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Theresienstadt was opened by the Nazis on November 24, 1941, to be a ghetto 

and work center as part of Adolf Hitler’s Final Solution. Unique because of its artistic 

activity, the camp became a ghetto for the cultural elite and for Nazi propaganda. Operas, 

always strong venues for emotional expression, were often performed. This study 

examines the impact of three operas that were an integral part of life in Theresienstadt. 

The Emperor of Atlantis, composed in Theresienstadt by Viktor Ullmann, told a story of 

love and the indomitable human spirit. In contrast, The Bartered Bride by Bedřich 

Smetana, well-known to the prisoners and considered the Czech national opera, provided 

a reminder of life prior to interment. Perhaps most notably, Brundibar by Hans Krasa, the 

children’s opera that was a blunt mockery of Hitler told through the eyes of its young cast, 

has lived on as a powerful reminder of the struggle.
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany and 

within seven months the Nazi Party would be declared the only legal party in Germany. 

With help of the Nazis, Hitler would begin to segregate Jews and everyone else that he 

felt did not fit his description of “Aryan,” removing them from aspects of the community. 

Non-Aryans were removed from their jobs, evicted from their homes, and looked down 

upon for being different. On August 2, 1934, Germany’s President von Hindenburg 

passed away, and Hitler became the Führer; he increased his efforts to remove non-

Aryans. The Nazis followed Hitler’s orders religiously, going to great lengths to ostracize 

Jews including dismantling the statue of Jewish composer Felix Mendelssohn (1809-

1847) outside the Gewandhaus in Leipzig. Conditions continued to decline in Greater 

Germany climaxing with Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass, on November 9, 1938. 

On this night buildings were broken into, synagogues burned, and thousands of Jews 

arrested and taken to concentration camps.  

 Life for the Jews continued to decline after 1939. Five major ghettos were 

officially established – Warsaw, Lódz, Kraków, Lublin, Lvov. During the years between 

1939 and 1945 three hundred fifty-six ghettos were officially established. After the 

outbreak of war on September 1, 1939, many restrictions were enforced, including a strict 

curfew on Jewish individuals and the prohibition of Jews from entering select locations  
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(http://www.ushmm.org). Jews in German-occupied Poland were forced to wear a yellow 

Star of David at all times, a designation that would become mandatory for all Jews in the 

future of the Nazi reign. Jewish children were excluded from state schools and forced to 

be home schooled. The following year, the concentration camp Auschwitz would be set 

up and be prepared to take millions of lives. Other camps and ghettos began to appear 

quickly, including the Warsaw ghetto on November 15, 1940, and Theresienstadt on 

October 10, 1941.  

On November 24, 1941, the first group of prisoners arrived in Theresienstadt, a 

town that was opened as a “model resettlement center” for West and Central Europe’s 

unwanted Jews. This location was considered to be a ghetto, work center, and a transition 

to their arrival in the death center; it was never intended to be a final stop. Prisoners 

would be sent here from areas that the Germans wanted to rid of Jews. Theresienstadt 

was also built to be a propaganda tool. The Nazis anticipated that the International 

community would eventually be suspicious, so camp officials developed several 

nicknames over the years such as Paradeisghetto (Paradise Ghetto), a nickname given in 

the early propaganda. As the years progressed the camp would later be referred to as 

Theresiensbad (Spa Theresienstadt), Reichsaltersheim (State Home for the Aged), and 

Judische Selbtsverwaltung (Jewish Self-Administration) (Green 1969, 20). The camp was 

described later in history as “the strangest of all concentration camps” and “that strange 

mongrel, a hybrid of a concentration camp and a ghetto” (Schwertfeger 1989, 1). 

Music gained a prominent role among the cultural activities in the camp as an 

effort of the Nazis propaganda. The prisoners gave frequent performances ranging from 

folk songs without accompaniment to formal recitals. Recitals consisting of soloists and 
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chamber musicians, jazz musicians, orchestras, oratorios and operas were performed 

(Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 171). The Nazis adopted a ‘let them play’ attitude. They knew 

it was only a matter of time before the musicians and the audience would be executed, so 

allowing music would give prisoners false hope for the future (Dutlinger 2001, 158). 

Some music was composed and performed for other inmates, using music to express the 

emotions of the prisoners. But some composers also used their talent to create operas, 

concerts, and musical reviews which the Nazis used to deceive the entire world of the 

true intentions of Hitler in order to fulfill the demands of the SS. Theresienstadt housed 

several world-class composers, conductors, and musicians such as Viktor Ullmann, 

Robert Brock, Alice Herz-Sommer, Gideon Klein, Egon Ledec, Rafael Schächter, David 

Grunfeld, and Hans Krasa. These musicians and their contributions were used as one of 

many forms of propaganda to deceive the world (Rosen and Apfelbaum 2002, 165). 

Originally, artistic performances were banned inside the camp, which forced prisoners 

who wanted to express themselves through music to do so clandestinely. The Nazis 

eventually permitted musical performances to take place inside the camp in order to 

establish Theresienstadt’s reputation as a ghetto for the culturally elite. In the autumn of 

1942, the Freizeitgestaltung was formed in Theresienstadt as a group of prisoners who 

would be in charge of shaping and structuring leisure time for the inmates. Even though 

the Nazis allowed music, religious services which involved music would continue to be 

held in secret. Prisoners were permitted to be involved with organized cultural activities 

after eight hours of various work duties (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 169). On December 8, 

1942, a coffee house was opened inside the camp where prisoners, if fortunate enough to 



 4 

receive a rarely-given authorization slip, could spend two hours in the shop listening to 

popular music and swing (Fackler, www.holocaustmusic.ort).  

Operas were commonly performed inside Theresienstadt. Three operas which 

were most popular are The Emperor of Atlantis by Viktor Ullmann, Bartered Bride by 

Bedřich Smetana, and Brundibar by Hans Krasa. The Nazis would grant permission for 

performances to occur for the prisoners as the audiences; however, the opera Brundibar 

was specially requested by the Nazis to be performed when the International Red Cross 

visited to evaluate Hitler’s work, using the opera as yet another form of deception. The 

conductor of all three operas inside the camp was Raphael (Rafael) Schächter, a man 

described as truly obsessed with musical talent (Troller 1991, 46). These three operas 

played many different roles inside Theresienstadt. The composers looked at the 

performances as an opportunity to express their true hatred for Hitler disguised in the 

operas’ plots. The prisoners enjoyed the opera as an hour of emotional release, time away 

from being forced to work, while the Nazis viewed the opera as deception for the world 

of their true motivations and goals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

CHAPTER 2 

 

THERESIENSTADT 

 

 

Theresienstadt before the war 

 

 Prior to becoming a model resettlement center, Theresienstadt was a simple town. 

In 1780 Emperor Joseph II founded the town near Prague in honor of his deceased 

mother, Empress Maria Theresa (1717-1780), who is said to have accomplished “deeds 

worthy of a great man and considered as one of the most renowned and beneficent 

sovereigns that ever wore a crown” (Patrie 1877, 348). Music was passion of hers, which 

is ironic since the town would later be a ghetto which would emphasize music. According 

to her Italian language and music teacher, the famous Italian poet Pietro Metastasio 

(1689-1782), Maria Theresa was a talented musician who used music as a distraction 

during the few leisure times she had during her career. Her love for music was inherited 

from her father, Charles the XI of Germany, who spent enormous amounts of money 

from the state to feed his own passion for music. As a result of his benevolence, one 

opera house alone received thirty thousand pounds worth of dresses and decorations 

(Patrie 1877, 348).  

The town is located approximately thirty miles north of Prague between the Ohře 

and Labe rivers. In the 1880s there was a second walled unit across from the Ohře called 

the Kleine Festung, which translates to “Little Fortress.”  Theresienstadt was surrounded 

by plains with hills and it is said to have been covered with green meadows and wild  
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flowers. As a dedication to Maria Theresa, the town’s official colors were her personal 

favorites: white, black, and yellow. The fortress-village of the town had a water tower, 

high escarpments, and a deep trench to protect the village. During times of war invading 

armies would often forget about the town completely, and those that recognized the town 

would quickly pass by, realizing it was not worth taking. The town was never defended 

and never invaded (Green 1969, 39).  

 

Theresienstadt during the war 

 

 Reinhard Heydrich (1904-1942) and Adolf Eichmann (1906-1962) and other Nazi 

officials met on October 10, 1941 at the Prague Castle to discuss options to move toward 

the Final Solution. Two weeks later, the group met to discuss in depth the actions 

required to begin transporting Jews into Terezin, the Czech name for Theresienstadt. This 

location was selected because it was a fort which would be easy to control and required 

fewer guards. Another benefit of the location was that it neighbored Litomĕřice, a town 

that housed Wehrmacht and Schutzstaffel (SS) troops, seen in figure 1.  

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Theresienstadt 

Source: http://www.lexhamarts.org/theater/200906/BackgroundInfo.htm. 
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The decision was made to move the Jews of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia 

into Theresienstadt. In the meeting, the Nazis estimated that fifty or sixty thousand Jews 

could move comfortably into Theresienstadt. The group refined their plans to take the 

first step of the process: removing the Jews from Bohemia and Moravia. Then next step 

was to recommend that the Czechs currently living in the town move elsewhere, which 

would open the town for the Nazis to bring in the Jews (Green 1969, 42).  

 Jewish leaders in Prague were soon told by the SS that they needed to recruit a 

team of experts to form a group called the Aufbaukommando (the construction battalion), 

that consisted of people such as police officers, postal experts, administrators, financial, 

and economic experts. The team would be sent to Theresienstadt prior to the general 

transportations in order to prepare the barracks. The Nazis employed these tactics to 

enhance the public’s cooperation and to give the false impression that the conditions 

would be suitable. The group of 342 men included numerous young, strong, and skilled 

laborers, many of whom were volunteers. They had previously been employed as 

mechanics, drivers, and construction workers and were physically ready to prepare the 

town for their families. The workers were also promised that their families would not be 

sent to the east, which was how the Nazis described the death center Auschwitz. The 

workers found this easy to believe because Theresienstadt was located to the west, which 

gave them the impression their families would not be moved far and would stay together. 

Dr. Sigfried Seidl, the first commandant of Theresienstadt, decided to set the tone that the 

Nazi rule was dominant and unpredictable before the Jews even arrived by removing all 

of the experts from the Aufbaukommando and replacing them with those of laborers. This 

was one of the earlier signs of the Nazis character (Green 1969, 43). 
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 On November 24, 1941, the Aufbaukommando left Prague to become the first 

residents of Theresienstadt. In December, a second team called the Arbeitskommando 

(work detail) arrived to assist in the final preparations for the overwhelming number of 

Jews that were to arrive soon; however, the materials to make the improvements would 

not arrive in time (Green 1969, 55). Although the group was promised to not be deported, 

months later the guarantee would be broken and the Aufbaukommando would not be 

immune of deportations. Many of the Nazis would recognize the original members and 

pass over them when selections were made of who would be transported out (Rovit and 

Goldfarb 1999, 169).  

Most of the members of the Aufbaukommandos and Arbeitskommando, referred to 

as AK I and AK II, joined the Council of Elders. In the autumn of 1942, this Council was 

formed by the SS to establish Theresienstadt and to exploit Eastern European ghettos. 

Many of the first arrivals decided to join this group whose job was to be the ghetto’s 

Jewish self-administrators and oversee the day-to-day running of the camp. Their 

responsibility was to carry out the orders of the Nazis, including creating a good 

environment for children, who were often separated from their parents and lacked proper 

nourishment and education (Gruenbaum 2004, 20). The Council was comprised of 

thirteen members including the Council’s leader, Dr. Jacob Edelstein, and Deputy Otto 

Zucker, who would replace Edelstein when he was deported to Auschwitz. There was 

also Mirko Tuma, who survived the war and would live to tell her tale, Dr. Paul Eppstein 

from Berlin, and Rabbi Dr. Benjamin Murmelstein (Schwertfeger 1989, 13).  

In the autumn of 1942, the Council of the Elders formed the Freizeitgestaltung, a 

group which organized the prisoners’ leisure time. The group was comprised of 276 
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members, each of whom had to apply for admittance (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 171). 

There were many benefits of being a member: they were eligible for special housing, 

additional food rations, and less strenuous labor (Wadler, www.holocaustmusic.ort). 

Rabbi Erich Weiner became the first director of this organization in February of 1942 and 

was appointed to be responsible for both prayers and leisure activities. The 

Freizeitgestaltung’s responsibilities included structuring and shaping the available leisure 

time and any organized cultural activities for prisoners, which in turn created a better life 

for the prisoners in Theresienstadt. The leisure time was considered a reward and granted 

only after an eight-hour day of various work duties and heavy labor (Rovit and Goldfarb 

1999, 171). The Freizeitgestaltung was formed by the Council with the intent of 

providing the group with neutral help, and they used the young rabbi to camouflage the 

true intentions of the new organization, which was to better the life of the prisoners 

(Bondy 1981, 292).  

 

Process to enter Theresienstadt 

 

 The prisoners’ journey to enter the camp was a lengthy and tedious procedure 

called “Prague Sample Fair.” As the first transports were arriving, the prisoners quickly 

realized the town was not at all what they expected, as the camp was far from being 

finished. In the meantime, Jews throughout the region were being marched out of their 

homes randomly during the day, though some were taken in the middle of the night. They 

were informed they could only take with them fifty kilos (the equivalent of one hundred 

pounds of belongings) and that their destination was unknown. The prisoners would then 

begin a three-day process of waiting on mattresses on the floor with no bathrooms or 
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facilities for washing (Gruenbaum 2004, 19). They would simply wait for the number on 

their ticket to be called to turn in all keys, ration cards, money, and personal valuables. 

The Germans then required the Jews to fill out a questionnaire with addresses so that 

their homes could be looted and all of their remaining belongings stolen (Green 1969, 55).  

Once their number was called and belongings were collected, the Jews were 

shipped by train to Theresienstadt. They would travel with standing room only for two-

to-three hours until their arrival at the camp. Some of the earlier transports would walk 

two miles after the train ride from the Bohušovice railway station to the camp’s gates 

while carrying their personal items, which would be immediately confiscated upon arrival 

(Gruenbaum 2004, 19). The prisoners entered the camp through a gate with aged yellow 

concrete block buildings, the favorite color of Maria Theresa. The town was two-thirds of 

a mile long and across, consisting of two-hundred two-storied houses as well as fourteen 

large stone barracks; moats surrounded the entire town. The town was also surrounded by 

high walls that were originally created to defend the city from invaders but were used 

during this time as a means to keep the population in. The buildings were set in a grid 

pattern with a park in the center (Gruenbaum 2004, 20). The River Ohře separated the 

town from the “Little Fortress,” a place where the Gestapo would keep Russian prisoners 

of war, Czech non-collaborationists, and other suspected enemies (Rovit and Goldfarb 

1999, 173).  

 The Nazis separated the prisoners by nationalities as they arrived. Czechs, 

Germans, and Austrians were provided with different areas for lodging. Although the 

majority of the prisoners’ time was spent working, there was also a small amount of time 

dedicated to leisure. There is evidence that the different nationalities found different ways 
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of coping with imprisonment. With help from Fredy Hirsch, a member of the Council of 

Elders, there was a movement to allow inmates to have performances of concerts and 

plays (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 209). The Czechs initiated a vibrant theater whereas the 

Germans excelled in a lecture series, and both groups’ activities were permitted and 

accepted by the Nazi officials. Although the Council had power to allow performances, 

any performances were still overseen by the Nazis and regulated by the Council of Elders. 

Originally, any forms of musical performances were banned. Then, as the Nazis realized 

the benefits they provided as propaganda, they granted approval for musical 

performances under their supervision as acts of exploitation. These performances allowed 

the Nazis to promote Theresienstadt’s special status as a ghetto for the culturally elite. 

Permitted cultural activities included playing folk songs without accompaniment, formal 

recitals of soloists, chamber music ensembles, jazz ensembles, and orchestral, operatic, 

and oratorio performances (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 172).  

 On April 5, 1944, Siegfried Lederer escaped from Auschwitz-Birkenau and 

spread word to the Council of Elders of the truth about Auschwitz. This rumor circulated 

amongst Theresienstadt that it was not as bad as other camps causing prisoners to become 

extra fearful of the possibility of being transported to another camp. People that were 

recruited to be placed on the transports were told they would be sent to a work camp; 

however, what the prisoners did not know was that transports out of Theresienstadt went 

to Auschwitz, leading to an immediate death sentence in the gas chambers (Gruenbaum 

2004, 35).  
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Ghetto, concentration camp, work center 

 

Theresienstadt is considered to be a unique camp for its makeup, structure, 

external appearance, and method of oversight of the prisoners by using them as 

administration. When the town was transformed by the Nazis, it was considered to have 

been a ghetto, concentration camp, and a work center, but not a death center like 

Auschwitz, Treblinka, Maidanek, Chelmno, Sobibor, and Belzec. The term “ghetto” is 

used originally in history to describe a residential city. The Nazis used the term to 

describe a sealed-off and controlled area where Jews would stay as a transition between 

being free and their arrival at a death center. Theresienstadt is also distinctive because it 

was an existing town that was reestablished to be a ghetto, not a concentration camp built 

from scratch like the other camps. The ghetto was also distinguished by its Jewish 

Council which, as previously stated, under the jurisdiction of the Nazis, assisted in 

governing of the Jews. Although the camp was not a death center, the prisoners still 

struggled with hunger, contagious diseases such as typhoid, overcrowded living centers, 

the consistent fear of transports to a death center, and overall the risk of death (Fackler, 

www.holocaustmusic.ort).  

Life for the children was reasonable considering the circumstances. Singing and 

playing of games were permissible for the children. They were not permitted to attend 

classes so teachers and youth leaders held classes secretly without blackboards using the 

very small amount of paper available to them. If an assignment was given, it would be 

done on a piece of scrap paper that would be immediately destroyed. Most of the 

education was through conversation and repetition, and usually without visual aids. 

Although general education was not tolerated, musical education was permitted inside the 
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camp. The children would receive piano lessons privately from a fellow inmate on a 

piano in very poor condition. The food for the children was inadequate for the nutritional 

needs of growing youth; breakfast consisted of a brown liquid that was an ersatz coffee 

made from grain. Other meals usually consisted of soup made from barley and 

occasionally a piece of sausage (Gruenbaum 2004, 21).  

Theresienstadt was designed not as a place to murder the Jews, but to be a holding 

cell for prisoners to stay and assist in the elaborate hoax to deceive the world before their 

final inevitable stop at the Auschwitz gas chambers (Dutlinger 2001, 18). The camp 

originally was intended to imprison approximately 76,000 Czech Jews from Bohemia and 

Moravia. Over the years, 42,000 Jews from Germany, 1,100 from Hungary, 4,900 from 

Holland, 15,000 from Austria, and an additional 6,500 from other various locations 

would enter Theresienstadt (Gruenbaum 2004, 20). The town, which was built in 1780 

estimated to house a population of only 7,000 soldiers and support personnel, reached its 

population peak on September 18, 1942, with 58,491 prisoners. On an average day, 156 

prisoners would pass away. During the war, it is estimated that approximately 140,000 

prisoners entered the gates of Theresienstadt (Green 1969, 31). 

 

Musical life in the camp 

During the years Theresienstadt was a work camp it incarcerated many of 

Europe’s finest composers, vocalists, instrumentalists and conductors (Rovit and 

Goldfarb 1999, 181). Compositions written inside include Hans Krasa’s Brundibar, an 

opera written for and performed by children, as well as Passacaglia and Fugue for violin, 

viola, and cello. Viktor Ullmann flourished creatively inside the camp composing many 
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sonatas for piano, a string quartet, the opera Der Kaiser von Atlantis (The Emperor of 

Atlantis), and many other compositions (Karas 1985, 202). Some musicians felt their 

time in incarceration was a time to practice and perform their craft even though they were 

composing at the command of the SS, although there were compositions made without 

the knowledge of the Nazis. The positive aspect of being a performer was that it bought 

time for survival because the Nazis knew it would be difficult to train another musician. 

The musicians’ lives were spared when it became time for Nazi soldiers to choose for 

transports, but this did not permanently eliminate them from deportation. Towards the 

end of the war when the transports became more frequent, the Nazis loaded many artists 

onto the trains to Auschwitz (Schumacher, 170). Musicians were present in five 

extermination camps, ranging from playing as others went to work, to playing for 

prisoners as they marched to the gas chambers. Not surprisingly, the suicide rate among 

the musicians was incredibly high (Rosen and Apfelbaum 2002, 166). 

 

International Red Cross Visit 

 As the war progressed, the International Red Cross began to question what was 

truly occurring under the jurisdiction of Hitler and sent representatives to visit a location 

and evaluate the situation. On June 23, 1944, the delegates arrived in Theresienstadt, the 

camp the Nazis had carefully selected and prepared prior for any investigations. The 

Nazis began to enhance the illusion that the town was completely functioning and 

habitable. The Nazis were concerned about the Red Cross having concerns for 

overcrowding, so on May 15, 1944, approximately 7,503 prisoners were transported to 

Auschwitz (www.ushmm.org). SS First Lieutenant Karl Rahm, Commandant of 
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Theresienstadt, personally supervised the selection of those who were to be sent out of 

the camp. Orphans were abruptly shipped to Auschwitz, along with anyone suffering 

from tuberculosis or who looked ill. It is said that Rahm would be careful to exempt 

anyone who looked healthy, especially the pretty girls. When people were being chosen 

to leave with the final transport before the visitors were to arrive, inmates were hiding, 

scheming, and bargaining for their lives to stay in the camp and not be sent elsewhere 

(Green 1969, 88).  

In an effort to quickly fix the town, the Nazis implemented a process in December 

of 1943 called Stadtverschönerung (beautification of the city), a superficial effort to 

disguise the town by merely window dressing (Fackler, www.holocaustmusic.ort). To 

make the town appear presentable, prisoners were forced to make a playground, plant 

flowers, set up street names, and even build what appeared from the outside to be stores 

(Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 171). A school was created, but had a sign on the door which 

read ‘Closed for Vacation’ so that visitors would not be inquisitive. Several musical 

performances and a documentary were readied for the visitors to witness in an attempt to 

show that there was an enjoyable life for the residents. Everything in the camp appeared 

to be “life as normal” just as the Nazis wanted. Any remaining prisoners who were sick, 

handicapped, or who threatened to cause trouble and did not make the final transports to 

Auschwitz were forced to stay indoors until after the visit (Gruenbaum 2004, 43). The 

hospital and children’s quarters were scrubbed and painted, and the nurses received fresh 

uniforms as well as a more sterile environment (Green 1969, 88). 

The visitors were taken on a very specific tour accompanied by top-ranking Nazi 

officials from Berlin and Prague. As the visitors entered, they were greeted by Lieutenant 
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Rahm and his aids, who were strategically dressed in civilian clothing, and then taken to 

specific prepared locations and carefully guided to avoid the areas that had not been 

enhanced. The inspectors saw spotless streets and houses painted in bright pastel colors 

while hearing Theresienstadt’s orchestra play Mozart in the community center. Later in 

the day they were treated to a performance of prisoner Hans Krasa’s opera Brundibar. On 

cue, a group of singing Jewish girls would pass by the visitors and then continue 

marching off to their gardening. It was planned that bakers wearing white gloves would 

unload fresh bread into a fake store while another shop had fresh vegetables on display. 

As they passed a soccer field a goal was scored- another staged event. What the visitors 

did not see were the overcrowded barracks filled with the elders and those who were 

dying but did not make the final transport. They also did not see inside the stores which 

were filled with the Jews’ personal items stolen by the Nazis (Green 1969, 90). When 

Lisl Bogart, Theresienstadt survivor, was asked about her experience (full transcript in 

Appendix B) preparing for the Red Cross visit she said: 

That was a charade. It is hard to describe. It went on for weeks and weeks, the 

preparations, the rehearsals. Just like you would prepare and rehearse for a play. I 

speak a lot at schools to children and I explain to them just like they would put on 

a show, they did. Preparations to the point that there was money, a bank, a sewing 

room, a school room, a prayer room. Now, one of the barracks there is like a 

second museum in Terezin. One was original, and a barrack is now a second 

museum which is what it looked like when the Red Cross visited. Beautiful bunks 

which we didn’t have; coats hanging on a hanger, blankets, and mattresses, all we 

didn’t even have; even a false bathroom. (There were) beautiful faucets with 

water running out of it. But of course, the Red Cross was not permitted to come in. 

If they had gone in and turned on the faucet no water would have came out. It was 

strictly made for that purpose, looking. Everything was really make-believe… 

They came once. We left all of the stores empty just in case of another unexpected 

visit, which never happened. This was all a charade for this one particular visit 

(Bogart, 2011).  
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Maurice Rossel, one of the inspectors, sent a report of approval concerning what 

he had seen. In his report he attached a cover note stating: “…we are pleased to repeat 

our assurances to you that our report about our visit to Theresienstadt will reassure many 

people, since conditions are satisfactory…” The actual report stated: “We must say that 

we are astonished to find out that the Ghetto was a community leading an almost normal 

existence, as we are prepared for the worst” (Dutlinger 2001, 56).  

By September of 1944, Germany began to crumble under the attacks from the 

Allied powers. On July 20, 1944, there was an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate Hitler 

by a group of military and civilian conspirators. The Allies promised salvation for the 

prisoners of Theresienstadt which resulted in the Germans increasing the number of 

prisoners being sent to the gas chambers. They were attempting to exterminate as many 

Jews as possible in the event that Germany should be defeated (Lederer 1953, 145). 

Eleven transports were sent out; in October, 18,402 people were deported, sending out 

most of the prisoners that the Nazis believed could be potential leaders of a resistance 

movement. Before the mass deportations started at the end of September, the Ghetto held 

29,530 prisoners. The total of prisoners after the last transport was reduced to only 

11,076 (Lederer 1953, 158).  

 

Theresienstadt after the war 

 

On May 11, 1945, following the surrender of Germany to the Allied Forces and 

the takeover of the camp by the Soviet Union, the Red Army sent medical units into 

Theresienstadt in response to a report that the incidences of typhus had risen from thirty 

to one hundred twenty. Five hospitals were set up and the Sudeten barracks were 



 18 

transformed into a quarantine center. It is stated that a total of 2,202 cases of typhus were 

diagnosed inside the camp; however, it is believed the actual total was much higher since 

there was inaccurate documentation throughout the Holocaust (Lederer 1953, 195). Of 

the 140,000 prisoners sent to Theresienstadt, only 3,100 survived the war (Gruenbaum 

2004, 35).  

Today, Theresienstadt is a memorial open to the public to acknowledge those 

imprisoned in the camp. The name was changed to the Terezin Memorial in 1964. On 

May 6, 1947, the Czechoslovak government decided to make a “Memorial of National 

Suffering” in the town. It opened two years later as the first historical exhibition in the 

Small Fortress. The exhibit has thirteen parts which tell the story beginning with the 

Nazis rise to power and continuing until the end of WWII (Terezin Memorial 1996, 4). 

Inside, visitors are given the opportunity to view where the prisoners called home for 

many years.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE EMPEROR OF ATLANTIS – THE DEVIL ABDICATES  

 

 

 

Ullmann before the War 

 

Viktor Ullmann was highly involved with music inside Theresienstadt, and his 

efforts resulted in numerous musical performances for the camp as well as in 

documentation of the musical events. Ullmann was born on January 1, 1898, in a town 

near the Moravian-Polish border. As the son of a high-ranking Austrian army officer, he 

had a privileged life which could have given him many advantages; however, he never 

used his noble origin to enhance himself as an artist. His secondary education is believed 

to have been received in a gymnasium in Vienna, where most of his youth was spent. His 

numerous writings demonstrate an eclectic intellectual background, evidence that he had 

an immense knowledge of history, literature, philosophy and music (Karas 1985, 111). 

He began his musical education as a child taking piano lessons with Eduar Steuermann. 

He was trained in music theory and composition by the leader of the Second Viennese 

School, Arnold Schöenberg (1874-1951). He also received training from Schöenberg’s 

students Dr. Josef Polnauer and Dr. Heinrich Jalowetz (Karas 1985, 113). There is no 

evidence or records of Ullmann studying conducting with these educators or anyone else. 

This is interesting as he would play a major role as a conductor in Theresienstadt (Karas 

1985, 113). 
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During World War I, Ullmann was the youngest officer in the Austrian army. 

Once the war was officially over, he voiced interest to his peers in the idea of leaving 

Czechoslovakia, but his friends convinced him to remain in Prague with them. Perhaps he 

might have avoided transportation to a concentration camp and lived a longer life if he 

had followed his instinct. Ullmann soon after moved to Vienna to continue his musical 

studies. He became a founding member of Verein für Musikalisches Privataufführungen, 

the Society for Musical Performances. This group of musicians focused on atonal style 

but also adhered to classical patterns in formal design (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 184). 

Schöenberg was very impressed by Ullmann’s talent and capability, and recommended to 

his brother-in-law, Alexander Zemlinsky (1871-1942), to consider hiring his student. 

Zemlinsky, being the musical director of the opera at the New German Theater in Prague, 

employed the musician. His initial duties were primarily as a vocal coach, with his finest 

opportunity as a young man truly opening up in December 1921, when he was asked to 

be a substitute conductor of Mozart’s opera Bastien and Bastienne. Doors continued to 

open for him as he was even given the chance to conduct the Czech operas of Bedřich 

Smetana (1824-1884), composer of The Bartered Bride, which would later be performed 

inside Theresienstadt (Karas 1985, 113).  

After ten years with the New German Theater, Ullmann decided to leave Prague, 

after being offered the position of musical director of an opera house in a North 

Bohemian town. He was given the responsibility to make his own artistic decisions, and 

advanced quickly in the new position. In one short season he premiered seven 

productions of standard repertoire and contemporary pieces, including Ariadne auf Naxos 

by Richard Strauss (1864-1949) and Johny spielt auf by Ernst Krenek (1900-1992) 
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(Karas 1985, 113). A short time later, he returned to Prague where he stayed until his 

deportation. His final years of freedom were very prosperous: teaching private music 

lessons, giving lectures, and writing reviews for a German magazine called Der Auftakt, 

“The Up-beat.” His living conditions were not as comfortable as before World War I, but 

he made the best of the circumstances. Ullmann organized a private music meeting for 

his peers until the Germans officially occupied Prague. This group of gentlemen would 

meet to read, listen, and discuss new works, as well as earlier compositions (Karas 1985, 

114). 

Ullmann’s artistic life flourished during the final seven years prior to 

incarceration. In 1935, he learned to compose using the quarter-tone system while 

studying composition at the Prague Conservatory. In addition, he composed his largest 

composition of this period, Der Sturz des Antichrist (The Downfall of Antichrist). This 

opera was three-acts long and was composed in just seven months. He worked with the 

libretto of Swiss poet and dramatist Albert Steffen to compose this work for nine soloists 

and a chorus, accompanied by an enlarged symphony orchestra. Although the score was 

preserved, the opera was never performed. Ullmann continued to compose several works 

after working with Steffen, many of which were published privately. Many of these 

original compositions are currently located in the Department of Music History and 

Theory at Charles University in Prague. Notable compositions written just prior to his 

deportation include four piano sonatas, a piano concerto, several song cycles, and another 

opera titled Der Zerbrochene Krug (The Broken Jug) (Karas 1985, 114).  
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Ullmann inside Theresienstadt 

 

On September 8, 1942, Viktor Ullmann and his third wife, Elisabeth, arrived in 

Theresienstadt. One week later his ex-wife, Annie, and his son, Max, arrived at the camp; 

both disappeared immediately upon arrival. Due to Ullmann’s history as an officer and a 

well known composer, he was released from the more mundane daily obligations. The 

Nazis permitted a group called the Freizeitgestaltung (literally translates to “free time 

shaping”) to be formed whose responsibilities included organizing and structuring leisure 

time for the prisoners. They were accountable for the camp’s organized cultural activities 

and assigning tasks to the other inmates (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 209). Ullmann was 

assigned by this organization to be a music critic, designate practice rations for the 

pianists, and be in charge of running music rehearsals. As the official critic and concert 

rehearsal manager, his responsibilities allowed him to devote a substantial amount of 

time to preparing and presenting various musical performances (Rosen and Apfelbaum 

2002, 180). It is ironic that it was this time in the camp during which he was more 

concentrated on his creativity as a composer then at any other time in his life. Ullmann 

studied with many great musicians such as Schöenberg, yet it was during incarceration 

with limited resources when the musician truly opened himself creatively. Theresienstadt 

also assisted him in opening up on a spiritual level. Although he had been married to 

three different women of his faith, it is said that he was never religious or fully aware of 

his “Jewishness” until being persecuted for his religion (Karas 1985, 117).  
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The Emperor of Atlantis 

 

Ullmann was among numerous musicians during his captivity inside 

Theresienstadt, including librettist Peter Kien. With Kien as the librettist and Ullmann as 

the composer, together they would later collaborate and produce one of Theresienstadt’s 

most notable operas, The Emperor of Atlantis (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 183). Kien, born 

in 1919 in Varnsdorf Germany, exhibited true potential prior to Theresienstadt. He 

exemplified versatility as a musician, poet, graphic painter, caricaturist, and as an 

architect. Limited information is known about Kien prior to the camp; however there is 

evidence that his father owned a small textile factory and that his family was sent to 

Theresienstadt from Munich in late 1941. Once inside, he was a member of a gifted 

group called “The Theresienstadt Painters.”  He left the camp on a train that was taking 

his parents to Auschwitz. He died in the gas chambers with his parents. He will be 

remembered in history not only as a librettist, but as a poet and for his pre-Theresienstadt 

drawings which are still preserved (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 183). This duo would seem 

like an odd pair; Ullmann was an older composer while Kien was a young poet-painter. 

They were able to merge together because they shared a common denominator – 

determination to survive (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 185).  

Ullmann and Kien had several concerns and obstacles when composing the opera. 

There was deliberation about the language in which the opera should be performed 

because they were under the supervision of the Nazis. Ullmann and Kien agreed that both 

rehearsals and performances would be held in German to appease the soldiers who 

suspected their true intentions were mockery (Dutlinger 2001, 143). Another concern was 

that there were few props and little capability to make a lavish set design. This resulted in 
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an agreement that all scenes would take place in once location, Atlantis. There was in the 

center of the stage a loudspeaker and, to the right, the throne of Emperor Űberall, who is 

sometimes referred to as Emperor Overall. When scene changes occurred, draperies and 

simple wooden platforms were used to give the appearance of a new setting (Dutlinger 

2001, 143). Considering the situation of the prisoners, Ullmann and Kien were concerned 

about losing the audience both physically and emotionally. The artists agreed that with 

the audiences’ situation the opera needed to be fairly short, and they composed the opera 

to last less than an hour (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 185).  

In addition, the composers had qualms about casting the singers and 

instrumentalists. With prisoners disappearing with each transport, there was a constant 

predicament of losing people who were given roles, whether they were major or minor 

characters. To solve this concern, the opera was composed very modestly (Rovit and 

Goldfarb 1999, 185). Ullmann and Kien decided to keep the cast to seven featured 

soloists, who were predetermined prior to the composition. Keeping in mind the cast, 

they wrote while imagining Karel Berman as the character “Death,” who decided to 

relinquish his power of taking lives away in disgrace of the nation. Walter Windholz was 

“Emperor Űberall,” a mighty ruler who isolated himself while creating a miserable land. 

David Grunfeld was envisioned as “Harlekin”, a soldier who was known to make 

anybody laugh and who asks Death to take his life when he can no longer make people 

laugh during the hard times. Marion Podolier was seen as “Girl,” a soldier who falls in 

love with a Soldier, sometimes today referred to as “Pierrot,” when they are supposed to 

engage in battle. Gilde Aronson-Lindt was cast as “Drummer” who announces when the 

Emperor is near, and lastly “Loudspeaker,” a voice that came out of a speaker center-
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stage, heard as a narrator but never seen. The orchestra was also larger than for some 

works produced in the camp, requiring a flute, oboe, clarinet, alto saxophone, trumpet, 

tenor-banjo (doubling guitar), cembalo (doubling piano), harmonium, small drum, 

cymbals, triangle, tam-tam, violins, viola, cello, and a double bass (Ullmann 1993, 5).  

In addition to casting the roles and assigning orchestra parts, there was a need for 

people to run the opera and the rehearsals. Rafael Schӓchter, conductor of many other 

operas inside Theresienstadt including The Bartered Bride and Brundibar, was asked to 

be the conductor. He worked with Karl Meinhard as the director and stage designer 

František Zelenka (Dutlinger 2001, 143).  

The composition was to tell a true story of the life of prisoners inside 

Theresienstadt. The bloody and joyless town of Atlantis described the life of the prisoners 

(Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 186). Death was used not as a means for genocide, but as 

someone who brings hope of ending pain and suffering for humans - a concept not 

foreign to the history of German literature. The soldier who falls in love, Pierrot, is a 

symbol of suffering. He becomes upset that he cannot make people laugh anymore and 

asks Death to take his life. Death declares: “No power on earth can kill you,” a clear 

statement that the Nazis could not control the world. Another obvious statement was that 

the Emperor was a dictator disliked by the land he commanded, just as the Jews hated 

Hitler. In addition, the actor portraying the Emperor possessed physical similarities to 

Hitler, such as a small distinct mustache. When Emperor Űberall dies in the end, the town 

rejoices over the hope and prayer that Hitler would soon be a victim of death himself 

(Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 187). Interestingly, in this case, it is the death of one person 

that will bring the peace to the larger group of people—not peace in the individual sense 
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that was spoken about earlier where one finds peace through his own death. The opera 

was predetermined to be a hit with the prisoners for multiple reasons. The opera had a 

similar foundation as an international cinema work produced prior to the Holocaust 

entitled Death Takes a Holiday, which reminded prisoners of life prior to incarceration. 

Another hidden significance was, as stated previously, the hope that Hitler would soon 

take his final breaths on earth, much like the emperor (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 187). 

 

Story of the Opera 

Ullmann and Kien composed The Emperor of Atlantis in a determination to write 

something as an act of cultural defiance, a work they described as “a legend in four 

scenes” with the subtitle “Death Abdicates.”  The opera begins with a prologue from 

Loudspeaker, the unseen narrator, who introduces the characters and plot of the opera. 

Dictator of Atlantis, Emperor Overall, who has destroyed the land and declared a 

universal war, has locked himself away in his palace so that he could rule better. 

Loudspeaker establishes the characters of the Drummer, himself, a soldier, and a maiden. 

He next introduces Death, a retired soldier who single-handedly decides who lives and 

who dies, and a man named Harlequin, who still manages to laugh even though life is 

terrible in Atlantis. The opera continues with Harlequin singing of how there is no love in 

Atlantis when Death hears him and becomes angry. Death is baffled that he is still 

singing amidst all the unpleasantries. Harlequin and Death unite in a duet, commiserating 

there is little about which they can be happy. Harlequin is lonely since he does not have a 

lover and upset that nobody finds him funny anymore, leaving him feeling that life is 

unbearable (Ullmann 1993, 13).  
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Harlequin’s misery is unbearable to the point that he turns to Death and asks him 

to take his life since he is a soldier trained to do so. This leads to Death’s Aria, where he 

speaks of displeasure over the lack of respect towards him and feels Emperor Overall has 

replaced him as the one choosing who dies. Act I ends with the Drummer’s Aria, where 

the Drummer reads a proclamation from the Emperor which brags of the Emperor’s many 

titles, followed by an announcement declaring a total war. The Emperor demanded that 

soldiers take each others lives without warrant, leaving Death feeling even more 

aggravated and mocked that the Emperor feels he had the authority to take souls. Act I 

concludes with Death breaking his sword which allows people to die now that he is 

disheartened about modern life and the decisions of the Emperor (Rovit and Goldfarb 

1999, 185). 

In Act II, the shortest act of the opera, Death makes it clear that he will not 

tolerate Overall’s actions. The act opens with Scene 7, “Dance of Death,” which is purely 

instrumental. Next, Emperor Overall orders that people to be put to death. Since Death 

has broken his sword, hours pass for the victims who have been hanged but are still alive 

and enduring horrifying pain. Overall announces that he knows the secret to be safe from 

death and that he will share this information which infuriates Death, as this is another 

ploy used to laugh in Death’s face. The Emperor sees Death as his servant, leaving Death 

feeling disturbed and angry to be considered to be unimportant. The act ends with an 

Intermezzo featuring the musicians (Ullmann 1993, 45).  

Act III is where Girl and Soldier encounter each other and know that they should 

fight to the death (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 185). Soldier knows that Death broke his 

sword and that if he tries to kill the girl, she will not die. He decides not to make her 
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suffer and ignores the orders from the Emperor to kill. The Girl is surprised by the kind 

gesture and sings an aria where she contemplates whether good things still exist. The 

Drummer soon joins her aria, together wondering how love does still exist. The lovers, 

Girl and Soldier, unite in voices to sing of love. The act ends with Scene 13, “The Living 

Dead” intermezzo (Ullmann 1993, 61).  

The opera ends with Act IV, which opens with Harlequin and Drummer 

reminding the audience of how terrible life was and that the Emperor hides behind the 

walls of his palace. In Scene 16, Death introduces himself to Overall as the true person 

who relieves people from the sickness and pain and welcomes them into peace. Emperor 

Overall realizes that Death needs to return so that people who are being put to death can 

actually die and begs Death to continue once again taking lives. “Without you we people 

could not live” the Emperor pleas. Death realized that people who were sick were 

terrified that they would not receive deliverance from their pain, which greatly displeased 

him. Disappointed that he has caused suffering, he agrees to reclaim his responsibility but 

based on one condition: the Emperor is the first to die (Dutlinger 2001, 143). Overall is 

featured in Scene 17, “The Emperor’s Farewell,” where he says his goodbyes to Atlantis, 

asking the people not to be afraid for him. The opera ends with the people telling Death 

they are ready for him to return so that people could peacefully pass. The opera ends with 

the cast singing the moral that Ullmann and Kien were trying to convey: to respect the 

joy and pain of life, and remember that death should not be considered worthless (Rovit 

and Goldfarb 1999, 185). 
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Score Analysis 

 

 Unlike many operas, The Emperor of Atlantis was composed from scratch inside 

Theresienstadt and with the intention of being a verbal attack for the adults against Hitler 

and the Nazi party. Rather than composing in a major key to express happiness and minor 

to express distress, Ullmann chooses to use the complicated process of twelve-tone, 

representing their complicated situation. Although the composition is based on intricate 

emotions, the resources were limited so the music needed to be less complicated than 

might otherwise be the case for the cast to learn it. He uses unique rhythms for each scene, 

bringing back select phrases such as the trumpet call where characters say “Hello, hello.”  

His melodic motives are not frequently heard, making them harder to recognize; however, 

he uses repeat signs throughout the opera for whole sections to repeat.  

 Ullmann’s opera employs unique voices to express each character and also uses 

Arnold Schöenberg’s twelve-tone system. The cast involves only two females, Girl and 

Drummer. Girl, who falls in love with Soldier, is written for a soprano voice. Her music 

tells of love with legato lines and no harsh articulations, giving the audience a feeling of 

relaxation and ease. The orchestra accompanying her uses limited notation that is in a 

major key to portray this emotion. In contrast to the part of Girl is Drummer, whose voice 

range is from contralto to mezzo-soprano. A drum roll is always heard as the character is 

about to enter as well as throughout select scenes such as the Drummer’s Aria. Her 

articulations are harsher, requiring more active rhythms as she is the messenger of the 

Emperor. Historically, male drummers would be on the battlefield accompanying, 

announcing, and directing the armies. It may be conjectured that the decision of making 
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Drummer, the announcer and messenger of the Emperor, a female was done on the 

premise of providing the opera with more irony and hope for change.  

 The opera writes for two tenors: the sad soldier named Harlequin who wishes 

times were better, and Soldier who falls in love. Harlequin’s higher voice acts as a 

symbol for happier times as well as the energetic personality he used to have. Girl and 

Soldier sing often together, using twelve-tone constructions as the opera often does; 

however, the foundation under the singers is composed in a less chaotic manner to 

suggest the feeling of love. The chords are simple and although not in a key, they tend to 

use thirds.  

 The opera features three additional male singers. The only baritone is Emperor 

Overall, whose articulations are accented using short phrases. The music from the 

orchestra lacks a discernible key and uses tremolos frequently. This is used to express the 

lack of stability of the dictators, both Hitler and Overall. The music’s lack of a key center 

causes chords that clash and provide tension. The musicians’ use of tremolos causes a 

feeling of unsteadiness as well. The basses of the opera are Loudspeaker and Death, the 

dark voices that bring a sense of mystery to the plot. Loudspeaker is often heard as a 

voice that provides the plot as well as representing a liaison between the Emperor and the 

outside world. His music is scored with very precise words, as he needs to be clear for the 

audience to comprehend the plot. Death’s voice changes repeatedly throughout the opera. 

During his first appearance in the opera, his voice is low with slower rhythms since he is 

baffled and bothered that Harlequin is singing. His anger increases as the Emperor 

attempts to take his job, evident in the music with articulations that become precise, short, 

and in quicker meters such as 6/8 and 3/8. 
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 Throughout the opera, Ullmann uses each scene to express the subliminal 

emotions the audience was feeling. During Scene III, Ullmann uses Harlequin and Death 

to show the desire to be free. The men sing of how their days are for sale and a desire for 

good luck. The scene concludes with a recitative where Harlequin asks Death to take his 

life, seen in figure 2. It is believed that this request emotionally connected with the 

audience for the desire was mutual. There were many that did not want to continue to 

fight and desired for death to kill them so the pain would end.  

 

Figure 2. Duett. Act I, Scene 3, mm. 29-34. 

 

Other subliminal emotions are apparent during many of the arias. This is evident in Scene 

V, Death’s Aria, where Death tells how he is upset over the lack of respect towards him 
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and his duties. This specific scene shows a variety of emotions in multiple forms. The 

style is unique, as it has a sound that can be described to be related to music of anti-

semite Richard Wagner. We can imagine that the Wagnerian sound is placed in the opera 

to appease the soldiers, since Wagner was the favorite composer of the Führer. This can 

also be considered a hint to the audience that the German way of life is only temporary as 

it is only clearly evident in this scene. When Death speaks of his glorious battles in the 

past, the music changes to a fox-trot feel that changes meters to 6/8 and 3/8, providing a 

reminder of how quickly and unexpectedly things could change. Another concealed 

message for the audience was through the phrases of Death, constantly and quickly 

making crescendos and decrescendos. Emotions vary in the aria as it begins slow and 

lyrically, yet when Death becomes angry the tempo increases, with the singing in a 

marked staccato style. Death’s variety in style is evidence of the various emotions of life 

in Theresienstadt, which provided positive and negative aspects of living (Ullmann 1993, 

31).  

 Death’s aria also gives inspiration through his words. He speaks of soldiers and 

how they now have no respect for Death due to the Emperor’s ruling for everyone to fight. 

Soldiers used to have respect for Death, showing their true selves and vulnerability. 

When leaving for war they knew there was a possibility of no return and would give 

proper goodbyes to their loved ones and leave dressed proudly. It can be interpreted that 

the true meaning was how the Emperor has made everyone soldiers, with soldiers 

representing the prisoners. They were taken from their homes and forced into 

confinement without giving proper goodbyes. Death speaks of the soldiers wearing 

purple and gold harnesses, which can correlate to the purple triangles which Jehovah’s 
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witnesses were forced to wear and the gold Star of David worn by the Jews. During the 

Presto, as seen in figure 3, Death speaks of exhaustion, feeling weak from trying to keep 

up with the endless lives being taken away in Atlantis over the years (Ullmann 1993, 31). 

 

Figure 3. Death’s Aria. Act I, Scene 5, mm. 32-37.  
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The prisoners watching the opera could relate, as they were exhausted from working each 

day and feeling underappreciated. The scene ends with Death stating he has been 

replaced. There are multiple interpretations that could be taken from Death’s admission, 

either as a prayer that Hitler would be replaced as easily as Death was, or the realization 

that they too could be replaced by other prisoners (Ullmann 1993, 33).  

 Ullmann uses a German tune called “Deutsch-land Über Alles” in Act I, Scene 6, 

Drummer’s Aria. The music is almost identical, but with selective notes lowered a half 

step and frequent key changes as he uses twelve-tone techniques. It is possible that the 

composer chose to lower select notes to give the popular German song a minor variation. 

The scene opens with the opera’s distinct trumpet call, as seen in figure 4 (Ullmann 1993, 

36).  

 

Figure 4. Drummer’s Aria. Act I, Scene 6, mm. 1-4.  
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During the aria Drummer reads a proclamation from Emperor Overall, which begins with 

a list of the many titles of the Emperor, including King of Jerusalem. It is ironic that the 

composer chose to call the dictator, who represents Hitler, to be a leader of Jerusalem, the 

Jewish homeland. It is also ironic that after the camp was liberated many survivors would 

decide to move to Israel. After the list of titles, the decree states a total war against 

everyone, no matter their age, sex, or class. The proclamation from the Emperor ends 

stating that Death will lead the way to their future—a future indeed to be experienced by 

many of the camp residents (Ullmann 1993, 36).  

 The Drummer’s Aria ends with Death feeling mocked and angry as he sings with 

Harlequin and the Drummer. The Drummer sings of the proclamation, Harlequin of 

confusion, and Death stating “in the name of your great future” before breaking his sword. 

The three characters together serve as symbolic of the prisoners, who wanted to bond 

together but could not seem to unite to stop the problem. One strong leader, Death, made 

a statement by breaking his sword, but left the others wondering if it will be enough to 

defeat the dictator. The notation calls for each voice to have similar yet different rhythms, 

reflecting the desire for unity to defeat dictators and the chaos of not bonding together, as 

shown in figure 5 (Ullmann 1993, 44).  
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Figure 5. Drummer’s Aria. Act I, Scene 6, mm. 89-92. 

 

 

 

In Scene 8, Emperor Overall orders for people to be executed and is bewildered 

why they are not dying. He becomes flustered and begins to question if his hangman is 

competent enough to complete his assignment. As time passes and the ones being killed 

are not passing away, he begins to question if Death and the residents of Atlantis will 

continue to follow his orders, a thought that could have entered Hitler’s mind during the 

Holocaust. The Emperor sings: “Does Death refuse to serve me? Has he smashed his 

ancient saber? Who will follow orders of the Emperor of Atlantis?” in figure 6.  
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Figure 6. Rezitativ und Arie. Act II, Scene 8, mm. 81-88. 

 

 

Ullmann conveys compassion through Act III, Scene 1, when Soldier and Girl 

meet. As requested by the Emperor, they immediately begin to fight. Girl fires her gun 

and Soldier immediately falls to the ground to make her believe he is wounded. When 

Girl is walking away, he returns to his feet and the fight continues. From behind the 

scenes, Soldier hears the Drummer’s voice reminding him that she will not die if he kills 

her. At this point, the Girl is puzzled as to why he hasn’t killed her yet, Drummer is 

repeating how she will not die, and the Soldier is being intrigued by the female’s beauty. 



 38 

The scene ends, as seen in figure 7, with Soldier showing compassion for the Girl and not 

killing her because he knows the pain she will endure from not dying immediately. 

 

Figure 7. Rezitativ und Terzett. Act III, Scene 10, mm. 47-51.  

 

 

The Act continues with Girl’s Aria, where she ponders if there is a better life 

ahead, followed by Scene 11, where Girl and Drummer discuss her temptation to leave 

with Soldier. Girl tells her desire to run away with the Soldier and avoid the killings 

occurring in Atlantis, a desire felt by the prisoners of Theresienstadt. At the same time, 

Drummer tries to deter her from leaving, reminding her that the King and her duty as a 

resident of Atlantis forces her to fight, not run away. This scene shows the torn emotions 

of Girl, who knows that Death is refusing to kill so she has no reason to fight, but 
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remembers her allegiance to the Emperor who commands her to fight. This debate Girl is 

faced with, seen in figure 8, can be compared to the prisoners’ deliberation to stay in the 

camp and work as the Nazis ordered or to attempt to run away and hope that there is a 

positive future waiting for them.  

 

Figure 8. Duett. Act III, Scene 11, mm.10-15. 

 

Another aria where true emotions are released is Scene 12, Finale Duettino, where 

Girl and Soldier sing of their love. The scene, which is only eleven-measures long with a 

repeat sign at the end, has unison rhythms which have the lovers singing in thirds the 

entire time in the key of F-sharp major. The use of traditional tonality rather than twelve-

tone composition provides a feeling of resolution and the unity of rhythms acts as a 

symbol of the lovers uniting through the difficult times in Atlantis. The lovers tell how 

even though Atlantis is at war, they are still able to find love and have hope for the 
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potential that things could become better. The scene ends with two measures featuring the 

clarinet as the curtain closes (Ullmann 1993, 74).  

The tension increases during Act IV with Scene 15, which uses tempo markings 

of Vivace, Shimmy, ma non troppo presto. Emperor Overall is documenting the hundreds 

of thousands of bombs that were deployed while Harlequin and Drummer sing “Not to 

worry, ha, ha, ha, ha, not to worry, best forgotten.”  The Emperor here admits that he has 

chosen to live behind walls without windows and hide from the outside, a part of his 

ultimate plan, seen in figure 9. This is another connection to Theresienstadt, as Hitler 

chose to have the Nazis implement his desires while he was rarely present in the camps. 

Figure 9. Terzett. Act IV, Scene 15, mm.1-7. 
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As the Act continues, Death approaches Emperor Overall and reveals himself, the true 

Gardener Death who harvests ripened corn of suffering from his meadows. The Emperor 

is reminded by Death that he is not the plague, but the one who frees from the plague. 

This message, seen in figure 10, is a strong inspiration to the audience for it reminded 

them that death is not a punishment but a relief from pain and suffering. Death reminds 

that he is the greatest freedom, a final lullaby, a peace offering.  

 

Figure 10. Arie des Todes. Act IV, Scene 16, mm.    . 
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 The act and opera begins to conclude with the Emperor’s Farewell, which has two 

different versions. The first version comes with a disclaimer at the bottom of the page, 

seen in figure 11, “The text in italics originates from the manuscript textbook. When 

performing this text version, the previous dialogue between Death and Uberall is omitted. 

Instead, the aria of the Death is immediately followed by his words: Der Krieg ist aus.” 

The italicized version tells of the war being over, but debates if this shall be the last war. 

The Emperor feels the fire has been dampened but not extinguished and warns it will 

soon spark once again. The other version takes a different approach as the Emperor 

leaves with Death. In this adaptation, he sings that no matter how much the gods smile 

upon you they cannot prevent you from Death and how warm life can be. He then turns to 

the Drummer and asks her to not weep for him, for now he must follow Death. Overall 

express hopefully that he will one day return and be able to once again enjoy snow and 

rain. The act ends in both editions with Death escorting the Kaiser backstage while the 

chorale is sung (Ullmann 1993, 93). 
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Figure 11. Arie, The Emperor’s Farewell. Act IV, Scene 17, mm. 1-12. 

 

 



 44 

Act IV, Scene 18, Finale, brings the opera to an end. Girl, Drummer, Harlequin, 

and Loudspeaker unite in unison to sing to Death in consonant triadic harmony. They 

greet him with open arms asking for freedom from their tormented, suffering lives. They 

begin to sing in a round saying “Teach us never to ignore the yearnings of our brothers.” 

The round, easily a symbol for unification amidst all the human loss, ends the opera with 

the singers uniting in the key of F major to state the moral of the opera: “Teach us to keep 

your holiest law: Thou shalt not use the name of Death in vain now and forever” 

(Ullmann 1993, 102).  

 This final message from Ullmann and Kien signifies possibly another, very strong, 

hardly-hidden message for the opera. One of the Ten Commandments states: “You shall 

not take the name of the Lord your G-d in vain.”  It could be said that the concept behind 

the opera can connect back to his religious belief to not use the name of G-d, or in this 

case Death, in vain. The residents of the camp, with their cultural and religious 

background, would easily have seen the connection with this symbolism. It is almost 

impossible to deny that the composer and librettist were aware that the opera hit hardest 

where its audience was most vulnerable (Ullmann 1993, 105).  

 

Performances 

 

The composers were aware of the risk that came with the hidden plot but were 

willing to take the risk. The libretto was written in two different forms, one for them and 

one for the soldiers. The first plot expressed their true desire for Hitler to become a 

victim of death. The second libretto was for the camp officials, typed on admission forms 

of prisoners who were deported to Auschwitz (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 187). During the 
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final dress rehearsal, the Jewish Council of Elders, realizing the blunt attack on Hitler, 

banned the opera’s premiere. They were not willing to risk the repercussions of the 

performance (Dutlinger 2001, 132). Shortly after the opera was banned, most of the cast, 

both vocalists and instrumentalists, were sent to Auschwitz. There is reason to believe 

that this is not a coincidence.  

 

Post War  

 

After the opera production was cut short, Ullmann decided to preserve his works. 

He sealed twenty-three of his scores into an airtight container to fellow inmate Dr. Emil 

Utitz. The container included a string quartet, piano sonatas, choral arrangements in 

Hebrew, Yiddish, French and German, and the complete text of The Emperor of Atlantis. 

On October 16, 1944, Ullmann and his wife Elizabeth were shipped to the gas chambers 

in Auschwitz. The remnants of his life were left with Dr. Emil Utitz and Dr. H. G. Adler 

(Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 251). The original compositions left behind had select parts 

crossed out, several text variations, and a handwritten and typed version of the libretto. 

These original documents are kept in the Goetheanum at Dornach today (Ullmann 1993, 

10). 

Fortunately, Adler and Utitz were both rescued along with twenty thousand other 

survivors by the International Red Cross visit on May 8, 1945 (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 

250). After twenty-eight years, in the fall of 1972, the Czechoslovakian government 

contacted Dr. Adler about reconstructing and performing Viktor Ullmann’s works; 

however, in December of 1972 the government decided to not continue with the project. 

In that same month, an aspiring conductor named Kerry Woodward expressed interest in 



 46 

recreating Ullmann’s unperformed opera. With Dr. Adler’s permission, Woodward was 

given the manuscripts for cataloging and microfilming in an effort to ensure that the 

deceased composer’s works would not perish as Ullmann had (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 

251). 

Aaron Kramer, renowned lyric poet and translator of German and Yiddish poets, 

contacted his friend Kerry Woodward after becoming aware of Kerry’s project, and 

expressed interest in translating the libretto into English. Woodward and Kramer began to 

work together translating and making the words and music fit to recreate what they 

believed would be approved by its original creators, Ullmann and Kien. One year later 

after many deliberations, the editing of the score was complete and they were ready to 

begin preparations for the world premiere. The premiere was set to be May 10, 1975, at 

the Annenberg Theater in Philadelphia. Unfortunately there was a musician’s strike 

which forced the debut to be pushed to December 16, 1975, in Amsterdam. The first 

American premiere was at the San Francisco Spring Opera Theater on April 21, 1977. 

The audience was in tears opening night, and there were an extraordinary number of 

curtain calls. Many reviewers said that the opera would have been powerful and 

successful, with or without the attachment to its tragic background (Rovit and Goldfarb 

1999, 251).  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE BARTERED BRIDE 

 

 

Smetana before the War 

  

 The musically inclined prisoners of Theresienstadt performed many of their own 

compositions inside the camp; however, one of the operas performed was the opera 

considered to be the Czech national opera, The Bartered Bride, by Bedřich Smetana. 

Smetana, a much-loved composer of the Czech people, was born March 2, 1824, 

approximately eighty-five miles southeast of Prague to František Smetana and Barbora 

Smetana and died May 12, 1884. His father was very fond of music and taught himself to 

play the violin; his mother had a passion for dancing. His father had five daughters from 

his second wife and two daughters from his first marriage who had passed away during 

infancy. The first son, Bedřich, was highly favored by the father but was also a frail child. 

His father recognized the musical gifts of his son but regarded them as something that 

would give the boy pleasure later in life, not a career (Large 1970, 3). 

   A diary entry dated May 1, 1840, tells us about his younger years when his 

father showed him how to handle a violin and how to read notation. He also writes that 

by the age of four he had mastered the fundamentals of playing and could take the 

leader’s place in a Haydn Quartet which was being performed for his father’s fifty first 

birthday. By the age of five he was a pupil at the local Piarist School where he continued 
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to study the violin and began to take piano lessons from Jan Chmelík (1777-1849), a 

well-schooled musician who is believed to have introduced the boy to French operatic 

music (Clapham 1972, 12). At the age of six, October 14, 1830, he made his official 

debut which proved he was a prodigy – performing Auber’s La Muette de Portici at a 

concert given on the name day of Emperor Franz II (Large 1970, 4).  

The following year the family moved south when the father was offered an 

appointment as brewer on Count Czernin’s estate at Jindřichův Hradec. Bedřich Smetana 

began to take lessons from the local organist, František Ikavec (1800-1860), who would 

introduce him to the music of Mozart, Beethoven and Hummel and also helped lay the 

foundations of his vocal technique (Large 1970, 4). The father’s keen business sense 

allowed him to secure a fortune large enough to fulfill his ambition of purchasing a farm 

at Růžková Lhotice, which was near Čechtice. This purchase made the family’s life more 

fitting for that of nobility than of a farmer. There were no local schools so the two sons 

left the farm to attend classes in Jihlava which would last for only one semester. He made 

little progress with his musical studies teacher, Viktorín Mat’ocha (1801-1862), which 

left him unhappy and depressed. Bedřich Smetana was then enrolled as a pupil at the 

gymnasium in Německý Brod where he would stay for the following three years. He 

became acquainted with the popular Bohemian plays of the folk puppet master Matěj 

Kopecký (1762-1846) and would in later years write two small orchestral works based on 

Kopecký’s versions of Doktor Faustus and Oldrich and Bozena (Large 1970, 6).  

In autumn of 1839 Bedřich Smetana decided to move to Prague, following the 

example of his peer Karel Havlíček. With a population exceeding 300,000 people, 

spacious streets, new buildings, an opera house and concerts given by expert musicians 
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all around, the boy struggled to focus on his academic studies. Liszt himself gave five 

concerts in March of 1840 alone (Clapham 1972, 15). His country manners left him 

mocked by students and his lack of experience with a rigid German education system left 

the sensitive and shy boy dreading school and eventually absenting himself from school 

without permission. He took occasional piano lessons and became generally less active as 

a musician, except for playing in a String Quartet that he formed in his spare time and 

which met every evening. Smetana became the leader of the group and the members 

included František Kostka and Antonín Vlcek, while Havlíček attended as a listener. 

Between October of 1939 and Easter of 1840 he wrote at least six works for the group: 

Polka for Quartet; Two Polkas for Quartet; String Quartet in D flat minor; Waltzes for 

Quartet; Overture for Quartet; Fantasy for Quartet (Large 1970, 9). In autumn of 1840 

he moved to Pilsen to stay with his cousin, Professor Frantisek Smetana (1801-1861), 

studying at the Premonstratensian grammar school until 1843. His popularity grew in 

Pilsen, being requested for many social events. While performing on the piano 

throughout the area, he still had the urge to compose, even though he had received no 

formal musical training since the age of twelve (Clapham 1972, 15).  

At the age of nineteen, Bedřich’s father realized the determination of his son to 

have a musical career and gave his consent. Financially, the family was struggling. 

Bedřich Smetana was living in a room with two law students at his aunt’s home. He 

wanted to enter the Conservatory but was too old. He could not afford private lessons and 

was not financially stable enough to hire or borrow a piano. Later that year he was able to 

hire a piano for six gulden a month which allowed him to spend all of his time practicing. 

The director of the Conservatory, Jan B Kittl (1809-1868), heard of Bedřich’s situation 
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and arranged for him be employed by Count Leopold F. Thun, who was in need of a 

resident piano teacher for his large family. He continued to work for the Thun family 

until June 1, 1847 (Clapham 1972, 15). 

During his period of employment with the Thun family, several events occurred 

that stimulated the composer to become interested in contemporary music. In January of 

1846, Hector Berlioz gave three concerts in Prague where he conducted some of his 

famous works including Symphonie fantastique as well as Romeo and Juliet later in 

March. In April he performed yet again in Prague, a concert which is believed to have 

been when the two composers were introduced. During this period Liszt also visited 

Prague, and Robert and Clara Schumann stayed at Count Thun’s estate. At the age of 

twenty-three Smetana left the Thun family with aspirations to establish himself as a piano 

virtuoso and then to found his own music school (Clapham 1972, 19). 

There is debate about how Bedřich Smetana composed music. There is evidence 

that he would rarely use the piano. Between the years of 1874 and 1884, when he 

composed his final three operas and Ma Vlast, he had no need to use the piano for he was 

completely deaf. A quote from Srb-Debrnov tells us:  

Smetana never used the piano for composition; only when the piece was 

finished did he sit down at the keyboard and play it. If he had to set 

something to music he would walk up and down … before beginning to 

write. Most of The Bartered Bride originated on the bank of the Vltava 

where the Master strolled every day towards evening. After reading 

Sabina’s text the tunes would come into his head … and on arriving at his 

flat he would sit at the table and draft what he had thought out. (Large 

1970, 163) 

 

There is a contradicting statement from Bedřich’s nephew, Alexandre Kniesl:  

 

He would call me, a six year old boy sitting on a chair, to listen. ‘Do you 

like that?’ my uncle would ask … Naturally at six I had no critical 
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judgment, but it was music and I would say ‘Yes’. Yet without realizing it 

I was witnessing my uncle compose. On the desk lay manuscript paper, 

partly written on, and I saw how he would write notes in pencil with the 

right hand while playing with the left what he had jotted down … As a 

child I did not pay much attention to this but I later learned from my 

cousin, Zdenka Smetana, that these sketches were the humble beginnings 

of the Bartered Bride. (Large 1970, 163) 

 

The Bartered Bride 

 

The opera The Bartered Bride was composed by Smetana in two acts to a text 

written by Karel Sabina. It is believed to have been composed between the years of 1866 

and 1867, although there remains much debate about the dates. Many believe it was 

composed after he composed The Brandenburgers of Bohemia, but there is evidence that 

The Bartered Bride existed long before the other opera was staged. In 1857 during a stay 

in Weimar he was offended by Viennese conductor Herbeck, who stated that the Czechs, 

although generally fine instrumentalists, seemed incapable of composing scores of their 

own. This motivated Smetana to create nationalistic music, a goal he never lost sight of. 

There is documentation of a note to Count Harrach’s Competition ten weeks after 

submitting The Brandenburgers of Bohemia which stated: “In Obřiství, today I received 

from Sabina the text of the comic opera which so far has no name.”  It is believed that 

this was the overture to The Bartered Bride. This libretto, although possibly from his 

puppet play Doktor Faustus, was given to Smetana in a short sketch, in German, and in 

one act (Large 1970, 161).  

Progress initially for the opera was impossible as the action was too scanty and 

the characters were faintly sketched. Smetana asked Sabina improve the work, requesting 

he rework the text, fill in details and add new verses for arias and choruses. After many 
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months the opera was returned to Smetana, now written for two acts (Large 1970, 162). 

On July 5, 1863, the libretto was received and the stage work was to begin. The work was 

said to have been officially finished on March 15, 1866, which is ironic since eleven 

months prior there were sketches already made of a third opera by Smetana, Dalibor 

(Clapham 1972, 33).  

 The earlier versions of the opera were considered to be closer in style to an 

operetta than a comic opera. There were two acts set in the same scene of a 

village green with an overture comprised of twenty musical items connected with 

spoken dialogue. The original version was performed only twice. A third 

performance was given for the Emperor Franz Josef, although alterations were 

made prior to the performance (Large 1970, 168). When the opera was premiered, 

the Prague audience did not respond well to the work, feeling the plot was too 

naïve and too rustic. Seeing an opera about ordinary folk and not the conventional 

aristocratic characters that the audience was used to did not impress the audience. 

They struggled to grasp the plot where true love overcomes all obstacles (Large 

1970, 165). Smetana feared he was in danger due to his composition The 

Brandenburgers of Bohemia about prior events in Czech history and decided to 

vanish from Prague for one month with his family before the Prussians arrived 

(Clapham 1972, 39).  

 

The Opera 

 The opera tells of Krušina and Ludmila who have promised their daughter, Marie, 

in marriage to the son of the rich farmers, Micha and Háta. The opera begins in a village 
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with Country People singing of how beautiful spring is, comparing buds covering a 

bloom to a lad covering a lover. They sing of how love can be fickle for it will lure you in, 

yet also be deceiving, cause grief, and possibly fly away. During Act I, Scene 1, Meno 

Vivo, Jeník asks Marie why she is so upset. She tells her lover that her father has agreed 

for her to be in an arranged marriage and she is concerned, but he comforts her saying 

that nobody could ever part them. The chorus reenters, telling the lovers not to fret, that 

love will make the heart grow daring, bringing everyone together to dance and be merry.

 In Act I, Scene 2, Marie is too upset to dance since she knows Micha will be 

arriving soon to discuss her marriage with his son, Vašek. She sings of her divine love for 

Jeník and her desire to die rather then marry another. The couple continues to talk as 

Marie asks about her lover about his childhood. He states he hates to discuss his painful 

past, as he was born to a kind family and life was beautiful. When his mother passed 

away not long after, his father remarried someone who turned the father against his first 

born, resulting in Jeník leaving, never to return. During the Andante, Jeník sings of his 

life being devastated after his mother’s passing, but Marie comes to his side with 

assurance that they could heal together (Smetana 1984, 32).  

Scene 3 introduces Kecal, the marriage broker trying to convince Marie’s parents 

to sign the official documentation agreeing she will marry Vašek. The parents consult 

with each other as whether to sign or not. Ludmila says she wants to consult the daughter 

first, but Krušina insists that as the parents they should make these decisions for the child. 

The three voices come together, as Ludmila says how she is not convinced, Krušina 

contemplates quitting as the girls will not budge, and Kecal continues to push for the 

signatures to seal the agreement. The scene continues with a recitative where Krušina 
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questions how Micha has a son from Háta, and an older son from his previous marriage. 

Kecal distracts them from the conversation, reminding the father of the agreement on 

which they shook hands years prior, promising his daughter to the younger son, and that 

the earlier son has been gone for years and said to have passed away. Krušina asks for the 

marriage broker to tell them more about their future son-in-law. Kecal repetitively 

ensures the parents that the son is a perfect match, for he is a fine fellow who is modest, 

cheerful, and does not use vulgar language. He continues to brag about Vašek, stating he 

is in reasonably good shape, fairly intelligent, and a balanced fellow. Kecal is also sure to 

include that his farmland is worth thirty-thousand pieces of gold. The family agrees it 

will be a perfect match and agrees to the arranged marriage. It is believed that the 

audience in Theresienstadt viewed Kecal, the one who tried to force the lovers to do 

things they did not want, as a symbol of Hitler (Smetana 1984, 50). 

Marie is greeted by her parents and Kecal, where Kecal tells her he has brought 

her a present: a fine young man. Ludmila quietly gives her the option to say no, as the 

men sing together “You’re to be his wife! Now, you know, you know!  You’ll be his for 

life, he will never go! You are bound to choose to take him, you must tell him so.”  Marie 

is upset that she is being forced to marry and tells them she will never marry Vašek and 

that they do not rule her fate, informing them that she has already given her word to 

marry another. Kecal does not accept her answer and states that if she is smart, she will 

dismiss the other man, and that soon she will agree to this already arranged agreement. 

Ludmila feels terrible about the situation, but is trapped as they have already given their 

word before witnesses. The scene ends with the adults discussing bringing the boy to 

meet her. Next, the chorus assembles before the inn with everyone in attendance drinking, 
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laughing, and enjoying their night. The younger ones prepare to dance, ending the first 

act (Smetana 1984, 63).  

 Act II opens with Jeník inside a country inn sitting on one side of the room 

drinking a beer, with Kecal on the other side of the room doing the same. As the Chorus 

of Village Boys sing of delicious beer, Jeník is struggling to find pleasure since he has 

Marie on his mind. Kecal states his belief that love will desert you if you are poor and 

will leave you with nothing to depend on, unlike gold which is always faithful. By the 

end, the men are all singing together, cheering gold rather than beer. Vašek is introduced 

in the second scene. His mother, Háta, informs him it is time to become a man and be 

married. Vašek, who speaks with a stutter, replies of his fear of people making fun of him 

and not being prepared to defend himself. Vašek is suddenly met by Marie who is 

pretending to be a random female who is interested in him. She tells Vašek how all the 

girls of the village feel sorry for him for there is belief that Marie is in love with another 

man. She convinces him since he is so handsome and could choose any girl for himself; a 

girl better than Marie who cries day and night for Jeník to stay away. She speaks of 

another girl that would be better for him and convinces him to swear not to marry Marie. 

The scene ends with Vašek saying “I’m in love with you,” while Marie smiles and runs 

away (Smetana 1984, 94). 

 The opera returns to the bar where Kecal tries to speak with Jeník, who is not 

interested. Kecal compliments the lover, saying a hard worker such as himself should 

marry soon. Jeník replies that he has already found a perfect girl, Marie, but Kecal retorts 

with an offer to give him the perfect girl, free of charge, if he leaves Marie. Kecal begins 

his bribery offering to provide Jeník one-hundred pieces of gold to leave her alone. The 
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bargaining rises to three hundred, but Jeník tells him that a million times the sum would 

not be enough to make him disappear for he wants Marie, not want another wife. After 

deliberation, Jeník agrees to the deal, based upon their agreeing that Marie will never be 

married to anyone except a son of Micha. Jeník, being the unknown son of Micha, sings 

of his excitement to be reunited with his love and enthusiasm that they will soon be wed. 

The second act ends with Kecal speaking out loud of the current situations, clarifying the 

plot for the audience, followed by Jeník signing the agreement, bartering three-hundred 

gold coins for his bride (Smetana 1984, 123).  

 Act III begins with Vašek singing of his fear of a girl not accepting him and fear 

that his mother will be angry if he does not find a wife. A Director of a circus then makes 

an announcement that they will be providing a show that day for free. The music 

accompanying the guests as they enter is called “Dance of the Comedians,” followed by a 

recitative where a member of the circus named Esmeralda invites Vašek, who is clearly 

staring at her, to see the show. Another member of the circus named Indian turns to the 

Director panicking. Franta, who plays the role of the bear, is drunk and unable to perform, 

while behind them Vašek is openly admitting his infatuation with Esmeralda and his 

desire to marry her. Indian overhears and tells the director that Vašek would fit perfectly 

in the costume, and tells Vašek to join the show to win her heart. Esmeralda tells Vašek if 

he performs just for today she will be his, and that they will cover him in costumes so his 

mother will not recognize him. Esmeralda and Director go backstage when Vašek is 

greeted by his mother. He admits to Háta his concerns and how suddenly multiple girls 

are in love with him, and he formally announces he does not want to marry Marie, 

shocking his parents with the sudden change of heart. Vašek tells of the beautiful stranger, 
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whose name he cannot recall, warned him that marriage with Marie would end with an 

unhappy death. The parents firmly state their belief that this visitor was speaking to stop 

his marriage and not of the truth (Smetana 1984, 157).  

 In Act III, Scene 4, Marie is given the document signed by Jeník, leaving Marie 

heated and struggling to believe that Jeník would sign her away so easily. Krušina tries to 

comfort his daughter saying that she will not regret marrying Vašek, but Marie still 

declines. The parents and Kecal bring Vašek to meet Marie to ease her mind; however, he 

recognizes the face and points out she is the one who warned him, increasing the pressure 

for them to be wed when Marie begs for time to think. Marie is featured with an aria 

where she confesses her confusion that her lover would go away in such a manner. She 

cannot help but wonder if this means she will need to say goodbye to love, youth, and 

laughter (Smetana 1984, 185).  

 After the aria, Jeník finds Marie who is visibly upset. Jeník tries to explain to 

Marie the truth behind his signature, for it gave permission for them to be married. Irate, 

Marie will not hear his explanation. She states she will be marrying Vašek and that she 

wishes to never see Jeník again as Kecal enters the room, informing Jeník that he will 

have his money soon. After much deliberation, she is forced to sign the document and 

Jeník reassures Marie she will marry Micha’s son that night, the one who truly loves her 

and will restore her faith. Marie is confused and even more upset, for she does not 

understand that Jeník is the son of Micha as well (Smetana 1984, 203).  

Marie begins preparing to be wed that evening, bitter that her lover would put her 

through this torture. As the guests are waiting for the wedding, Jeník enters the room 

announcing his excitement for the happy couple. Háta and Micha immediately recognize 
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the son who they believed to be dead. Jeník states that he is clearly not dead and wishes 

to take his love, his bride, Marie, as she agreed to marry a son of Micha. Marie is asked 

which son she wishes to marry and chooses Jeník. Kecal is livid that he has been tricked 

by the son, but overruled as everyone is happy that Micha’s missing son has been found, 

that a marriage occurred without being forced, and Jeník was finally able to marry Marie, 

his bartered bride (Smetana 1984, 218).  

 

 

Score Analysis 

 

 Being considered to be one of the most nationalistic Czech operas, the music of 

The Bartered Bride offered an emotional connection to the prisoners in Theresienstadt. 

Many of the prisoners were Czech, so the opera foremost reminded them of life prior 

incarceration, a reminder to be proud to be Czech. Being nationalistic in style and 

incorporating folk elements, the opera uses melodies that are basic rhythms that are easy 

for a listener to remember. This could be considered inspirational on multiple levels for 

the prisoners, as it would be something easily memorized and recalled silently when 

faced with difficult situations. Important melodic phrases are often repeated throughout 

the opera, including the theme from the Overture which is heard in the beginning of Act I, 

Scene 3. During many scenes, significant phrases are often repeated multiple times to 

emphasize the emotion the character is portraying. The opera uses several recitatives, 

where as is customary, the characters sing resembling ordinary speech to present the story. 

This is evident in sections such as when it is revealed that Micha has two sons and when 

Esmeralda invites Vašek to see the circus (Smetana 1984, 50).  
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 Although the opera was composed many years prior to Theresienstadt, the 

prisoners were able to connect to the opera in their current living situations in scenes such 

as Act I, Scene 2. During this segment Jeník tells his lover, Marie, of his childhood, with 

the music in an andante tempo marking of only fifty-two to the quarter note using basic 

rhythms. He speaks of how his mother passed away when he was young, leaving him 

alone and undefended. They unite in a round, singing how things will improve their 

horrible lives if they bond together, a message the prisoners constantly hoped for, singing 

“Here, by love befriended. I have found my treasure and my search is ended! Early years 

of bitter sorrow fade before a bright tomorrow. Now our path will lie beneath a smiling 

sky,” figure 12 (Smetana 1984, 32).  

 

Figure 12. Act I, Scene 2, mm. 128-135. 

 

 

 The audience could easily connect with Act I, Scene 3, where Kecal tries to 

convince Marie’s parents to sign the official documentation agreeing she will marry 

Vašek. The parents are torn between respecting the daughter’s wishes and staying true to 
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Kecal, whom they made a promise with. This could correlate to the prisoners as they 

wanted to respect their own wishes to be free, but were torn to follow and respect the 

demands of the Nazis who insisted they did not intend to cause danger or trouble. During 

the scene, figure 13, Kecal states: “It’s the parents’ duty to decide for a child. And for 

good advice, why consult Marie when you have me?”  The prisoners were being 

manipulated to cooperate with the demands of the Nazis, just as the parents were being 

manipulated to listen to Kecal.  

 

Figure 13. Act I, Scene 3, mm. 107-110. 

 

 

 

The emotions of the prisoners can also be connected to Act III, Scene 5, where 

Marie is featured with an aria. The aria, which is in a lento tempo, requires minimal 

instrumentation and has Marie speaking of her confusion that her lover, Jeník, would sign 

away their love for money. She hears as if in a dream “how strange and dead is 
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everything here.” Marie suddenly has a change of heart and the instrumentation and 

difficulties of rhythms intensify. She sings, “Life is lovely as before!” as she considers 

that it may not be true. The emotional contrasts of the lost lover acted as comfort to the 

prisoners, for they know how the opera will end, providing hope that their story will end 

happily as well. Marie’s aria ends with her question “Is this goodbye to all things rare, to 

love and youth and laughter?” seen in figure 14 (Smetana 1984, 202). 

 

Figure 14. Act III, Scene 5, mm. 100-105. 

 

 

 

 The opera begins to conclude in Act III, Scene 8 as Marie is regretfully preparing 

for her wedding to Micha’s son. She is bitter towards the torture she has endured of being 

forced to marry and being bartered by her lover. As the guests are arriving, Jeník enters 

the room announcing his excitement for the happy couple to be wed. His father and step-
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mother immediately recognize the son, taken aback that he is still alive. Jeník reassures 

the parents that it is him, and he is prepared to marry his love, Marie. Marie is given the 

option to choose which brother she would like to wed and chooses to marry Jeník. Kecal 

is livid that he has been tricked by Jeník, not realizing the deal for her to marry a son of 

Micha added him into the options. In between the announcement of Marie choosing Jeník 

and a celebration occurring, figure 15, Kecal states: “Well, this is slick! The son and heir? 

He’s beaten me all hollow! It’s just a trick, it isn’t fair. It’s more than I can follow! I lose 

my prominence and rank and have an amateur to thank; I lose my prominence and rank 

and have an amateur to thank. This dose is more than I can swallow.” The 

disappointment Kecal feels of being tricked can be connected to the desire the prisoners’ 

wished upon Hitler and the Nazi party (Smetana 1984, 218).  

Figure 15. Act III, Scene 8, mm. 132-141. 

 

 The final scene of the opera, Act III, Scene 9, ends with the entire cast singing in 

unison words that were undoubtedly inspirational to the audience inside Theresienstadt. 

As seen in figure 16, the cast sings: “All is well, we lift our voices. Now the countryside 

rejoices. Sing it out with jubilation. Here’s to love and aspirations! May they prosper side 
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by side. May they prosper side by side. Blessings on the gallant groom and his bartered 

bride.” The opera tells a message of success, love prevailing, and happiness occurring 

even though the situation seemed discouraging, desires the prisoners certainly felt during 

incarceration in Theresienstadt.  

  

Figure 16. Act III, Scene 9, mm. 41-44. 

 

 

Smetana vs. Wagner 

 Bedřich Smetana’s compositions were often compared to the music of 

Richard Wagner (1813-1883). He was a follower of Wagner and composed with 

the belief that stage works should be built on a dramatic framework rather than in 
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a series of lyric numbers. Although Smetana agreed with Wagner on the concept 

of questioning the method and approach to operatic composing, his ideals with 

dramatic materials were different, as Wagner was drawn to myth while Smetana 

favored dramatic realism, taking subjects and characters from history and 

everyday life (Large 1970, 149). On May 5, 1882 The Bartered Bride had its 

hundredth performance. Smetana commented on this performance stating:  

The Bartered Bride is only a toy and composing it was merely child’s 

play!  I wrote it not out of ambition but simply tossed it off after The 

Brandenburgers to spite those who accused me of being Wagnerian and 

incapable of doing anything in a lighter vein. At the time of writing The 

Bartered Bride it was my opinion that not even Offenbach could compete 

with it! (Large 1970, 160) 

 

There is reason to believe that this quote is exaggerated. The Bartered Bride was 

believed to have been inspired when he became acquainted with Peter Cornelius’s 

Der Barbier von Bagdad; a comic pendant to Wagner’s music dramas. This work 

inspired Smetana to compose within this genre but with less sophistication and to 

have a more down-to-earth plot that was considered to be racier (Large 1970, 160). 

 

Performances 

 

More than fifty years after The Bartered Bride was composed, the town of 

Theresienstadt opened as a ghetto. Conductor Raphael Schӓchter negotiated with the 

Freizeitgestaltung and was able to secure a small room in the basement of the Sudeten 

barracks for rehearsals. Permission was granted for musical performances and Schӓchter 

soon after formed a men’s choir. The opera chosen to be the first performance inside the 

ghetto was The Bartered Bride, an opera considered to be the most typical Czech national 

opera which showed the struggle against the Hapsburgs. During the time, instruments 



 65 

were not allowed. The only instruments they had were a pitch pipe from Hedda Grab-

Kernmayr, who played a supporting role in the opera, and a broken-down reed organ and 

a half broken accordion. Just outside of the town’s limits was Sokolovna, where a baby 

grand piano that had no legs to hold it up was found after an evacuation. It was brought 

into the ghetto in the night and played in the gymnasium (Karas 1985, 23). This would be 

Theresienstadt’s first piano, which opened many doors for musical opportunities in the 

future. Schӓchter and Klein used this piano for exercises, as well as for the production of 

The Bartered Bride (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 224). Prior to Theresienstadt, Schӓchter 

would only be hired as an assistant conductor as he had not yet proved himself. Once 

inside Theresienstadt, the conductor was truly recognized as a serious musician. The first 

opera performed inside the ghetto was Smetana’s The Bartered Bride. The premiere of 

the opera inside the camp brought him acclaim as the camp’s foremost musician which 

resulted in artists competing to be in his ranks (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 181). 

The opera was premiered on November 28, 1942, in the former school 

gymnasium, which was the children’s home, L-417. Most of the audience watched the 

opera while standing with shoulders touching as few chairs were given. This was the first 

performance of thirty-five (Bondy 1981, 364). It is said that listeners of all ages became 

teary-eyed upon hearing the opening chorus, “Why shouldn’t we rejoice.”  The cast 

included Truda Borger as Marenka, Franta Weissenstein as Jeník, Bedřich Borges as 

Kecal and Jakob Goldring as Vašek. Supporting roles were sung by Karel Polak, Hedda 

Grab-Kernmayr, Walter Windholz, Marta Tamara-Zucker and a few others (Karas 1985, 

23). Another supporting role performer was Dasha Lewin, who survived both 

Theresienstadt as well as Bergen-Belsen. Having a beautiful voice, Lewin performed in 
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both The Bartered Bride as well as Hans Krasa’s Brundibar while inside Theresienstadt 

(Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 132).  

During the time when The Bartered Bride was being prepared, so was 

another Smetana opera, The Kiss. Both operas shared multiple similarities as they 

were both comic operas which were inspired by folk traditions. There was 

additionally a common illustration of life in a Czech village with music 

influenced by elements of Czech folk songs and dances. The Kiss would become 

the second opera performed inside Theresienstadt and would be just as successful 

as the first, providing the audience with higher spirits and faith (Karas 1985, 27).  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

BRUNDIBAR 

 

 

 

Hans Krasa before the War 

 

Composer Hans Krasa began his musical explorations long before being sent to 

Theresienstadt, where he would initiate one of the most elaborate musical undertakings 

for children of Theresienstadt with his composition, Brundibar. Born November 30, 1899, 

in Prague to a German-speaking mother and a father who was a Czech attorney, he was 

reared with a German upbringing and education, but also showed loyalty to the Czech 

culture. His musical capabilities were apparent from a very young age, beginning piano 

lessons at age six at the school of Theresie Wallerstein where he would play 

arrangements of symphonies and overtures for four-hands with his sister, Marie, and 

began composing before he reached age ten. The year Krasa turned ten, he was enrolled 

in lessons with the concertmaster of the German opera house in Prague and given a 

genuine Amati violin by his father. Though he was not considered to be prolific, his 

music was performed in major European cities including Paris and Vienna. Krasa’s early 

compositions were stylistically comparable to those of Joseph Haydn (1732–1809) and 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–17971), which is ironic since, as a child, his sister was 

fond of these composers, while he favored Franz Schubert (1797–1828), Ludwig van 

Beethoven (1770-1827), and most of all, Gustav Mahler (1860–1911) (Karas 1985, 103).  
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Krasa graduated from the German Music Academy in Prague in 1921 and would 

later be a vocal coach for the German Theater in Prague. When he was in his late twenties, 

he explored composing operas and other musical scores, some of which were performed 

in the United States. During his late thirties, he banded with Czech playwright Adolf 

Hoffmeister to compose for a competition of the Ministry of Education and Culture. 

Together, they created an opera entitled Brundibar which held a special place in the life 

of citizens of Theresienstadt and is still performed today around the world (Rosen and 

Apfelbaum 2002, 174).  

In March of 1939, one year after the composition was completed, the Nazis 

invaded Poland and began eliminating Jews from the public life. Under the concept called 

Entartete Musik, “degenerate music,” Jews were banned from activities such as concerts, 

theatrical performances, lectures, recitals, and any planned educational activities for 

children. Nevertheless, many Jews still attended such events but in private settings away 

from Nazi observation. The director of an orphanage for Jewish boys in the district of 

Vinohrady was a man named Moritz Freudenfeld who loved music and was an amateur 

singer. He disliked that the children were banned from so many opportunities and 

encouraged musical training of the orphans. With his assistance, the orphanage had 

provided the children with opportunities to hear a variety of performances, ranging from 

well-known tunes to operas of Hindemith (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 190).  

In July of 1941, to celebrate his fiftieth birthday, Freudenfeld brought together his 

peers, including Hans Krasa, pianist Gideon Klein (1919–1945), poet Emil A. Saudek 

(1876–1941), architect František Zelenka (1904–1944) and stage director Rafael 

Schӓchter (1905–1945), all of whom would eventually be transported to Theresienstadt 
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and participate in the musical endeavors inside. Schӓchter mentioned to the guests at the 

celebration that Krasa had composed a children’s opera three years prior which still 

lacked a premiere. The musical leaders agreed that this opera needed to be illuminated to 

the world and without delay rehearsals began. Unfortunately, on November 24, 1941, 

Schӓchter was placed with the first transport to Theresienstadt, referred to in history as 

the Aufbaukommando I or AK1, to prepare the town for the arrival of the Jews. The 

director’s son, Rudolf Freudenfeld, did not allow the opera to disappear as Rafael had, 

premiering the opera in the orphanage during the winter of 1942 with one-hundred-and-

fifty people in attendance (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 192).  

 

Krasa inside Theresienstadt 

 

Even though Krasa was a well educated German-speaking Czechoslovakian 

citizen, he would not be excluded from being imprisoned by the Nazis and was deported 

to Theresienstadt on April 10, 1942. In July of the next year, Moritz and Rudolf 

Freudenfeld and the remainder of the cast would be taken with the final transport to the 

camp. Schӓchter, being well adjusted in the musical community of the camp, welcomed 

Freudenfeld to Theresienstadt with a performance of Smetana’s The Bartered Bride. In 

return, Freudenfeld gave Schӓchter the vocal score of Brundibar which he was able to 

smuggle in (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 192). Krasa became a member of the 

Freizeitgestaltung and the leader of all musical events. The Nazis approved of only select 

musical performances, which left the prisoners to practice unapproved music in hiding. 

The performers varied in talent, ranging from amateurs, students who never had a chance 

to expand their talents, and professionals such as Krasa. The ghetto had flourished 
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culturally during the year of 1943, with four-hundred-and-ten theatrical performances in 

Czech, which included thirty-seven premieres (Bondy 1981, 401). With such a distinct 

musical career prior to incarceration, Hans Krasa began composing almost immediately 

upon arrival to Theresienstadt. His musical endeavors in the camp resulted in works such 

as Passacaglia and Fugue for violin, viola and cello, Dance for violin, viola and cello, 

Theme with Variations for string quartet, and Three Songs for baritone, clarinet, viola and 

cello (Rosen and Apfelbaum 2002, 174).  

Inside the camp Krasa was often working with conductor Rafael Schӓchter, who 

was involved with many operas in Theresienstadt. Schӓchter was born in Romania on 

May 17, 1905, receiving his education where he was raised in Brno. After World War I, 

Schӓchter left Brno and entered the Prague Conservatory to study music. He received his 

degree in composition and conducting in November of 1941. On November 30, 1942, he 

was deported to Theresienstadt where he teamed up with a man named Karel Svenk 

(1907-1945) to initiate a cultural life inside the ghetto (Rosen and Apfelbaum 2002, 177). 

With help from the Freizeitgestaltung, he was able to secure a small room in the 

basement of a Sudeten barracks to hold rehearsals. Schӓchter became very close with the 

children, especially the performers of Brundibar, who would affectionately call him 

“Rafik.” He would often work with the soloists and the chorus, and became a mentor to 

Rudolf Freudenfeld, giving him special conducting lessons before orchestra rehearsals 

began (Karas 1985, 98).  

Schӓchter took the original score of Brundibar, which he received from 

Freudenfeld, and gave it to Krasa and together they prepared for the opera to be 

performed. Several girls were sent to the loft of the school in Block L417, the location 
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where Rudolf Freudenfeld and Rafael Schӓchter held auditions for the cast as well as 

rehearsals in the future. The role of Pepíček was given to Pintă Mühlstein and Aninka 

was to Greta Hofmeister. A boy named Zdeněk Ornstein had performed as Pepíček in the 

orphanage however he took the role of the “Dog” inside the camp. The role of Brundibar, 

the organ-grinder who steals money from Pepíček and Aninka, was given to a boy named 

Honza Treichlinger, an orphan from Pilsen. The role of the “Cat” was given to Ela Stein 

Weissberger, who survived the Holocaust and to this day still travels the world telling her 

story of Brundibar. Ela and Honza were the only cast members to perform all fifty-five 

performances inside the camp whereas the other roles were constantly changing due to 

frequent transports taking prisoners from Theresienstadt to Auschwitz (Dutlinger 2001, 

69). Between October 26, 1942, and October 28, 1944, a total of 46,750 prisoners would 

be sent in twenty-seven different transports to Auschwitz (http://www.ushmm.org). 

 

The Opera 

 

The opera Brundibar tells of two children, Pepíček and Aninka, who are told by a 

doctor that their mother is sick and that the best cure is to have her drink milk. The 

children travel to town where they meet the Ice Cream Man, who sings of his delicious 

cold dessert while being accompanied by the small ensemble of instrumentalists. After 

the Ice Cream Man, the children meet a Baker and a Milkman who speak of their 

delectable products. The siblings beg the sellers to provide them with goods to save their 

mother, but none would help their cause. The Policeman speaks with the discouraged 

children, pointing out how nothing in life is free. Witnessing an organ-grinder named 

Brundibar singing and receiving money in turn, they take the advice of the Policeman to 
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earn money by singing a song they remembered about a goose flying above. Brundibar 

becomes upset that they are stealing his business and demands that the Policeman arrest 

the young singers; however, the children beg the officer to not arrest them and are left 

alone. Discouraged, the children search for shelter for the night where they discuss their 

fears. This discussion from the children during the night correlates to the nightly 

discussions prisoners would have in the barracks when the Nazis were not close by. As 

the children lay to go to bed they are greeted by three animals: a sparrow, cat, and a dog, 

who offer to help in the morning (Krasa 1993, 9).  

Acts Two begins with a Serenade, which features the instrumentalists, followed 

by the animals and children waking up, greeted by each animal singing its distinct 

melody. The scene ends with the schoolchildren singing of alarm clocks ringing and 

telling them to get ready for school. The animals ask the schoolchildren to be of 

assistance to the siblings by singing with them to raise money to save their mother. After 

school, the schoolchildren find the animals and the children in the town and all of the 

children unite and sing a lullaby, raising enough money for the children to purchase milk. 

Brundibar, threatened by the children taking his business, steals their earnings. With the 

help from the schoolchildren and animals, the children retrieve their money and end the 

opera singing a Victory March over the evil Brundibar (Krasa 1993, 46).  

 

Score Analysis 

 

The music of Brundibar is simplistic from a compositional point of view. Always 

intended for children as the performers, it is repetitive and uses uncomplicated rhythms 

and notation. The music is mostly strophic, which would make the music much less 
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complex for the children to learn under their current conditions. The music in general 

follows many consistent patterns such as using the chromatic scale, basic musical 

intervals of fourths and fifths, and repetitious notation. Every time specific animals were 

featured, their distinct melodic motive would be repeated with words adjusting to the 

current plot. Brundibar and the chorus both use similar, if not identical, notations for 

many of their features. Although many of the siblings’ rhythms are variations from other 

sections of the opera, many areas of their music have unique features that are witnessed 

less in the opera.  

The instrumentation for the non-vocalists is believed to have been based on the 

availability of what the prisoners were provided with or able to smuggle into the camp. 

The opera is written for a flute, clarinet, trumpet, guitar, an accordion, piano, percussion, 

four violins, a cello, a bass, and then several soloists and a chorus. The instrumentalists’ 

music is also repetitious, bringing back select features on multiple occasions. The 

instruments were used to emphasize aurally what the actors were portraying.  

In Act I, Scene 1, the opera begins in simple common time using simple rhythms 

and focuses on quarter-note and eighth-note patterns. From the beginning, the opera 

exposes all of the voices in the score, beginning with the instrumentalists, seen in figure 

17. The music then moves to a more complex time signature, 6/8, but uses repetitive 

rhythms, featuring the violin as a soloist. Here is where the brother and sister are featured 

where they tell of the sick mother, presenting the plot of the opera (Krasa 1993, 9).  

 

 

 



 74 

Figure 17. Act 1, Scene 1, mm. 1-12. 

 

 

Act I, Scene 3 is initiated with the Ice Cream Man being featured, followed by the 

chorus singing a four-bar phrase which acts as a transition between each salesman. The 
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chorus is built in a strophic form and enters after each featured seller using the same four-

bar melodic phrase with different words describing the product. The phrase from the 

chorus, still in a simple style similar to that of a folk song, consists only of eighth-notes 

using smaller intervals, moving only in steps of thirds or fourths, using the same five 

notes, G, A, Bb, C and E. This phrase, illustrated in figure 18, plays a predominant role in 

the opera, appearing in multiple sections (Krasa 1993, 15).  

 

Figure 18. Children’s Chorus. Act 1, Scene 3, mm. 35-39. 

 

 

Krasa opens Act I, Scene 5, with a contrasting expression, writing for staccato 

eighth-notes at a moderato tempo for the Policeman. The Policeman’s feature, which is 

shown in figure 19, is a march-like variation of the chorus feature from Scene 3. He tells 

the children how money does not grow on trees and that they will not survive without 

milk and bread. The detached, quick staccato style begins each phrase with low notes that 

progress into a higher range. This provides the listeners with music that forms a 
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visualization of a strict officer taking quick, distinct steps that present the image of Nazis 

marching together, starting at a low intensity but steadily rising to reach their goals 

(Krasa 1993, 21).  

 

Figure 19. The Policeman. Act 1, Scene 5, mm. 1-9. 

 

 

The music takes a more lyrical approach in Act I, Scene 6, a “Valse – lento 

cantabile” which translates to “slow lyrical waltz.” The music uses arpeggiated eighth-

notes as a foundation under an expressive flute solo while the children discuss their 



 77 

tribulations. During the flute feature, the children discuss Brundibar’s tactic of making 

money by singing and develop the idea to do the same. The tempo increases in Scene 7, 

giving the music a conversational feeling with a syllabic text setting. They sing a song 

which tells a story of a goose flying high above and a father offering to warm him in the 

oven, another silent attack on Hitler, figure 20 (Krasa 1993, 25). 

 

Figure 20. Act 1, Scene 7, mm. 1-10.  

 

 

The attempt to sing for money is unsuccessful for the children. The music continues with 

a tempo marking of moderato with a staccato march beat in the background. A four-bar 

phrase using predominantly eighth-notes is repeated three times followed by a different 
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four-bar phrase to close. These four phrases are then repeated again, making learning the 

music easier for the children. The waltz from prior scenes is performed once again, while 

the children discuss how they were unsuccessful, ending the section with the children 

begging the Policeman not to arrest them as Brundibar had requested. The symbolism is 

evident here that the role of the Policeman is similar to the roles of the Nazis soldiers, 

being commanded to carry out the requests of Hitler, who was imitated in the play in the 

character Brundibar (Krasa 1993, 27).  

Act one closes with Scene 8, the Finale, where Brundibar sings of his hatred of 

children with eight-bar phrases that are sharp, staccato eighth-note patterns. The music 

coveys Brundibar’s short temper and emotions of hatred by means of short articulation 

and lyrics of immense hatred. The detached articulation also communicates Brundibar’s 

emotional detachment from humanity. This phrase is sung multiple times using different 

words each time, with a one-bar rest between each repetition, seen in figure 21 (Krasa 

1993, 31).  

Figure 21. Finale. Act 1, Scene 8, mm. 1-8.  
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The music suddenly changes texture, bring back the valse from Scene 6, featuring 

the flute in its melancholy fashion, while the children discuss their frightful situation. As 

the opera continues, the children meet various animals whose personalities are carefully 

reflected in the music. They meet a Sparrow, which is accompanied with violins plucking 

to suggest the song of a bird and a flute with a chirp-like pattern, seen in figure 22 (Krasa 

1993, 36).  

 

Figure 22. Sparrow. Act II, Scene 5, mm. 57-61.  

 

 

 

The Cat’s feature is written with rhythms that are legato, which literally translates to “the 

cat,” as seen in figure 23. The rhythms for the Cat, who sings of how she dreads 

mornings, has many half notes and dotted quarter-notes followed by an eighth-note 

rhythm give the music a dragged, lethargic, and leisure feeling, similar to a real cat 

(Krasa 1993, 37).  
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Figure 23. Cat. Act I, Scene 8, mm. 78-91.  

 

 

The final animal is a lively Dog, who sings eighth-notes in thirds but also has more 

complicated intervals than the other animals, such as fifths and sixths, seen in figure 24 

(Krasa 1993, 39).  
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Figure 24. Dog. Act I, Scene 8, mm. 114-122.  

 

 

The animals come together singing triplets in major triads that they will help find 

other children of the town to assist them in defeating the organ grinder. The three beats 

separated by thirds symbolize the voice of each of the three animals, the voices uniting 

representing each of the three animals and how unity can conquer tribulations. The 

triplets move in small intervals, starting with F major, G major, F major and then E flat 

major and repeating using similar intervals (Krasa 1993, 41).  

Act II, Scene 2, features the Dog singing in a 3/4 meter using only quarter-notes 

that move in intervals of steps and thirds. The scene consists of ten-bar phrases which are 

repeated four times. Each phrase consists of two four-bar phrases which use the same 

rhythms and intervals, only differing as the pitch is raised the second time, with two bars 
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to close each expression. The pitch rises, creating the feeling of anticipation as to how the 

children will respond to the request for help from the animals (Krasa 1993, 50). 

Act II, Scene 5 opens with Brundibar singing his original feature from Act I 

Finale, seen in figure 25, except this time in the key of E flat major instead of C major. 

The words have been altered in this section, telling the adults to listen only to his music, 

for he is the music master. He ends his demands to the parents by saying “Mightier than 

any czar, I, organ-grinder Brundibar” (Krasa 1993, 59).  

 

Figure 25. Brundibar. Act II, Scene 5, mm. 16-21. 
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The scene continues with the animals returning with their same melody from the 

first act finale, just as Brundibar had, only singing to the children not to be afraid and 

come together. The scene concludes with the children singing a lullaby, which is mostly 

in unison, moving in intervals of thirds and occasional seconds. They sing of a mother 

rocking a cradle while a humming a lullaby and that every bird must eventually spread its 

wings and fly away from the nest. When the people of the town hear the song, they 

ignore Brundibar and give donations to the young performers. The children receive 

enough money from performing that they are equipped to purchase milk for their mother. 

Outraged, Brundibar steals their money, believing that it is his street and therefore his 

money. The children and animals all band together to catch the thief and return the earned 

wealth to the siblings (Krasa 1993, 66).  

The opera ends in Act II, Scene 6, the Finale, a scene often referred to as the 

“Victory March.” The finale is almost identical to a portion of the Act I Finale, only 

instead of animals singing the entire cast sings of victory. Originally, the music calls for 

quarter notes moving from G to D to keep the tempo and march feeling. In this finale the 

instrumentalists perform G major chords as the foundation, using all three notes rather 

than one at a time. Using the root, third, and fifth of the major chord rather than the root 

followed by fifth gives the music a more rounded sound. It also gives the listener a sense 

of closure and resolution as it is in a major key and the tempo is slightly faster then prior. 

All of the children rejoice, singing a song of victory, seen in figure 26. “Brundibár 

poražen, utíká, do dáli, Zaviřte na buben, válku jsme vyhráli” translating to “we’ve won a 

victory over the tyrant mean, sound trumpets, beat your drums, and show us your esteem” 

(Krasa 1993, 70).  
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Figure 26. Finale. Act II, Scene 6, mm. 1-11.  

 

 

 

 

Performances 

 

The opera’s premiere in Theresienstadt occurred September 24, 1943, in the 

Magdeburg barracks. Ela Stein Weisberger recalls that day well. “We awaited the 

premiere impatiently. Finally, it took place in the small theater of the Magdeburg 

Barracks. When the people filed into the auditorium, we were all seized with stage fright. 

But when the first beat of the music sounded, we quickly got over it, and forgetting 
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entirely where we were (Dutlinger 2001, 69).” At the end of the premiere, as well as 

every performance after, there was an extensive thunderous applause. It has been stated 

by several survivors that the audience was aware that the character Brundibar was 

obviously impersonating Hitler. The opera expressed the hope that the Jews would be 

freed from Hitler, just as the children became free from Brundibar (Rovit and Goldfarb 

1999, 194). Lisl Bogart, Theresienstadt survivor, had a different opinion on how 

Brundibar made the prisoners feel: 

Nothing had an effect. We were so numb, or whatever you want to call it. We  

just tried to get through a day at a time. We never talked about it to each other in 

the bunks or if I saw my mother and she would say something. We never talked 

about it. Everything we saw and witnessed we tried to forget, even if it was the 

arts. We knew it was a charade, that none of the children would survive, and 

would be taken in a transport (Bogart, 2011). 

 

There has been speculation as to whether the Nazis understood the hidden plot of 

the opera. Some believed that the Nazis were naïve to the evil man with a mustache who 

is defeated by the little people he hurt, while others believe the Nazis did understand; that 

they only accepted and ignored the attacks since they knew the Jews would soon be sent 

to the Auschwitz gas chambers, and decided to allow them to “have their fun” prior to 

being sent East (60 Minutes, www.cbsnews.com).  

 

 

Propaganda 

 

The opera was a huge success inside Theresienstadt. The children performed not 

only for the prisoners, but also for the International Red Cross visit in June 1944. SS 

Officer Karl Rahm ordered Brundibar to be performed for the visitors, feeling that the 

performance would be an example of the “leisurely” life offered inside the camp. In 
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another attempt of propaganda, the opera’s performance location was changed from the 

small auditorium in the Magdeburg barracks to Sokolovna, a large gym just outside the 

Theresienstadt, which was more ideal for such a performance. The cast now had a 

modern stage, an orchestra pit, and makeup rooms for the cast. Zelenka, the stage director, 

was given only one night to rebuild the somber dark set into a beautiful colorful 

masterpiece to impress visitors and deter them from thinking Theresienstadt was a 

horrible place (Rovit and Goldfarb 1999, 194). The entire camp had been manipulated 

and changed to persuade the visitors into believing and seeing what the Nazis wanted 

them to. Paul Sanford, who played the violin in the camp, told a reporter with 60 Minutes 

“That was a show. I knew it was a show!” One report from a visitor even documented 

that “the elegantly dressed women all had silk stockings, scarves, and stylish handbags.” 

When Sanford was asked about how the Nazis convinced the world, he replied “they only 

convinced the world because the world wanted to be convinced. It’s easier” (60 Minutes, 

www.cbsnews.com). Bogart believes the children were unaware of the true meaning of 

the opera:  

 

Brundibar- in the camp, we did not let the children know what it is about because 

the SS believe it or not, did not understand that Brundibar is supposed to be Hitler. 

Prior to the camp, it was performed in Prague. Hans tried to adopt it to Terezin 

once inside and we were afraid if the children participating would find out, that 

they would talk about it and the whole perception would come out. To them it was 

just a game to participate; they did not know what it was all about (Bogart, 2011).  

 

 

The Nazis effort to convince the International Red Cross was a success. The committee 

confirmed to the authorities that there was no wrong-doing occurring in Theresienstadt. 

The Nazis no longer needed Krasa, Zelenka, or the children in the cast of the Brundibar. 
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On October 17, 1944, Krasa and many children were subsequently sent to the Auschwitz 

gas chambers (Karas 1985, 110).  

 

 

Post War 

 

Although Krasa perished in the Holocaust, his compositions were fortunate to 

safely leave Theresienstadt. Sister of composer Gideon Klein, Dr. Eliska Kleinova, 

survived Theresienstadt and after the war gave original manuscripts from the camp to 

Joza Karas, author of Music In Theresienstadt. The six works she provided included a 

piano reduction and a complete orchestral version of the score from Krasa’s Brundibar, 

(Karas 1985, xvii). In 1972 a calligraphic copy of the original score was found (Rovit and 

Goldfarb 1999, 150). The opera has since been published and circulated throughout the 

world in many forms. Tony Kushner, for example, has turned Brundibar into a children’s 

book. Many educators use this book to teach both about the horrors of the Holocaust as 

well as motivation for anti-bullying. The opera is still performed by children, including 

the Young Singers of the Palm Beaches at the Kravis Center for the Performing Arts on 

October 22, 2011, in West Palm Beach. This performance, as have many others, involved 

survivors such as Ela Stein Weissberger (the original Theresienstadt “Cat”), who was 

invited to assist with rehearsals and perform the Victory Song with the children during 

the performance.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

 

Considering other locations the Nazis used to house Jews, Theresienstadt was 

considered to be most bearable due to the prisoners’ involvement in music and the 

positive impact music and other cultural opportunities afforded them. It is not surprising 

that opera was one of the means used to express music. Operas gave an emotional outlet 

for the members of the orchestra to express themselves through their instrument, and 

gave vocalists a chance to have their thoughts and fears heard through their words. The 

fact that operas are a dramatic form of art allowed the performers to release their 

emotions and aggression. Many prisoners were eager to participate in musical 

performances, predominantly operas, yearning for a distraction from reality and a chance 

to have verbal revenge on Hitler. The music provided an outlet for composers, performers, 

and the audience; a chance to take one hour away from their current situations and 

embrace a temporary feeling of freedom. Each of the three operas made large impacts on 

the prisoners in unique ways, giving each person who witnessed or participated in the 

performance a great lesson of inspiration and hope. Each provided a musically different 

experience for the prisoners and was chosen to provide distinctive experiences. The 

Emperor of Atlantis was written as a complicated romance for the adults to reminisce 

about life prior incarceration. The Bartered Bride was performed inside the camp; 
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however, it was performed due to its emotional connection for its history with 

Czechs, who made up a large volume of the camp residents. Then there was Brundibar, a 

simple opera performed by children, written with the intent of keeping morale high and 

incidents of depression lower.  

Viktor Ullmann expressed the true pain and the raw emotions the prisoners 

endured through the story of The Emperor of Atlantis, the only one of the operas studied 

that was actually written during the experience of the incarceration. This opera forged an 

emotional connection to the adults in the camp, allowing them to identify with the 

characters because it was a true depiction of their current lives. Ullmann portrays the 

prisoners’ desire for love through the characters Soldier and Girl, who fall in love even 

though they are ordered to fight and kill each other. He reminds the audience that Death 

did not allow the dictator, Emperor Overall, to take lives without warrant, in hopes that in 

reality Hitler will learn as Overall did. There is also a potential hidden message; at the 

end of the opera, the characters come together and sing “you shall not take the name of 

the Lord your G-d in vain”; suggesting what he truly means is to not use G-d’s name in 

vain, just as stated in the Ten Commandments, so much a part of the Jewish teachings 

from the sacred Torah.  

Smetana’s The Bartered Bride connected with the audience in a different manner. 

This opera was written prior to the establishment of the camp and is identified in history 

as the Czech national opera. The Bartered Bride provided prisoners with a reminder of 

life before to the camp and the happy memories that were associated with opera and their 

lives before captivity. It also provoked a feeling of love and motivation; if Jeník and 

Marie could live happily and be wed even though they were faced with many obstacles, 
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perhaps the audience could survive as well. The audience also sees the marriage broker 

Kecal not getting his way of forcing a marriage. This failure opens the imagination of the 

prisoners to see hope that the Nazis might also fail.  

Brundibar expresses the prisoners’ desire to maintain youth and the hope that is a 

part of a child-like existence, the opera being written for and performed by children. The 

children were granted a chance to express their otherwise suppressed feelings on stage 

through music. The audience was given a chance to smile at the happy children onstage 

as well as a few moments not to dwell on the fact that they were constantly losing friends 

and family members. Brundibar also granted a reminder that bullying would not be 

tolerated. It was a reminder that if the children could unite and beat Brundibar, maybe the 

adults could possibly survive and defeat Hitler. It gave them motivation to try and 

overcome any obstacles they might face during their lifetimes, a moral that any reader 

can take from this opera.  

 Although unique, each opera served to provide the prisoners in Theresienstadt 

with hope, love, and the will to wake up each morning and continue to survive. With 

prisoners disappearing and dying around them daily, the performances were constantly 

present emotionally. Even if they were not viewing the performance, it was in their hearts 

and minds. This was one time where the Nazis were powerless; they could not take away 

how the performances made them feel. After the war, these operas were taken out of 

Theresienstadt and act today as a reminder of the past and leaves hope for the future. In 

the operas, love survived through times of war, children can combine to defeat someone 

trying to hurt them, and a mother was saved because the children were optimistic. 

Performing and witnessing any of these operas gives a reminder that there is nothing over 
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which we cannot prevail if there is determination. When Dr. Jerry Goldsmith was asked 

what message he would like to convey to the world he stated:  

 

I think be involved in what is happening around you. That would be the main  

thing. Particularly politically, I mean obviously political I was a victim. And that 

kind of scares me when I look around and people tell me that they voted for 

somebody because he had such wonderful hair or he was bald or whatever he was. 

And that happens too much in America I’m afraid. People need to be more 

informed then they are. That’s probably the best chance for it not to happen again; 

to be informed. And well read society; which we are not. So I guess in essence in 

what I’m saying is it could happen again…. (Goldsmith, 2011).
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Appendix A 

 

Events Surrounding the Holocaust: 1933-1961 

 

1933 

 

January 30: Adolf Hitler is appointed as Chancellor of Germany.  

 

February 12: Otto Klemperer conducts Wagner’s Tannhӓuser at the Berlin State Opera 

which provokes violent antagonism in the Nazi press, initiating a campaign to remove the 

conductor from German musical life. 

 

March 6: The principal conductor of the Dresden Opera, Fritz Busch, is forced to cancel 

rehearsal by the SA. Busch resigns soon after as the conductor and leaves Germany for 

England and Argentina. 

 

March 16: After receiving threats from the Nazis, Bruno Walter’s orchestral concert 

with the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra is cancelled. Walter is forced days later to 

withdraw from conducting the Berlin Philharmonic, Richard Strauss taking his place.  

 

March 22: Nazis opens the concentration camp Dachau near Munich, Buchenwald near 

central Germany, then Sachsenhausen near northern Germany. 

 

March 24: German Parliament passes Enabling Act which provides Hitler with 

dictatorial powers.  

 

April 1: Jewish shops in Berlin are boycotted. 

 

April 7: Civil service laws which remove non-Aryans and political dissidents from 

employment in opera houses, state orchestras and music conservatories are put in place. 

All Jewish government employees in Germany, including civil servants, professors and 

schoolteachers, are removed from their jobs. 

 

April 11: Nazis issue a Decree giving the official definition of a non-Aryan as "anyone 

descended from non-Aryan, especially Jewish, parents or grandparents. One parent or 

grandparent classifies the descendant as non-Aryan...especially if one parent or 

grandparent was of the Jewish faith." 

 

April 26: Hermann Göring created the Gestapo in the German state of Prussia. 

 

http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/holocaust/h-dach-early.htm
http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/holocaust/h-buch-early.htm
http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/holocaust/h-sachs-early.htm
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May 10: Books written by Jews, liberals and opponents of Nazism are burned. 

 

May 23: Arnold Schöenberg is dismissed as a teacher at the Prussian Academy of Arts. 

 

July 14: The Nazi Party is declared to be the only legal party in Germany. The Nazis 

pass a Law which removed German citizenship of Jewish immigrants from Poland. 

 

September: The Reich Chamber of Culture is developed by the Nazis, soon after 

excluding Jews from the Arts as well as prohibiting Jews from owning land. 

 

1934  

 

July 25: Richard Strauss decides not to participate in the annual Salzburg Festival as a 

result of political antagonism against Austria. 

 

August 2: German President von Hindenburg passes away, resulting in Hitler becoming 

Führer.  

 

1935 

 

August 6: The Nazis force Jewish performers and artists to join Jewish Cultural Unions. 

 

August 9: Three Aryan members of the Frankfurt Opera Orchestra are released due to 

having non-Aryan wives. 

 

September 15: German Jews are considered to be second-class citizens due to the 

Nuremberg Laws. 

 

1936  

 

March 7: Nazis occupy the Rhineland.  

 

June 17: Heinrich Himmler is appointed chief of the German Police.  

 

July: The League of Nations have a conference in Evian, France with delegates from 32 

countries to consider helping Jews flee Hitler, but nothing is done. 

 

August 16: Richard Strauss’s Olympische Hymne is performed for the 1936 Olympic 

Games. At the same time there was an international competition to find the most suitable 

composition to be written ‘in the Olympic spirit.’  The prizes are awarded to three 

Germans and one Italian.  

 

November 10: The Mendelssohn statue which stands outside the Gewandhaus in Leipzig 

is dismantled by the Nazis. 
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1938  

 

March 13: Germany annexes Austria. 

 

June 25: German Jewish doctors are forbidden to treat non-Jewish patients. 

 

October 15: Nazi troops occupy the Sudetenland. 

 

November 9 and 10: Kristallnacht - The Night of Broken Glass. Synagogues burned 

throughout Greater Germany. 

 

November 12: Nazis fine Jews one billion marks for damages related to Kristallnacht.  

 

1939  

 

March 5: The German Army enters Prague. German Protectorate of Bohemia and 

Moravia established. 

 

July 21: Adolf Eichmann is appointed as the director of the Prague Office of Jewish 

Emigration.  

 

September 1: Germany invades Poland, resulting in violence against Jews in every 

occupied town. 

 

September 3: Great Britain and France declare war on Germany.  

 

September 28: Poland acts as a divider between Germany and the Soviet Union. 

 

October: Nazis begin to euthanize sick and disabled prisoners in Germany.  

 

October 8: The first ghetto is established by the Germans in Poland in Piotrkow. 

 

November 23: Yellow stars are required to be worn by Polish Jews over the age of ten. 

Jews in German-occupied Poland are forced to wear a Star of David which cannot be 

removed. 

 

December 1: Jewish children excluded from state schools. 

 

1940  

 

April 9: Germany invades Denmark and Norway. 

 

April 30: Lódz ghetto established with 165,000 Jews confined in the land which is less 

than two square miles. 

 

http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/holocaust/h-knacht.htm
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May 10: Nazis invade France, Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg.  

 

June 14: The concentration camp Auschwitz is set up. 

 

June 22: France signs a peace agreement with Hitler. 

 

September 27: Tripartite (Axis) Pact signed by Germany, Italy and Japan. 

 

November 15: Warsaw ghetto set up, confining more than 500,000 Jews. 

 

1941 

 

January: Beginning of mass killings of Jews in Birkenau using Zyklon-B, burying the 

bodies in mass graves in a nearby meadow. 

 

March 1: Himmler visits Auschwitz for the first time where he orders Kommandant 

Höss to begin massive expansion, including a new compound to be built nearby Birkenau 

that can hold 100,000 prisoners. 

 

April 6: Germany invades Yugoslavia and Greece. 

 

Summer: Himmler tells Auschwitz Kommandant Höss "The Führer has ordered the 

Final Solution of the Jewish question. We, the SS, have to carry out this order...I have 

therefore chosen Auschwitz for this purpose." 

 

June 22: Germany invades the Soviet Union. 

 

July 31: Göring instructs Heydrich to prepare for Final Solution. 

 

September 1: German Jews over the age of six forced to wear the Yellow Star with the 

word ‘Jude” (Jew). 

 

September 25-30: 33,000 Jews murdered in two days at Babi Yar, outside Kiev. 

 

September 27: Reinhard Heydrich is named acting Reichsprotector and soon after orders 

the deportation of Jews and the establishment of Terezin as a Jewish ghetto. 

 

October 10: The Theresienstadt ghetto is set up, receiving German and Czech Jews from 

Moravia and Bohemia.  

 

October 16: Mass deportation begins of Jews being sent to the East from Greater 

Germany. First transports from Prague leave for the Lódz ghetto. 

 

October 19: Terezin becomes a Jewish ghetto.  
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October 28: 10,000 Jews are ‘selected’ in the Kovno ghetto and murdered. 

 

November 24: Theresienstadt Ghetto is established near Prague, which the Nazis will 

use it as a model ghetto for propaganda purposes.  

 

December 7: Japanese attack United States at Pearl Harbor. The next day the U.S. and 

Great Britain declare war on Japan. 

 

December 8: The first killing of Jews by gas occurs at the death camp Chelmno. 

 

December 11: Hitler declares war on the United States, followed by President Roosevelt 

asking Congress for a declaration of war on Germany: "Never before has there been a 

greater challenge to life, liberty and civilization." The U.S.A. then enters the war in 

Europe and will provide nearly ninety-percent of its military resources to defeat Hitler. 

 

1942  

 

January 20: Wannsee Conference occurs to coordinate the "Final Solution." 

 

January 21: United Partisan Organization is founded in the Vilna ghetto. 

 

March 24: First deportation of Jews from Germany to the Belzec death camp. 

 

March 26: First deportation of Slovak Jews to Auschwitz.  

 

March 27: First deportation of Jews from France to Auschwitz. 

 

May 4: First mass murder of Jews by gas at Auschwitz – Birkenau. 

 

May 18: There is a Jewish act of defiance in Berlin. 

 

Summer: Swiss representatives of the World Jewish Congress receive information from 

a German industrialist that the Nazis plan to exterminate the Jews, which they pass on to 

London and Washington. 

 

July 22: Daily deportations begin of Jews from Warsaw to Treblinka. 

 

July 17 and 18: Himmler visits Auschwitz-Birkenau for two days to inspect all ongoing 

construction and expansion and observe the extermination process from start to finish, 

resulting in Kommandant Höss receiving a promotion. Construction includes four large 

gas chamber/crematories. 

 

August 4: First deportation of Jews from Belgium to Auschwitz. 

 

http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/holocaust/h-theres-1.htm
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August 31: Terezin population reaches 41,552 prisoners, with space for each prisoner 

only five-and-one-fourth square-feet. The average work week is eighty to one-hundred 

hours, with children ages fourteen and older forced to work as adults.  

 

September 9: An open pit burning of bodies begins at Auschwitz instead of burying. The 

decision is made to dig up and burn those already buried, 107,000 corpses, to prevent 

fouling of ground water.  

 

December 6: Himmler ordered Gypsies deported to Auschwitz. 

 

December 17: British Foreign Secretary Eden tells the British House of Commons the 

Nazis are "now carrying into effect Hitler's oft repeated intention to exterminate the 

Jewish people of Europe." The U.S. declares those crimes will be avenged.  

 

1943  

 

January 18: There is a Four-day revolt in the Warsaw ghetto against deportations. 

 

February 2: Germans surrender to Russian troops at Stalingrad, the first big defeat of 

Hitler's armies.  

 

April 19-30: The Bermuda Conference occurs as representatives from the U.S. and 

Britain discuss the concern of refugees from Nazi-occupied countries, but nothing is 

resolved. 

 

June 10: The Propaganda Ministry issues an order banning the performance of early 

French music, banning performances of Berlioz, Debussy and Ravel soon after. 

 

October 4: Himmler talks openly about the Final Solution at Posen.  

 

November: The U.S. Congress meets to discuss the U.S. State Department's inaction 

regarding European Jews, despite mounting reports of mass extermination. 

 

1944  

 

January 24: President Roosevelt creates the War Refugee Board to help Jews under Nazi 

control. 

 

March 23: Beginning of a ten-day deportation of Jews from Greece to Auschwitz. 

 

March 24: President Roosevelt issues a statement condemning German and Japanese 

ongoing "crimes against humanity." 
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April 5: A Jewish inmate, Siegfried Lederer, escapes from Auschwitz-Birkenau and 

makes it safely to Czechoslovakia, warning the Council of Elders in Theresienstadt about 

Auschwitz. 

 

June: Soviet forces move towards Germany; however the Germans are beginning to 

evacuate hundreds of thousands of Jews on ‘Death Marches.’ 

 

June 6: D-Day: Allied landings in Normandy on the coast of northern France. Allied 

troops land in Normandy. 

 

June 23: A Red Cross delegation visits Theresienstadt, a camp formed for propaganda, 

resulting in a favorable report.  

 

July 24: Russian troops liberate the first concentration camp, Majdanek, where over 

360,000 had been murdered.  

 

August 25: Goebbels declares “Total War,” closing all theatres, concert halls, orchestra 

and opera houses with the exception of the Berlin Philharmonic. 

 

October 28: Two-thousand prisoners from Theresienstadt arrive in Auschwitz, which is 

the last transport of Jews to be gassed.  

 

November 25: Himmler orders destruction of the crematories at Auschwitz.  

 

1945  

 

January 6: Russians liberate Budapest, freeing over 80,000 Jews. 

 

January 14: Russian troops invade eastern Germany. 

 

January 17: Final Death Marches from Auschwitz-Birkenau. 

 

January 27: Russian troops liberate Auschwitz.  

 

April 11: American troops enter Buchenwald. 

 

May 2: Theresienstadt is taken over by the Red Cross. 

 

May 7: Germany surrenders to the Allies and Theresienstadt is liberated by the Red 

Army. 

 

May 9: Hermann Göring is captured by members of U.S. 7th Army.  

 

May 23: SS-Reichsführer Himmler commits suicide while in British custody. 

 

http://www.historyplace.com/worldwar2/holocaust/h-majd-lib.htm
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November: Nuremberg trials begin. 

 

1946  

 

March 11: Former Auschwitz Kommandant Höss is arrested by the British. He testifies 

at Nuremberg, tried in Warsaw, found guilty and is hanged in Auschwitz on April 16, 

1947. 

 

October 16: Göring commits suicide hours before the scheduled execution of the first 

group of major Nazi war criminals.  

 

December 9: Twenty-three former SS doctors and scientists are placed on trial at 

Nuremberg, resulting in sixteen found guilty and seven hanged. 

 

1947  

 

September 15: Twenty-one former SS leaders go on trial at Nuremberg. Fourteen are 

sentenced to death, with the four group commanders being executed. 

 

1960 

 

May 11: Adolf Eichmann is captured in Argentina by the Israeli secret service.  

 

1961 

 

April 11 - August 14: Eichmann is placed on trial in Jerusalem for crimes against the 

Jewish people, crimes against humanity and war crimes where he is found guilty and 

hanged on May 31, 1962. A fellow Nazi reported Eichmann once said "he would leap 

laughing into the grave because the feeling that he had five million people on his 

conscience would be for him a source of extraordinary satisfaction.”  

 

 

Note: Among the sources used for the information in the Chronology were 

Holocaust Timeline. http://www.historyplace.com, Martin Gilbert’s Never Again: A 

History of the Holocaust, Erik Levi’s Music in the Third Reich, and Gerald Green’s The 

Artists of Terezin.  

 

 

 



 100 

Appendix B 

 

Interview with Lisl Bogart 

 

July 10, 2011. Home of Lisl Bogart 

 

Marcus: What was your life like before the war?  Were you involved with music? 

 

Bogart: Well, yes, we did. I myself cannot carry a tune. I have no ear. But we were  

raised that music was always great in our house… There were always operettas, 

concerts, Beethoven, Mozart.  

 

Marcus: How were you taken away from your home? 

 

Bogart: When the transports started, always a thousand taken away at a time. The first 

5,000 from Czech went to the Ghetto Lodz. Terezin was, before the war, a 

garrison town…That’s why they decided to make it into a camp, because it had 

big moats and everything. The next (transport) went to Terezin and they were two 

at first, the first one, two hundred fifty young men to build the ghetto. The second 

one was two weeks later with a thousand young men; one of them was my brother. 

The first was called AK I, and the second was AK II, working colony one and two. 

After that the regular transports started, always a thousand people. By number, it 

went from A to Z. When the alphabet was finished it was AA. My transport was 

AAR. My number was 395.  

 

Marcus: Just to clarify, did you go to Lodz first or Theresienstadt? 

 

Bogart: No, the first five transports, 5,000 men, went to Lodz and all of the following 

transports then went to Terezin. Everybody from the Bohemian and Moravian part, 

all Jews were taken to Terezin…Terezin almost daily transports went to other 

camps. 

 

Marcus: How old were you when you entered Terezin? 

 

Bogart: I was thirteen. March 15, 1939. Germany occupied Czechoslovakia. I was not  

quite sixteen when I was taken to Terezin. 

 

Marcus: Did you ever consider the option of hiding? 

 

Bogart: No, you couldn’t wait around. You needed the help of some brave people from  
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the outside world who would either take you into hiding or help you escape which 

was dangerous for them to do. If they would have been caught, they would have 

been killed also, like in the Diary of Anne Frank. But no, we did not have the 

opportunity to try and hide. 

 

Marcus: Did you witness any secret musical performance inside of the barracks at night?  

 

Bogart: Yes, there was music and education going on. Every minute was… a silent  

resistance, not to give in; day, by day, by day to survive. The only way was to 

keep our brains going, and teaching education, even in those days, very important. 

The older ones would teach us and we would teach the younger ones by being 

marched to work, and every free minute as long as we could manage it. We would 

discuss some remembered poetry, some remembered art. Even when I worked in 

the children’s barrack, we would teach them songs and nursery rhymes and poems 

just to keep our sanity.  

 

Marcus: As for the musical life in Terezin, the Nazis forced operas and concerts to be  

performed. Did you witness any of these performances? 

 

Bogart: We had to. We were told many times we had to be in the audience whenever  

somebody came and visited. You were told to be an enthusiastic audience… For 

Brundibar, it was rehearsed and many of the children who started out, never 

finished. They were taken into other transports and new ones were always taken. 

One lady, Ela, who is still alive, now performs at the last act of Brundibar; she is 

wonderful. (She is) the actual child that started out in Brundibar (The Cat) and she 

stayed through the entire time. She survived and now whenever Brundibar is 

performed… she will be there participating in the last song. I saw her in Chicago 

perform a few years ago. She stepped out and joined in the last song. Brundibar, 

in the camp, we did not let the children know what it is about because the SS 

believe it or not, did not understand that Brundibar is supposed to be Hitler. Prior 

to the camp, it was performed in Prague. Hans tried to adopt it to Terezin once 

inside and we were afraid if the children participating would find out, that they 

would talk about it and the whole perception would come out. To them it was just 

a game to participate; they did not know what it was all about.  

 

Marcus: How is it that Brundibar was an obvious mockery of Hitler, yet the Nazis did  

not realize? 

 

Bogart: I have no idea!  It was done so “tongue and cheek.”  And this was not the only  

way to try any kind of deception; even the teaching. And the other things we did 

was actually illegal; we took a chance. But you knew your end destination was 

this anyhow so you tried as much as you could to try and fight against them. 

 

Marcus: Did you get to meet Hans Krasa?  
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Bogart: I don’t really remember, I don’t think so. I knew some of them, but not by name.  

Actually we never had names, we were numbers. But all the people you met, you 

never asked their name… I don’t really recall. I know I participated in some of the 

rehearsals as a spectator. But since I was involved in the children’s education part, 

I was always asked to be with the children.  

 

Marcus: Was there often an audience watching the rehearsals? 

 

Bogart: Some might have been at one time with me, but we were working. And then I  

had to go bring them to the rehearsal at a certain time.  

 

Marcus: Were you close with some of the performers? 

 

Bogart: I wouldn’t say I was close, you tried not to get close because you knew what the  

end was.  

 

Marcus: What was it like when the Red Cross visited? 

 

Bogart: That was a charade. It is hard to describe. It went on for weeks and weeks, the  

preparations, the rehearsals. Just like you would prepare and rehearse for a play. I 

speak a lot at schools to children and I explain to them just like they would put on 

a show, they did. Preparations to the point that there was money, a bank, a sewing 

room, a school room, a prayer room. Now, one of the barracks there is like a 

second museum in Terezin. One was original, and a barrack is now a second 

museum which is what it looked like when the Red Cross visited. Beautiful bunks 

which we didn’t have; coats hanging on a hanger, blankets, and mattresses, all we 

didn’t even have; even a false bathroom. (There were) beautiful faucets with 

water running out of it. But of course, the Red Cross was not permitted to come in. 

If they had gone in and turned on the faucet no water would have came out. It was 

strictly made for that purpose, looking. Everything was really make-believe… 

They came once. We left all of the stores empty just in case of another unexpected 

visit, which never happened. This was all a charade for this one particular visit. 

 

Marcus: You said you saw Brundibar, did you see any other operas? 

 

Bogart: I saw Requiem…. The performances were always after doing work we were  

assigned. We were told now go there, stay there, spend time there. It was never 

out of your free will.  

 

Marcus: For Brundibar, seeing it from the audience and working with the kids. How did  

the opera affect you?  

 

Bogart: Nothing had an effect. We were so numb, or whatever you want to call it. We  

just tried to get through a day at a time. We never talked about it to each other in 

the bunks or if I saw my mother and she would say something. We never talked 
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about it. Everything we saw and witnessed we tried to forget, even if it was the 

arts. We knew it was a charade, that none of the children would survive, and 

would be taken in a transport. I belonged to a Zionist Youth Organization and the 

Jewish Elder. We had a second Jewish Elder, who was also killed in Auschwitz. 

The third was from Vienna; he was there towards the end and survived. But being 

in the organization, the first elder tried to put the young people from this 

organization into positions where we would… be able to go to Israel and build up 

Israel working in the fields and working with horses, cows, sheep and so on. At 

that time, we were a group about eight girls, and another group of nine boys. We 

were assigned before the transports by the Jewish Community to work for farmers 

as slave labors before the camps. So we knew about gardening and harvesting. 

That in itself in Terezin and in other camps it helped because you were assigned 

to what we called outside slave labor. My brother was assigned to take care of the 

horse, which could have saved his life but didn’t unfortunately. The Elder was 

trying to put us into jobs where he hoped we had a chance to survive.  

 

Marcus: Can you tell me about the living conditions in Terezin? 

 

Bogart: We lived more or less on the starvation diet. In the morning we would get ersatz  

coffee, a slice of bread which had to last the whole day of work. And the bread 

was in Europe, round and sliced. So if you got the top, it was smaller. As it got 

further, the slices were bigger, so we always tried to get a bigger slice and share 

with someone who got a smaller one. Then in the evening or whenever we came 

back from work, we would stand in a long line to get a small bowl of soup which 

wasn’t really soup. It was an ugly grayish brownish mush that tasted delicious. As 

I said, you weren’t really hungry you were starving. The soup was your lifeline so 

to speak. Of course when the Red Cross came, the soup was a better soup. There 

were real pieces of potato and some noodles or starch. Some green stuff was 

floating in it, who knows what it was. But it surely was not that ugly mush. Even 

the bakery had to put out delicious looking cookies, which wasn’t for us, just for 

show.  

 

Marcus: Do you remember the day you were liberated? 

 

Bogart: Terezin was liberated May 7, 1945, by the Russian Army as they progressed  

towards Berlin. We heard the front was coming closer and closer from the East… 

Actually, I missed out on that day. A few days before I lost consciousness and had 

typhoid; this was very contagious which I got from a death march. I was thrown 

into a typhoid barrack left there to die, but somehow I didn’t die. A few days later, 

I regained consciousness. I saw a friend of mine from the camp. She was at the 

same assignment as me. She came to the window of the barracks. I remember 

seeing her mouth going, yelling something to me but I didn’t hear her. The 

windows were fairly high and I was lying on the floor. She was on the other side, 

but she had something in her hand. She was waving it back and forth, and I 

wondered “What is she trying to tell me?” She was holding in her hand, what 
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looks like now a slice of white bread. Seeing that bread, I realized we must be free. 

It is now sixty-six years later, and every morning I have a slice of toast, every 

morning, for breakfast. I have five grandchildren… and I still get angry at them 

when I see them waste food, especially bread.  

 

Marcus: Can you tell me about how you left Theresienstadt. 

 

Bogart: After the liberation, three and a half weeks I was still too weak to talk. And you  

couldn’t leave without a piece of paper stating you were cleaned and no longer a 

carrier of any infectious diseases before you could officially leave. A friend of 

mine was already back in Prague, and somehow to word back to me that a truck 

was coming back to Terezin to bring some people back. She put an empty beer 

keg on the truck and that would smuggle me back into Prague… Some of the guys 

who already had come back from the death marches to Terezin carried me to the 

truck and when we came towards the Prague border…I had no documents that I 

could enter Prague. (Before the check-point) They stuffed me into the beer keg 

which had some old rags and placed blankets over the keg. Once we cleared the 

border, they let me out of the keg, thank G-d, it was very tiny and dark in there. I 

went to the Russian’s Red Cross, and we were assigned to an apartment, me and 

seven girls. But the nice part was in that apartment, a young man lived who was a 

German who fled in a hurry. They carried me up there. There was no power there 

yet, but we found food in the pantry and food in the kitchen left over which was 

fantastic for us. You couldn’t right away eat food; your stomach could not digest 

it. You had to start eating slowly, like a baby. We also found clothing and made 

use of that. We gave the boys when we found boys and they gave us girls clothing. 

Soon I had a blouse, skirt, and other things. It wasn’t color coordinated but it was 

a vast improvement.  

 

Marcus: How long did you stay in Prague? 

 

Bogart: Just about a year. Nobody can understand, we could not immigrate to the United  

States. I tried getting in touch with an uncle in the U.S. There were no wires to get 

in touch with him. After three months, somebody I knew from England came to 

Prague and found me. He was a friend of my brother and our parents were friends. 

From England he could wire to my uncle that I survived and gave him my address. 

At the same time in New York City, the Red Cross was writing names out of 

people who survived and I guess they got my name. My uncle found my name on 

the list. Then he was able to get in touch with me, but I still could not leave.  

 

Marcus: Can you tell me about the process to come to America?  

  

Bogart: Before the war, they would not allow people to leave without documents.  

President Roosevelt was refusing to let the Jews in. You needed an affidavit giver, 

and not many people could do that. Most people were also immigrants or did not 

have the money. They could not vouch that we would not become a burden to the 
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state. My uncle fortunately was able to get the affidavit and then it took me about 

a year to get all of the papers together once the American consulate opened. All of 

the survivors, we didn’t have documents you needed. There was nothing with my 

name on it. No birth certificate. It took me about a year to get it all done; 

documents, passports. And then flights, it was hard to get. Once or twice a week 

on a small plane from Prague to Paris, I got on that finally. Then I spent two and a 

half days in Paris, and from there only twice a week were flights from Paris to the 

U.S. on an airline that doesn’t exist anymore. There were no jets or anything yet. 

So, I got finally on a flight which I got in July of 1946, to the United States.  

 

Marcus: Was it hard to adjust to being in America? 

 

Bogart: The first thing my uncle, who I didn’t know very well, he said to me “Don’t talk,  

we don’t want to hear.” And I heard that from many friends and survivors they 

had similar situations. We know now when something drastic happens, they 

immediately send in a team to talk, talk, talk! I met people who had similar 

experiences. We tried to figure out why, and we all came to the conclusion they 

meant well, but they felt guilty on not being able to help, which the whole world 

didn’t help. Now a day when something happens, everybody rushes in to help. 

The whole world knew what was happening to us, even the Red Cross visitors 

who came to Terezin, they knew this whole thing was a charade. They knew what 

was happening, but nobody helped. Six million to be killed and five million other 

minorities killed. The world was silent. So anyhow, I made it here and started to 

work, go to school to learn the language and here I am. Trying to teach and tell 

students from elementary school and up how important it is to know what hate 

and prejudice can do.  

 

Marcus: Did anyone else in your family survive?  

 

Bogart: No, we had forty three people in my family. I was the only one to survive.  

Everyone else was murdered, including a cousin who was eight years old. He was 

killed in Terezin. Terezin has in the museum, which is the children’s barrack…. 

all four walls with the names of 15,000 children from the ceiling to the floor of 

children who were killed in Terezin. 

 

Marcus: Have you been back to visit? 

 

Bogart: I have been back a number of times. Three times with teachers of Palm Beach  

County with the March of the Educators…. where we took educators, mostly non-

Jewish, for two weeks of Europe; Hungary, Germany Poland, Czechoslovakia, 

and Terezin in Prague.  

 

Marcus: Did music play any type of role helping with the situation, even though you 

were numb? Did it help with coping with the situation? 
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Bogart: I don’t really think so. We knew music was a cover up. You cannot sit  

Someplace, as much as you love music, and forget what is going on around you. 

And remember we did not sit in air-condition in a comfortable seat with a full 

stomach. You just have to be there.  

 

Marcus: Do you feel being a musical performer bought them time? 

 

Bogart: No, not even the artists. They were all killed. The musicians, painters, they were  

all killed. They tried sort of as a resistance. They knew they were to be killed, yet 

they tried to resist anyhow. In Auschwitz, music was ordered. They had to play as 

transports arrived and as people went to the gas. I couldn’t even say music was 

done in defiance. It was done as a means of showing the Nazis that we are still 

human beings. 

 

Marcus: Out of your experience, what would you like to convey to the world? 

 

Bogart: The purpose I am speaking about in schools is to teach the new generation about  

hatred and prejudice…. Bullying is prejudice in a way. Making fun of a child in a 

way; you are too tall or this or that. That is prejudice. In elementary school, we 

show fourth and fifth graders about Daniel’s Story. We like to tell Daniel’s story 

and send it to the Museum in DC which would answer their questions… and teach 

them that we are all the same on the inside… You aren’t born with hatred. It is 

taught.  
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Appendix C 

 

Interview with Dr. Jerry Goldsmith 

 

September 21, 2011. Holocaust Documentation and Education Center 

 

Marcus: Where did you live before the war? 

 

Goldsmith: I was born in Germany, but when I was about ten years old we moved to  

Holland. It was in 1933. I was eleven, I think. And so I spent almost all of my 

younger life in Holland until 1947.  

 

Marcus: What was your life like before the war? 

 

Goldsmith: Well, I had a very good life actually. I went to school, like all kids do.  

Played in the street, played street games and what have you. We had a very good 

time. Holland was a very nice country to live in…. Living there you spent half of 

your life on a bicycle! 

 

Marcus: Were you involved with music at all when you were younger? 

 

Goldsmith: No… Not at all. 

 

Marcus: What was your story of how you were taken from your home? 

 

Goldsmith: Well that was a bit of a long story. I wasn’t really taken from my home, I left  

my home. We went into hiding. To begin with, when the Nuremberg laws kicked 

in, in Holland there was a rule that if you had a family of three and two of them 

were sick, the third one could stay and wouldn’t be transported; at least for the 

moment. This changed from day to day practically... I faked a bleeding ulcer so I 

wound up in the hospital because all of the doctors bought it. So I was in the 

hospital. Meanwhile, my father was busy finding us a hiding place, which he did. 

And lets see, August 12, 1942, I remember it because it was the birthday of Queen 

Wilhelmina, our queen at the time. I left the hospital and left for Amsterdam for 

the hiding place. I had my own hiding place…. And I stayed there until December. 

I had a woman, a daughter of the people that my parents were hiding with, who 

was the liaison between us. She didn’t like the place I was in, and I can’t blame 

her I didn’t like it either! (It was a) very poor laborer type neighborhood, you 

know, one of those houses if you stretch your arm up you could touch the gutter. 

And the walls were very thin so for about three months I didn’t wear any shoes 
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because it made too much noise walking around. The neighbors would hear it 

when there was nobody was home. A man and his mother lived in that house. 

Then about just before Christmas of 1942, this liaison lady picked me up and took 

me to my parents because my birthday was coming up, fourth of January, and she 

felt I should be with them. Then after a little while my mother’s birthday was 

coming up, 24
th

 of January, so they allowed me to stay. Then my father’s birthday 

was coming up, in March, and they wanted me to stay, and finally I stayed there 

period.  

 

Marcus: How long did you stay there? 

 

Goldsmith: I stayed there until April of 1944. In the end, there were six of us. The last  

two that came was a physician and his wife and they were brought up to the 

hiding place. And the man thought that a patient of his saw him, and sure enough, 

about four or five days later we were picked up by the Gestapo. So I went up the 

usual routes: Gestapo, down in the cellar, spent a day there, a week in jail until 

they had enough people for a transport. Then I went to Westerbork, a 

concentration camp in Holland, but it was a transit camp. And since I was in 

hiding, I was a particularly bad boy. So they put me into a special barrack called 

the S barrack, S standing for Punishment. I stayed there for a little while not very 

long actually… One removed family member of ours who was still living in 

Germany escaped across the border and he stayed with us for about three months, 

and during those three months they were building Westerbork… We knew 

everybody of course, there were only about 350 or so in there originally, so he 

pulled a few strings and got us out of the particularly segregated barracks and we 

joined the camp.  

 

Marcus: What work did you do in Westerbork? 

 

Goldsmith: I worked whatever they gave me. I was a blacksmith. I went through  

everything I was very handy. Whatever they wanted to give me for a slice of 

bread I could do. And then I would look at the guys that really knew what they 

were doing and I did it! My father worked in the library and there were three of 

them in the library… Eventually, they started to empty out the camp. By this time 

the Americans were already in Belgium, this was in 1944. So they emptied out the 

camp and sent most of the people to Auschwitz. We had a choice to go to either 

Bergen-Belsen or Theresienstadt. My parents didn’t care. I absolutely insisted I 

wanted I wanted to go to Theresienstadt; I have no idea why I did this, but I did. 

And so we went. And after three days we ended up in Theresienstadt which ended 

up being a very good choice, because Theresiesntadt was a fortress, an old 

fortress, built by son of the Austrian Maria Theresa.  
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Marcus: Can you tell me about Theresienstadt?  

 

Goldsmith: There were three very large barracks, three floors and an attic and a lot of  

houses. It was actually a little town that was evacuated. The first group of Czechs 

from Prague came in 1942 and they actually set up the camp; the bunk beds and 

stuff that were needed. It had a bank, stores; it was a regular little town. It had a 

plaza in the middle with grass, a music pavilion, and every afternoon musicians 

played popular things like operettas and things like that. And that was that. In 

Theresienstadt again I started from scratch. I could do anything they wanted me to 

do. That went fine for about a month… and then the transports started. At that 

time it was about 30,000 people there. A small little town, maybe ten to fifteen 

minutes to walk from one end to the other both ways. There were 30,000 people 

in there, so we were packed. My father slept in one barrack, my mother in an attic 

of another. And I still in another. So we first of all we did nothing, then finally got 

us to work.  

 

Marcus: Where were you and your family working? 

 

Goldsmith: My father was carrying laundry and had to hang it up in the attic. So that was  

his job. My mother worked in a thing called mica, it’s a thin filament that splits 

and sometimes used in front of stoves. She had to split that and they used it for 

bombs, I think. Then she worked in batteries, another one of these things. The 

batteries had copper in it, and that’s what they wanted. So she had to scrape the 

battery, get the copper out.  

 

Marcus: What work were you doing in Theresienstadt? 

 

Goldsmith: I was most anything. The first job I had was peeling stones. What they did  

was after a bombing raid and all of the houses were (demolished). They took the 

stones together, the ones they could still use like bricks, but they had cement on 

them. So they dumped them in Theresienstadt and we would all sit around in a 

circle with hammers and knock the cement off of the bricks. There was a terrific 

job I had in Westerbork. I told them I was a plumber because they needed one. 

They needed someone to work with someone from outside of the camp, a non 

Jews. So I was a plumber, and he taught me how to be a plumber… So in 

Theresienstadt, I started with bricks. Then they needed a welder. Every time I did 

this work, I received a slice of bread as an incentive. It turns out I didn’t have to 

weld, I had to cut with a flame. And I did that.  

 

Marcus: How old were you at this point? 

 

Goldsmith: It was in 1944, so I was 19. Then the transports started. And out of 30,000  

original, 11,000 were left. Everyone else was sent to Auschwitz, I don’t know. 

And then there were a lot of openings since people were sent on transports. And 

so there was an opening in the kitchen, so I got into the kitchen. And it was a 
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pretty isolated life because I had to be there about four or five in the morning to 

make coffee for the first people that went to work at six. And I didn’t get home 

too late so I didn’t get out too much. But it was a good job… And that’s really 

what I did there.  

 

Marcus: Did you witness any secret musical performance inside of the barracks at night?  

 

Goldsmith: No, because I wasn’t in any of the barracks. In the end, my father got an  

office job in some houses that were connected and he was the block eldest. So it 

was a perk to that, that we had a room. What we did in the attics was we had 

quick services, but we would have services. I remember one in particular, on Rosh 

Hashanah, we had a musician, a violinist from Prague that was blind, and a little 

polish boy with an excellent voice. He sang the Kol Nidre, in the attic in the pitch 

dark, except on the front of the table they had a candle going. And the rest, I have 

no idea who was up there, I couldn’t even see my neighbor. And it was really the 

only music except for the pavilion in the afternoon.  

 

Marcus: Did you ever see the performances in the afternoon? 

 

Goldsmith: No, I had to work six or seven days a week. In any case, I got into the  

kitchen, and that’s where I spent the rest of my stay in Theresienstadt. 

 

Marcus: Do you remember the Red Cross Visit? 

 

Goldsmith: Oh yeah, I remember when they came… We got extra food, so I had to work  

extra hard. Instead of four in the morning I started at two in the morning and got 

home at 8 so I didn’t get much sleep, but we did get extra food… They only spent 

like a day, getting at 9 in the morning leaving at 5 in the afternoon, so that was the 

only good meal.  

 

Marcus: Did you notice any other changes for the visit?  

 

Goldsmith: Towards the end of the war, they sent a commission that stayed longer… But  

prior to that we had to get the camp in good shape so you make a good impression 

on the Red Cross. See this was the idea of Theresienstadt, to be able to present 

something; say “look for yourself.” We had a bank, our own money made 

especially for Theresienstadt. We got our wages, which we were supposed to bank 

which we never did. There were stores open at times where you could buy 

something like shoes. They had a lot of stuff because they took everything you 

had when you came, and put it into warehouses. So it made the impression of a 

great little town with everything that a little town has: work place, kitchen and so 

forth. Then we had to take the houses, but they never touched the kitchen people, 

we had to get the food ready, so I did not participate in that. People were playing 

instruments again in the pavilion. This visit was very much towards the end. The 

representative who stayed with the commander of the camp, Rahm, tried to stop 
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him from gassing all of us. He was successful and he was there when the Russians 

moved in. and he protected us. But prior to that, there were some Danish Jews in 

the camp and I don’t think any of them were really Danish, mostly Polish that 

escaped to Denmark and ended up in Theresienstadt… The Danish was able to 

send a bunch of buses to get the Danish Jews out to Sweden, March of 1945, 

which was remarkable that they drove the buses into the town… The SS was 

handing out food stamps to the kids like sardines and the kids said “sardines 

again!” The whole thing was a sham but it worked… and that was my stay in 

Theresienstadt until we got liberated.  

 

Marcus: I know you did not witness any musical performances since you were in the  

kitchen, but did you know any of the musicians? 

 

Goldsmith: Yes, I had a girl friend whose father was the first violinist of the  

Conservatoire in Amsterdam, so I knew a number of them. And they all played in 

the operas…  

 

Marcus: Do you remember when you were liberated? 

 

Goldsmith: Oddly enough, the war started between Holland and Germany on May the  

fifth, and it was liberated on May eighth I think, very close, by the second 

Ukrainian army, the Russians. At that time we had typhus, a typhoid epidemic so 

we couldn’t leave the camp, but the Russians helped tremendously. They brought 

in food, segregated sick people, special barracks, and brought up anything they 

could find. And that was that. In the first few days when everything was chaotic, I 

got out of the camp with a friend of mine and we went to Prague because we 

knew the Swiss were taking care of Dutch in Theresienstadt, and thought maybe 

they could find a way to get us a way home, but they couldn’t. So we went 

Holland with a transport about a month later… I stayed until… July, I think, of 

1945, and I left for America the beginning of March of 1947.  

 

Marcus: When did you move to Florida? 

 

Goldsmith: Not until 1962. I have been here since. I lived in Jersey. I lost my first wife  

and I was with two little boys and I met a woman who lives in Florida so I moved 

to Florida and we were married. And we’re still doing that! Then I studied 

psychology. I started in Holland in medicine, a year and a half of that. But they 

wouldn’t let me stay because I had applied to go to America, so after a years 

worth of medicine in 1946, they gave me half a year extension… they wouldn’t 

let me do that. They told me either go now, or go to the end of the line, which was 

a very long line and I didn’t want to do that. So I figured I’d continue studying 

here but I couldn’t… All of the medical schools were full so I ended up studying 

psychology here.  
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Marcus: Do you think that your experience with the holocaust affected your decision to  

become a psychologist? 

 

Goldsmith: No, I think I always had an interest in medicine until I started studying it and  

lost interest. It did influence in some way because another thing I did in the 1970s 

was the Dutch got some money from Germany and in the Dutch way they put it 

away and it gathered interest. And they said anybody who is damaged by the war 

and can prove it will receive a pension from it. And we also sent them to the 

doctors, and the doctors can’t give proof that whatever is wrong with a person is 

because of the war I mean if you’re diabetic, that may or may not be from the war. 

How do you prove that? They finally got smart and said that if people have 

damage of some sorts, then it must be psychological. So they found me as a Dutch 

speaker and I saw a number of Dutch people. In fact, my territory was from Texas 

to the coast… Anyone Dutch with a claim, came to Miami Beach and I saw them 

and then I sent in a report and sent it to Holland and whatever happened to them I 

don’t know. That’s where I stopped, I never was notified whether they accepted 

my report or not.  

 

Marcus: Do you believe that music did play a role emotionally for those who witnessed  

the performances? 

 

Goldsmith: Well, I don’t know. It’s very difficult to say because everybody really had  

their hands full and those who were there the longest were also sent out in 

September of 1942. I rarely had contact with them. Old people didn’t really 

survive too long because of the food, cleanliness and all that. Many people 

including my grandmother got sick and died. So I didn’t have much contact with 

them; although, you could kind of predict when a person was about to die. There 

was something about them; I can’t really explain what it was. But it made a 

general impression they had given up and that was that and they would die and 

then they would be cremated… This upset the Red Cross very much because they 

wanted to see the cemetery and there wasn’t one. I remember the Swedish 

commander asking our commander that was he aware Jews shouldn’t be burned, 

they should be buried.  

 

Marcus: You didn’t mention your parents, did they survive? 

 

Goldsmith: Yes, all three! We were one of the rare cases where we were actually always  

together; except the three months in Holland to begin with. But for the rest, we 

were always together. We were in camp together; we were in Gestapo together, 

everywhere; and came home together. It was really a remarkable case. I haven’t 

heard of another family that stayed in tact. And I was the only child so we all 

made it. The rest of my family didn’t… All I had left was two cousins in America 

that got out in 1939. 
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Marcus: Out of your experience, what would you like to convey to the world? 

 

Goldsmith: I think be involved in what is happening around you. That would be the main  

thing, particularly politically-- I mean, obviously political. I was a victim. And 

that kind of scares me when I look around and people tell me that they voted for 

somebody because he had such wonderful hair or he was bald or whatever he was. 

And that happens too much in America, I’m afraid. People need to be more 

informed then they are. That’s probably the best chance for it not to happen again; 

to be informed. And well read society; which we are not. So I guess in essence in 

what I’m saying is it could happen again… 
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Appendix D 

 

“Nazi Ruse Covered up Holocaust”  

Transcript from 60 Minutes 

 

 

Every summer, a remarkable reunion takes place in the Czech Republic. A group of 

friends come together from all over the world, who all have one thing in common: they 

grew up in the shadow of death in a concentration camp in the lush mountains outside of 

Prague. They grew up quickly. 

 

Helga Kinsky couldn't speak about the horror for a full 40 years. "Because actually 

whatever you did, you didn't have the right to live. You were sentenced to death. And it is 

something you can't get over," she explains. 

 

The survivors' friendship began in Theresienstadt, a transit camp. From here, a garrison 

town before the war, Jews were sent off to the gas chambers of Auschwitz. Nearly 

140,000 Jews from all over central Europe passed through the camp, including many of 

Europe's most prominent artists who left a record of what it was like. Much of the art has 

survived, some of it by children. They portrayed how cold and crowded they were, 

sleeping thirty to a room, how typhus epidemics swept through the camp. The dead were 

brought to catacombs before being incinerated. Bodies were carried on the same wagons 

used for bread. Jews weren't gassed at Theresienstadt but more than 30,000 died of 

disease and hunger.  

 

Music flourished in the camp; it was like a Julliard for Jews. There were classes and 

concerts in cellars and attics. The hottest ticket in town was Brundibar, written by a 

Czech Jew and smuggled into the camp.  

 

"It wasn't easy to get tickets," remembers Dita Krause, who was in the choir in Brundibar. 

She says tickets were printed for every performance and were maybe the most difficult to 

get. 

 

The opera was performed 55 times by children in Theresienstadt. It's a fairy tale of sorts, 

the story of a young brother and sister who with the help of a cat, a dog, a bird and the 

children of the village defeat an evil organ grinder named Brundibar. The opera ends with 

a victory song.  

 

Back in the camp, the Nazis filmed the performance in 1944. The lead role, the part of 
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Brundibar, was played by a boy named Honza Treichlinger, who wore a fake mustache. 

 

"Everybody loved him. And everybody adored him," remembers Ella Weissberger, who 

played the cat. 

 

 

"I wore my sisters ski pants and my mothers sweater. Black sweater, this was my 

costume," she recalls. 

 

Wearing a costume was a relief from what Ella and the other kids had to wear all the time 

in the camp. "This was the only time that they said we don't have to put on the Jewish star. 

A couple of minutes of freedom," she explains. 

 

A couple of minutes of freedom for Ella the cat. 

 

"All I can hear and see is Ella, never stopping to sing the cat. So we all sang the cat in the 

end," remembers Eva Gross, who was 20 at the time. She taught the children. 

 

"It was lovely this was very nice, very liberating. Very, and of course the whole, not only 

the whole room, the whole house, the whole town sang the victory song afterwards," 

Gross remembers. 

 

The whole town was mesmerized by the opera, the story of an evil man with a mustache. 

An evil man with a moustache? Did the kids have any idea what the opera was really 

about? 

 

"Oh, yes, they knew exactly the symbolic meaning. I'm sure they did. The whole thing 

was of course symbolic, you know? Brundibar was Hitler. So, oh yes, they knew," says 

Gross. 

 

"It was our way to fight the evil. The Germans, maybe," says Handa Drori, who was a 

member of the chorus. Once, she got a chance to play the dog. 

 

Brundibar is a story of defiance.  

 

Asked if the Germans didn't realize that or whether they worried about it, Drori tells 

Simon, "Yeah that what we wondered all the time. If they don't understand that what we 

are singing is against them. If they don't understand it. Or if they just don't care, because 

they knew what we didn't know. That we are meant all to go to the gas chambers and to 

die, not to survive. Maybe they thought, 'Ah let the Jews play a little bit before they go to 

be, to be killed.'" 

 

But by 1944 reports were circulating in allied capitals that Jews were being deported and 

exterminated.  
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The Nazis wanted to refute those reports and decided on an audacious deception: to make 

Theresienstadt look like a model Jewish town and to invite in the International Red Cross 

for an inspection and to make a propaganda film showing what a nice place it was.  

 

A beautification plan was implemented immediately. They painted buildings, planted 

flowers, opened stores, and put up a bandstand in the town square.  

They built a kindergarten in a small park, near our children's home. They opened a coffee 

shop. And those chose the people who sit there. And listen to music, and drink their 

coffee. Usually young, pretty women. They made Terezin into a beautiful, little place," 

remembers Helga Kinsky, who watched it all unfold.  

 

And they made it a lot less crowded. Just before the Red Cross delegation arrived, the 

Nazis shipped 7,500 people off to Auschwitz, creating more open spaces. The stage was 

now set. On June 23, 1944, the Red Cross delegates came for their one day visit and the 

show began. The Nazis decided that a performance of Brundibar would be the highlight.  

 

Paul Sandfort was in the orchestra that day and played the trumpet.  

 

Asked what that particular performance was like, Sandfort tells Simon, "It was a little 

more tense. A little more tense because we had to…this feeling of…I at least has the 

feeling you must not fail. You must play for your life." 

 

The Red Cross delegates went exactly where the Nazis took them. They didn't question a 

single prisoner. They saw no evil, they heard no evil. In fact, the Swiss head of the 

delegation took pictures to show how happy the children looked.  

 

The deception worked. The final report of the Red Cross delegation read that 

Theresienstadt looks like a normal provincial town where and the "elegantly dressed 

women all had silk stockings scarves and stylish handbags." The delegates also wrote that 

Theresienstadt is a final destination camp and that people who come here are not sent 

elsewhere.  

 

In fact by the time of the visit, some 68,000 people had already been shipped from here to 

the death camps.  

 

Sandfort acknowledges the Nazis did convince the world. "But they only convinced the 

world because the world wanted to be convinced. It's easier." 

 

When the show was over, the transports to Auschwitz were accelerated.  

Those who stayed behind, like Ella Weissberger, watched as their friends and fellow cast 

members were herded onto the trains. 

 

"So I tell you the truth, when we were saying the last goodbye to some I can't say it today. 

I said, 'But I will see you later. I don't wanna say goodbye,'" she says.  
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As the trains kept on heading to Auschwitz, the cast of Brundibar kept on changing. Ella's 

co-star Honza Treichlinger, the young boy who played Brundibar, was sent to the gas 

chambers in 1944. The opera's composer, Hans Krasa, was killed about the same time.  

 

For those who stayed in Theresienstadt it meant learning new parts all the time, which 

wasn't a problem because everyone knew the opera by heart. But by the end of 1944, 

performances stopped abruptly because there was hardly anyone left.  

 

Dita Krause was fourteen when she was bundled onto a train to Auschwitz. "For me the 

Holocaust started after Terezin. Terezin was still acceptable compared to what was after. 

The day we left Terezin, the world changed totally, radically," she explains. 

 

Like very few other cast members of Brundibar, Dita survived Auschwitz and Bergen 

Belsen, but she lost most of her family and almost all her friends. "So few of them 

survived. And they were so talented. So many wonderful children among them, and 

promising children. That's the pity of it. Children that would have become poets and 

artists, and so many of them. And they are all gone, for nothing," she tells Simon. 

 

The cast members of Brundibar who did survive get together every year now. This past 

autumn they walked around Theresienstadt, that old concentration camp, which is now a 

provincial town again.  

 

Children from all over the world perform Brundibar these days, this fairy tale set to music. 

Children from a nearby Czech school put on a performance for members of the original 

cast in the same Theresienstadt attic where they first performed it more than sixty years 

ago.  

 

The girls, as they still call themselves, remembered their lines. The schoolchildren invited 

them to join in the finale, the victory song. They stole the show. 

 

Produced By Paul Bellinger and Michael Gavsho
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