightened by 
the Polishness of the music to be sure, but I did not see how its being 
played in secret could have harmed the Germans or had an effect on 
the war.58

The Lagerkapelle: A musical “grey zone”?

The Lagerkapelle was, according to Anita Lasker‑Wallfisch, a “small com‑
munity, which was to generate the warmest friendships and camaraderie 
as well as hatred in equal measure”.59 As Helena Dunicz‑Niwińska noted: 
“Similarly, in the circles of former prisoners or even among people who 
had never experienced anything of the kind, we were frequently confront‑
ed after the war with unmasked opprobrium for having played in the or‑
chestra.”60 For numerous survivors, and even for orchestra members them‑
selves, the music played by the Lagerkapelle in the camps morning and 
evening was intertwined with the suffering of thousands of people in the 
Kommandos. For Halina Opielka: “Although we tried to concentrate on the 
performance, it was impossible not to think of the bodies of those beaten to 
death at work. Of the blows raining down, kicks, and shots into the ranks 
of prisoners.”61

57 Laks, Music of Another World, 64‑65.
58 Ibid., 65.
59 Anita Lasker‑Wallfisch, Inherit the Truth: A Memoir of Survival and the Holocaust (New York: 

Thomas Dunne Books/St. Martin’s Press, 2000), 74.
60 Helena Dunicz‑Niwińska, One of the Girls in the Band: The Memoirs of a Violinist from Birkenau, 

trans. William Brand (Oświęcim: Auschwitz‑Birkenau State Museum, 2014), 84‑85.
61 Halina Opielka, quoted by Knapp, Das Frauenorchester in Auschwitz, 291.
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The orchestra members were often perceived as people enjoying privi‑
leges, as many of them played for the entertainment of high‑ranking pris‑
oners, and even for the SS. As Szymon Laks writes about his activities in 
Birkenau: “The kapos and other dignitaries relished this kind of music and 
in the evenings would summon three or four musicians to their private 
Stube (room) for their own pleasure. [...] The musicians returned from their 
moonlighting loaded down with all sorts of goodies and cigarettes.”62 This 
additional means of resisting death by starvation, which also allowed them 
to share food with less privileged comrades, was seen by some inmates as a 
form of collaboration.

It has been reported by several survivors that SS officers from Birkenau, 
including the commandant Josef Kramer or the doctor Josef Mengele, reg‑
ularly visited the men’s or women’s orchestra barrack, ordered that music 
be played for them, and sometimes cried.63 Simon Laks wondered: “Could 
people who love music to this extent, people who cry when they hear it, 
be at the same time capable of committing so many atrocities on the rest 
of humanity?”64 It seems that the regenerating power of music was used as 
such by the Nazi administration for the SS men. As the ethnopsychiatrist 
Françoise Sironi explained about the psychology of torture, “Torturers are 
made, not born; either by a violent deculturation process, or by a specif‑
ic initiation using traumatic techniques.”65 This form of deconstruction of 
identity was applied in SS training. In this context, spaces where a level of 
humanity could be restored were the SS barracks and the places around the 
camps where “camaraderie evenings” (Kameradschaftsabende), meaning 
concerts or musical evenings, took place. In these spaces of what we could 
call institutionalised conviviality, music played a very important role in the 
restoration of the “human” integrity of the torturers.

Through a process contributing to the “fragmentation of behavior”,66 
music enabled the SS to continue performing the inhuman tasks they con‑
sidered as a “job”. In his Auschwitz diary from 1942, SS doctor Johann Paul 
Kremer alternated, in the same tone, between observations on the selections 

62 Laks, Music of Another World, 55‑56.
63 Fania Fénelon, Playing for Time (New York: Atheneum, 1977), 93; Olewski, Crying is Forbidden 

Here!, 28.
64 Laks, Music of Another World, 70.
65 Françoise Sironi, Bourreaux et victimes. Psychologie de la torture (Paris: Odile Jacob, 1999), 129. 
66 Tzvetan Todorov, Facing the Extreme: Moral Life in the Concentration Camps (New York: Metropol‑

itan Books/Henry Holt and Company, 1996), 139.
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on arrival of convoys (Sonderaktionen) and accounts of camp orchestra 
concerts he attended with great pleasure in the camp garrison.67 The music 
played to provide “troop care” (Truppenbetreuung) contributed to the SS’s 
psychic restoration and ensured their efficiency within the concentration 
camp system. The fact that members of the Lagerkapelle contributed to this, 
and were rewarded with food and cigarettes, gave rise to a strong sense of 
guilt among them after the war.

* * *

Whereas music helped some of them survive in the concentration camp 
system, after 1945 most Lagerkapelle amateur musicians gave up their ac‑
tivity due to traumatic memories of music performance. For many of them, 
the simple act of touching their instrument or hearing music they had been 
forced to play in the camp triggered post‑traumatic syndromes or panic 
attacks. In spite of this, some professional musicians continued their activ‑
ities and chose to use their talent to bear witness and contribute to remem‑
brance.

Music resonated in a wide variety of spaces in the concentration camps: 
while in the exterior spaces it was mainly used for coercive or even tortur‑
ous purposes, the interior spaces, and especially the inmate blocks, were 
places where music was more often linked to various processes of standing 
up against the Nazi system. Acting as a coping mechanism, musical ac‑
tivities could, temporarily, help assert a sense of humanity, protect against 
moral disintegration, and provide spaces of solidarity where people could 
temporarily “escape” from the camp reality. Music provided a framework 
in which victims “could laugh at, express despair at, or try to make sense of 
what was happening to them.”68 It could, on certain occasions, perpetuate 
the energy of imaginative activity, and reaffirm or strengthen the prisoners’ 
will to live. As the hymn of Buchenwald (Buchenwaldlied) put it: “We still 
want to say yes to life / Because the day will come, when we will be free!”69

67 Johann Paul Kremer, Journal from 8 August to 24 November 1942, 4.2/82231223‑82231236/ITS 
Digital Archive, Arolsen Archives, http://www.npdoc.be/Kremer‑J.P.

68 Gilbert, Music in the Holocaust, 10.
69 “Wir wollen trotzdem Ja zum Leben sagen / Denn einmal kommt der Tag: dann sind wir frei!” 

Lyrics: Fritz Löhner‑Beda; Music: Hermann Leopoldi, 1938.

http://www.npdoc.be/Kremer-J.P/
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